 24a Princes Avenue London N10 3LR, UK

  The Biographic-Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM)-

Shortguide November 2004. version 22

Tom Wengraf, Middlesex University and University of East London 

Contents


1. The general principles of BNIM interviewing practice
3
      The main interview (subsessions one and two) (1-3 hours?)
3
The single-question initial subsession: initial narration
3
The second subsession: narrative follow-up
3
      A second interview (subsession 3) optional
3
                        The Main Principles of Narrative Interviewing
3
2. The general principles of BNIM interpretation
3
Adaptions of BNIM  made for particular research studies
3
The term ‘perspective’ and the reality of ‘evoking a mode of experiencing and acting’
3
3. Bibliographies
3
BNIM   bibliography by topic area – short list
3
Bibliography - alphabetical order (different, more inclusive list)
3


Diagrams – 

3Figure 1 BNIM in the CRQ-TQ structure 0

Figure 2 BNIM in the CRQ-IQ structure 2.3
3
Figure 3 Classic SQUIN and the 3 (sub) Sessions
3
Figure 5  Curly diagram - topics and subtopics in order
3
Figure 6  Nine  topic and four subtopics in gestalt order
3
Figure 7 Squin design sheet - menu of possibilities
3
Figure 8 The D-A-R-N-E textsorts
3

Overview

This methodology for conducting and analyzing biographic narrative interviews has been used over the past fifteen or more years both in individual PhD projects but also in a variety of collective research projects, either directly (e.g. Rosenthal 1998, Chamberlayne et al 2002, Brannen et al 2004) or in a modified version.  

Assuming that “narrative expression” is expressive both of conscious concerns and also of unconscious cultural, societal  and individual presuppositions and processes, it is concerned with both the ‘inner’ and the ‘outer’ worlds of ‘historical person-in-historical situation’;  it is both psychodynamic and sociobiographic in approach. The primary focus on the particularity of individual experience in unique historical and societal locations and processes (e.g. the dynamics of such institutions as ‘organisations’ and ‘families’ within such social movements as the Holocaust,  migration, and  neo-liberal modernisation,) lays the basis for systematic later ‘whole case’ comparision and grounded theorisation.

 Collective projects using BNIM so far include:  – 

· a research project comparing cross-nationally different regimes of caring and the informal cultures that the regimes give rise to;

· another comparing the social strategies of disadvantaged groups coping with increasingly risky societies in Europe and of innovative agencies that have tried to measure up to such new challenges; 

· a four-generation 12-family study of work and caring in the UK over the 20th century; 

· a study of professional immigrants to New Zealand.

· an in-depth study of one innovative agency, a Healthy Living Centre in a deprived multi-ethnic part of East London;

· another dealing with the interaction between front-line professionals and their clients in  agencies dealing with the homeless;  

An increasing proportion of the studies using BNIM deal with ‘applied’ issues, exploring how professionals do or don’t intervene effectively with people in ‘difficult situations’ and how policy and practice should be developed accordingly. 

The BNIM interview procedure

In each BNIM interview, there are three subsessions (Wengraf 2001, ch.6) . In the first, the interviewer offers only a carefully constructed single narrative question (e.g., “Please tell me the story of your life, all the events and experiences that have been important to you personally; begin wherever you want to begin , I won’t interrupt, I’ll just take some notes for afterwards”).

In the second, sticking strictly to the sequence of topics raised and the words used, the interviewer asks for more narratives about them. A third subsession can follow in which nonnarrative questions can be posed.

The BNIM interpretation procedure
The transcript thus obtained is then processed twice (Wengraf 2001, ch.12) . The strategy  reconstructs the experiencing of the “interpreting and acting” subject as he or she interpreted events; lived his or her life; and, in the interview, told his or her story. This strategy requires the analysts to go forward through the events (of the interview, and of the told life) as did the subject: future-blind, moment by moment, not knowing what comes next or later.

First, a chronology of objective life events is identified. “Objective life events” are those that could be checked using official documents, such as records of school and employment and other organizations. Each item (e.g. “failed exams at age 16”), stripped of the subject’s current interpretation, is then presented separately to a research panel, which is asked to consider how this event might have been experienced at the time, and, if that experiential hypothesis were true, what might be expected to occur next or later in the life (following hypotheses). After these are collected and recorded, the next life-event item is presented: Its implications for the previous experiential and following hypotheses are considered, and a new round of hypothesizing commences. A process of imaginative identification and critical understanding is sought, constantly to be corrected and refined by the emergence of future events as they are presented one-by-one. 

The transcript is then processed into “segments.” A new segment is said to start when there is a change of speaker, of topic, or of the manner in which a topic is addressed. Again, each segment is presented in turn to a research panel that attempts to imagine how  each such interview event and action might have been experienced at that moment of the interview, with subsequent correction and refinement by further segments.

In both series – the chronological lived life; the interview-told story --  separate structural hypotheses are sought;  only  afterwards are structural hypotheses developed relating the two. A similar future-blind procedure is also carried out for puzzling segments of the verbatim-text (microanalysis). The question about the dynamics of the case can then be addressed: “Why did the people who lived their lives like this, tell their stories like that?” .

 Once a number of cases have been analysed (say between three and six), then a systematic procedure for comparing the dynamics of these ‘whole cases’ is used to lay the basis for theorisation (Wengraf 2001: 231-312; 2002).. 

 Background for those interested 

This hand-out for students is designed to provide a brief introduction to key aspects of BNIM for those about to do a short  introduction or training course  in BNIM narrative interviewing and/or the BNIM procedure for interpreting such narrative interviews. 

The points above are now spelled out in greater detail below in the rest of this document.

Those who wish for further information should consult chapters 6 and 12 of Wengraf (2001) and other reading in the bibliographies. 

I very much welcome comments and questions and suggestions.  tom@tomwengraf.com
1. The general principles of BNIM interviewing practice

This section deals briefly with some principles involved in BNIM interviewing practice. There is a main interview (subsessions 1 and 2) and there may be a second interview (subsession 3).

The main interview (subsessions one and two) (1-3 hours?)

There are two main subsessions in the  main interview:

The single-question initial subsession

The initial narrative  subsession starts with a single question designed to elicit the life-story of the informant as he or she chooses to tell it. This single question can be abbreviated as a SQUIN.In principle, after that initial narrative question, the SQUIN, you ask no new questions in that section, but just support your informant as they attempt to answer it. 

 This initial narrative question — briefly, “tell me the story of your life” see p. 3 for details) — may lead to an account of highly variable length:  the response may last anything between 5 and 55 minutes or more. You should aim to help the informant continue their life story telling for as long as they wish, but aiming for a  minimum of 30 minutes. The next section gives advice on how this may be done. Don’t worry if the informant dries up after ten minutes: provided they have completed what they want to say, their short account may well be as useful in its way as a fuller account will be in another. You take brief notes on the topics they refer to  using the keywords that they use. This is called SHEIOT noting. See Wengraf 2001: 134 for an (early)  version of this.

The second subsession: narrative follow-up

After the initial account has been concluded by the interviewee, the second subsession is where you ask questions, but with a lot of restrictions. First, you ask only narrative-pointed questions about some or all of the topics raised,  not any other ones. Second you ask only about only the topics raised by the interviewee, and not any others that might interest you more. Third, you ask about the topics raised only in the words used and in the order raised: you never put two topics together; you can miss out topics; but you can never go back to earlier topics, once you’ve gone past them in the list.  See p.3 below for the principle of ‘never going back to an earlier topic’: otherwise you run the risk of breaking the gestalt.  You make further SHEIOT notes in the second session to allow for further narrative-pointed questions in the second session.

The interview must be taped. The tape is the record, your SHEIOT notes are your cues for asking N-pointed questions later on in the interviewing.

Immediately after the interview and before doing anything else, you should make brief notes on the experience of doing this first narrative interview. These experiential instant-debriefing notes are as important for your personal learning as the interview tapes. You should keep writing about anything  as it  comes into your head—whether it seems relevant or not— until nothing else comes to mind. Just as you should allow up to one hour (or more) of interview for the interview informant to exhaust what he or she needs to say in the way they wish to say it, so you should allow a full hour after the interview of instant-debriefing time for you to exhaust what you need to write in the way that it comes to you.  The same principle governs the logic of getting your interviewee to express themselves freely and yourself to do the same: the free associative method.

A second interview (subsession 3) optional
Once you have completed the  first interview (the first and second subsession) and have considered the questions raised in the interpretation process, you may wish to re-interview the informant. Here you may wish to ask further narrative questions (in which case, you should ask them first) or other sorts of questions, non-narrative ones, that arise from what was said in the first interview or arise from what was not said in the first interview but to which you want to have answers.

In the latter case of research questions that require non-narrative material, the ordinary rules of semi-structured depth interviewing would come into play. In these, you are typically asking the interviewee to orient themselves to the concepts and questions that are important to you. See Wengraf (2001) for a discussion of how to translate research questions (called there ‘theory-questions’) into interview questions that will work for your informants.

 For many research projects, you may not need a subsession 3; after some (long and full) answers to subsession 1’s SQUIN, you may not even need a subsession 2!

The Main Principles of Narrative Interviewing

· principle of conceptual open-ness: there are no prior hypotheses to be ‘tested’

· principle of communication: some of the rules of every day communication are followed, but moderated by a concept of ‘active listening’ discussed below

· you facilitate the free development and closure of a 'Gestalt' by the interviewee. You may not understand  during the interview why the interviewee is responding as he or she does – above all, don’t interrupt to find out why, don’t interrupt to clarify for yourself. If you interrupt the gestalt of a joke before the ending, the joke is weakened or destroyed. If you interrupt an initial narrative, the narrative interview is weakened or destroyed. Do not interrupt with questions. 

This sounds easy but usually in practice requires a lot of unlearning and coaching to achieve. Should you do a BNIM training, learning not to ask your own questions and learning the unconscious habit of asking narrative-pointed questions will be the key achievements of the first training block. Learning to distinguish a narrative-pointed question from other sorts of question takes everybody a lot of hard work.

Summarising the main interview (subsessions 1 and 2):

1. Ask only for narrative

Never interrupt the response

In an interview session devoted to enabling the informant to tell their life-history, the role of the interview is not to ask questions about the story, but just to enable the story to be told in the way the informant feels comfortable telling it. 

Your task is to facilitate the narrator’s telling of story.
Any questions you may have about the story should not be asked in the initial  narrative session.  Such further questions should  be kept back. This simple rule —  just keep asking for more story — but never specifying what you may want to know --  is very difficult to follow for beginners. It is crucial, though, that you do  keep back all your questions . 

 Very briefly, in the single-question narrative interview, you are helping the informants uncover the life-history that is relevant to them, helping them to follow their ‘systems of relevancy’ .   To do this, you must put your own systems of relevancy to one side until later. 

You are, in addition, learning the very difficult art of listening and therefore of  frustrating your troublesome compulsion to ask.
Even if, as a private individual, you would love to indulge your own system of relevancies and impose them on the speaker, as a professional,  in such a session, you want to find out what  your informant tells rapidly and what they spell out in greater length: you are letting them express their  system of relevancy.

 To avoid misunderstanding, in nearly all actual ‘single-question narrative sessions’, you may well have to restate the initial question in a number of ways, all amounting to the words “Is there any more  story you can tell me?...”. You may also  have to re-assure the informant that you really want them to go on telling the story in the way they are telling it, that they are “doing O.K.”. But such contributions from you do not violate the ‘single question for the initial narrative narrative session’ idea.

 Real and fake endings

 If you are successful in enabling them to tell their story, they will  nearly always spontaneously end their narrative by saying something like “ Well, that’s it, that’s my story, that’s how it happened”.

An informant being silent is NOT  the same as an explicit ending as described in the previous paragraph. A silence, or a pause, and it might be quite long, is a period in which the narrator is wondering whether to go on, in what way to proceed, or remembering something.  

Your informant’s silence should not be interrupted however helpful  you think your interruption might be. Don’t be pressurised (from outside, but especially from inside) into being the one who ends the initial session!

Just stay focused, and in active (but non-directive)  listening mode.
Active Listening

‘Active Listening’ is needed in all interviews throughout their phases. The theory was originally derived from the work of Carl Rogers and those researching and teaching communication skills.  It has different forms. 

POSITIVE FORMS OF ACTIVE LISTENING
· Non-verbal supporting

Most communication is non-verbal - one scholar has claimed that 93% of communication occurs around the words and only 7% is carried by the words -- and so you will need to learn and practice non-verbal expression of active listening. This is done partly by an attentive listening posture, a degree of eye-contact, and non-verbal sounds like “hmm”  and so forth which indicate that you are listening. 

In particular, you need to allow the interviewee the length of pauses, of silences,  that they need to think through or recall the material they are trying to access. Sometimes they may be watching images or a film in their heads which need to be fully and silently accessed before they can start telling you about it. Bad listeners interrupt, or stop attending during, silences. Good listeners don’t. They give non-verbal support in a non-intrusive way.

· Mirroring of emotions. 

If strong emotions arise during the interview, we should be prepared to ‘mirror’ them. This will give the interviewee the feeling that we accept them and their expressed emotions and that they do not have to avoid feeling those emotions for fear of upsetting the interviewer.

For example, if somebody starts to cry, we should not rush in to ‘rescue’ them by quickly changing the topic with a new ‘objective question’ or in some other way.

It is more helpful and accepting to say “That’s still hard for you”, “it’s still painful for you to remember that”, “that makes you sad when you think about it” in an empathetic and non-judgmental way. 

If they express feelings of anger, you might say “You still feel angry about it” to show that you understand what the emotion is that they are expressing, in such a way that they can stay with the emotion or emerge from it in their own time.  

Empathetic and un-intrusive ‘mirroring’ is an important skill to acquire. If they attempt to communicate their feelings, it is important to use their words-for-feelings  rather than use your own, which may mean something different to them. 

You have to be very tentative about offering words for their experiencing. Such words might  fit or they might be useful by provoking the interviewee into getting a better self-expression for themselves. 

You might offer the words “You feel worried  about it” in such a way that, without worrying about you, they move into realising and perhaps saying  “No, I don’t feel worried about it; I  think what I feel is that I am  rather sad  about it”.

· Paraphrasing –AVOID as far as you can in the initial narration

This should only be offered by you if it is clear that THEY want you do this. To paraphrase is to summarise the significant aspect of the content what is told in your own words - 

[ not repeating back their words in a mechanical way]. This lets the interviewee see that you have understood what they are trying to say. If you are not certain about what they are trying to say, then offer it as a self-conscious possibility to help them clarify for themselves what they are trying to say. Don’t  offer  paraphrases: they can lead to the interviewee worrying about you rather than about the story they are telling. In the initial narration subsession, you don’t have to understand. Only paraphrase briefly, and only if they won’t continue without their being sure you have understood what they were trying to say. 

NEGATIVE FORMS OF ACTIVE LISTENING

Since the main purpose is to enable the speaker to go on speaking because they feel listened to, the thing to avoid is anything which cuts that flow of narrative.

· Don’t console like “It can’t have been as bad as all that” or “Things will get better”

· Don’t give advice as to how to deal with a problem, how to avoid something, how to do (or have done) something better: (“I would have tried to convince the doctor..”)

· Don’t ‘interpret’: “I think the problem is your father” and offer them some ‘analysis’ of your own

· Don’t intrude yourself and your life-history with comments like “”I felt that too” or “I had a very similar experience”

· Don’t ask for background or clarification. This is best done after Subsession 2, right at the end of the first interview, or after it.  Though in other forms of interviewing, such a request is quite legitimate, in the initial narration of this type of interviewing, you don’t have to understand or follow what is being said.  Unless you are completely  at sea, you leave this till later.

INSTEAD, FOR NARRATIVE INTERVIEWING, NOTE THE FOLLOWING:
When the interviewee ‘dries up’ or even tries to get you  to define what they should focus upon, 

 DON’T lose control by  letting them evoke your system of relevancy  -- even if they ask you to participate or respond or take over or give advice or anything at all

 TRY TO GET MORE STORYING, MORE NARRATING

by asking, for example,

· “Are there any other things you remember happening?”
· “Does it make you think of anything else that has happened?”
· “Are you thinking about something else that happened?”
WITHOUT specifying the content of what the storying should be about,  of those ‘other things’, the ‘anything else’. 

AT THE END.  THE DEBRIEFING HOUR
You will perhaps find it helpful to imagine that your tape-recording has completely failed — it does happen — and anything that you now remember about the interview and record  will be the only record of the interview. Given that short-term memory lasts only until the next preoccupation starts, you are writing everything that you can remember down onto paper so that it will not be wasted.

 You should also make a brief note of the material surroundings of the interview, anything that happened before or afterwards, anything about factual arrangements, including assurances of confidentiality and anonymity and how the next session will be—has been—set up.

In particular, you should remember points where you felt anxious (for whatever reason) and write down what you remember about that anxiety: when it happened, why it might have happened, what you did (if anything) and what happened afterwards.

Only when your mind has gone completely blank about the interview should you end this session of self-debriefing. Reckon on 45- 60 minutes of pretty constant writing after you have said goodbye to the interviewee.

This ‘fieldwork notes’ activity has a number of functions:

1) to provide a record in the statistically occasional event of some or all of the taping being genuinely unusable

2) to record your ‘instant recall’ process which involves both what the person said but also your experience of the occasion and the sense you made of it at the time. Your ‘first free-associative impressions’ will not be the same as but will provide valuable material for your subsequent recollection. It has both a descriptive and an interpretive function, the meaning and uses of which will become clear only later.

2. The general principles of BNIM interpretation

Any transcript of a biographic-narrative interview can be analysed in a number of ways. The focus of BNIM is the attempt to ‘reconstruct the experiencing interpreting subjectivity’ of the biographical agent.

The analytical methodology aims to grasp the ‘experiencing’ of the lifeworld-interpreting and lifeworld-acting subject. This is to be achieved by attempting to construe (reconstruct) two sorts of flows of decision-making that the subject can be seen as having ‘done’. 

· The first is the flow of decisions in their lived life.  We try to see what pattern of choices they seemed to be making in the record of ‘objective life events’ inasmuch as their biographic narratives tell us about these events. Clearly, we assume that we have an incomplete record. 

· The second flow of decisions (and here we do have a full record) is the flow of decisions in the telling of  their story. What events and topics do they talk about, in what ways do they talk about them, and how do they want us to evaluate the events and topics and phases of that life? How do they present themselves to us? What ‘moral of the (biographical) story’ do they want us to draw?  What ‘moral of the story’ do they want us NOT to draw? Why?

See the basic version of the diagram on p.3 and the more elaborated form on p.3. 

We assume therefore  that  the flow of events in the lived life provides one very incomplete set of ‘outcomes’ from which to reconstruct the ‘experiencing subject’ who ‘did’ the lived life,   and  also  that the flow of events in the self-presentation in the interview provides a complete (if short) set of outcomes from which to reconstruct the ‘experiencing subject’ who ‘did’ the told story. The question then arises:   by what procedures is this ‘interpretation’ of the experiencing/doing subject achieved ?

To understand the ‘experiencing/acting’ subject as they move (future-projecting, but) future blind though each and every aspect of their life, the essence of the BNIM approach is that the researchers attempt to ‘simulate’ that future-blind experiencing.
In general,  if  all the world’s a stage, then all of us are constantly improvising our lives. All our journeys are journeys into uncertainty. At any given moment of our lived lives, we are moving forward having plans, making guesstimates, not knowing how our plans will work out, what contingencies will happen to us and those around us. And this future-blindness of all present action is true of the ‘interview performance’ as well. 
So, given that the data includes the transcript of the whole interview and typically this includes all the lived-life data that the researchers will work with,  how does the BNIM approach achieve such a simulation of the subject not knowing all this in advance?

Briefly, by recasting the flows of the interview and the flows of the reported lived life into a succession of event-chunks, and then asking an interview panel that knows nothing of the whole life or the whole interview to ‘imagine the possible subjective experiencing’ of somebody at the point of the first event-chunk. It is easiest to see this first in respect of the interview. The future-blind method simulates the future-blind acting/experiencing subject.

The flow of the interview (as recorded in the transcript) is turned into a sequence of ‘text segments’. A new text segment is held to start when any one of three things happen:

· the speaker changes (shift from interviewer to interviewee or vice-versa).         
For the ease of exposition here, we ignore this type of change in the discussion below.

· the topic being spoken about changes

· the manner in which  the topic is being spoken about changes (textsort; see p.3)

Each of these are held to represent a ‘decision by the speaker’ (in a biographical narrative, to speak about the same topic but from now on in a different way;  to change the previous topic, etc.). 

The question arises: what was the speaker experiencing when they decided to stop what they were doing? What was their ‘decision-making’ that went into making a shift? 

An ‘interpretive hypothesis’ about the experiencing is put forward and, it is part of the method that such hypotheses should be linked to a ‘guess’ as to what the shape of the next or succeeding text segments would be like if the ‘experiencing hypothesis’ were true. 

If the ‘experiencing hypothesis’ is that the interviewer is embarrassed about showing emotion when giving a detailed story about topic F (family), then one following hypothesis would be that the interviewer will shift either to a less emotion-inducing topic (e.g. work) or to a different way of talking about the topic (rather than re-living a narrated moment very concretely, s/he might  keep the emotion better at bay by either keeping the topic but shifting to an abstract argument, or by launching into ‘a declaration of values’), or possibly both (changing tropic and shifting out of narrative).

Once the panel has registered its alternative models of the experiencing subject at that point, then the actual next segment is revealed. 

This might confirm some hypotheses, force a shift in others, reject still others. 

Then the exercise is repeated. 

By the time that all of the interview-decisions have been identified, (the last segment), the panel usually has a quite strong sense of the hypothesis about the ‘experiencing deciding subjectivity’ that produced that flow of interview decisions. A pattern, a gestalt, emerges.

The same procedure is carried out for the flow of life-events, the chronology of ‘objective facts’, extracted from the interview and any other relevant sources. Again, a chronological series is laid out, and a ‘future-blind panel’ attempts at the end of each  item to say how the experiencing subject might have experienced the event(s) so far and what would be likely to happen next in the lived life if they had
. 

To summarise, dealing with each series (lived life, told story) separately, and blind to data not yet presented, constantly attempting to reconstruct the experiencing/interpreting subject at each decision point and riskily predicting the shape of what would then happen, the research teams engage in a datum-by-datum analysis of the ‘performance’ of the biographer in their telling of the story and in their living of the life.


The point is parallel to that made by semiology that the meaning of any particular choice of sign depends on all the other signs that could have been selected at that point, but were not. The fuller the range of all the foregone  virtual alternatives (meanings given to the experienced situation, actions in it) considered,  the more precisely we can understand the significance that can be given to the particular virtual alternative that actually did occur.

Once the action-flows of the lived life on the one hand and the told story on the other have been separately analysed in this future-blind segment-by-segment, datum-by-datum, way, then structural hypotheses about the experiencing subject tend to be quite strongly established. The question can then be asked: “Why did the person who lived their life in the way we have described, then present their life story and themselves in the interview in the way that they did?”. 

 In  BNIM-based case- studies, (e.g. in Chamberlayne  et al 2002) you will find examples of psychological and sociological,  or better psychosocial, answers to that question. What we have tried to do so far is to suggest the methodology on which the case-studies were undertaken.  An extended technical discussion of the BNIM procedures and practice can be found in Wengraf 2001 (ch.12).  

The function of the panel and the recording of its deliberations is to overcome the blindspots and defended subjectivity of an individual researcher (see Froggett and Wengraf 2004 for a discussion and detailed exploration of an example, plus references), and to widen that imagination irreversibly (through the recording especially) for the later work by the lone researcher who can’t continue to work in a team. As the paper by Froggett and Wengraf shows,  in 2004 in the panels  we have deliberately and very productively used intermittent explicit focus on the subjective response (counter-transference) of panel members to the successive chunks of data as a way of speeding up and sharpening the hypothesising. We are very pleased with the results. See also Buckner (2005). 

Diagrams illustrating points in this paper (mostly from Wengraf 2001) are at the end of this paper (p.3 and onwards). 

Adaptions of BNIM  made for particular research studies

The focus of BNIM interpretation is always on the told story as revealed by an analysis of the structure of the interviewee’s response to the interviewer and by the analysis of particular segments of the interview transcript. However, the ‘perspective at the time of the interview’ is not the only one that the person has had in the past and may have in the future, and might well be subtly or grossly at variance with other perspectives that were or could be taken by the self or others on the same events  
.  To grasp such differences, the methodology focuses on clues that suggest different perspectives. 

 The term ‘perspective’ and the reality of ‘evoking a mode of experiencing and acting’

It should be noted that, despite its usefulness,  the term ‘perspective’ is unfortunately biased towards the cognitive. the ‘seen’ that can be identified in words. It fails to indicate the ‘tacit’ (pre-verbal and emotional) component of the ‘mode of experiencing’ to be identified.

Our primary interest in the telling is the avoidance and evocation of the mode of experiencing which explains the mode of telling. The term ‘interpretive’ in the phrase ‘biographic-narrative interpretive method’ focuses on the ‘experience-interpreting subjectivity’ that tells the biographic-narrative in the way that it does, and on the task of the researcher to struggle to identify, or get a better sense of, how that subjectivity did and does and might in the future ‘interpret’ (experience) its experiences. 

The focus is on the ‘experience-interpreting subject’ as the researcher attempts to ‘reconstruct it’ as it ‘performs’ its interview interaction and its culturally-constrained and self-expressive narrative improvisation. This involves e/motions that  deeply influence, constrain and incite particular cognitions and particular blind-spots.

The reality ‘outside the experiencing of the improvisatory performance’ includes the ‘pattern of the lived life’ (as discussed above) but it also includes the subjectivity of the interviewer as involved in the ‘interexperiencing of the intersubjectivity’ of the interview as it was co-improvised at the time by interviewee and an interviewer together. 

Our current  understanding of experience involves a notion of ‘the semi-defended self’ operating in a ‘semi-repressive society’, in which neither the individual’s ‘inner world’ nor the ‘outer world’ is transparent. This places great importance on ‘panel work’ in the process of interpretation to help overcome the psychosocietal blindspots (unconscious assumptions) of any particular researcher or interviewee (see Wengraf 2004b for a discussion of this). 

The BNIM approach as such allows for such a model of the psycho-societal, but is perfectly compatible with any others you prefer yourself to bring to the task of interpretation: it is designed to be neutral in this respect, capable of being used from a number of standpoints (deploying a number of descriptive and interpretive discursive terms and/or conceptualisations).
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Diagrams
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Figure 2 BNIM in the CRQ-IQ structure 2.3



CRQ 1: What is the structure of the case?



CRQ 2:   What is the case-history?
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from ‘Qualitative Research Interviewing’ (Tom Wengraf) pp.237 (revised)

Figure 3 Classic SQUIN and the 3 (sub) Sessions.2 

A SQUIN: Single Question aimed at inducing Narrative(s)


“Can you please tell me your life story,

All the experiences and the events which were important for you, up to now,

Start wherever you like

Please take the time you need 

I’ll listen first, I won’t interrupt

I’ll just take some notes in case I have any further questions for after you’ve finished telling me about it all”








 Variant designs p.3
Three Sub-Session Structure



ONE. Initial  SQUIN - and initial response/account
· facilitation but no direction or interruption

· unspecified narrative questions if necessary




-   note taking on  topics for Subsession 2




TWO.  Narrative Questions  on Mentioned Topics








only



- only topics raised in subsession  ONE

- only in the order of their raising

- only using the words used by the narrator



   maybe after analysis of material from ONE / TWO


THREE.   All further questions  relevant to the 




      Interests and Theories of the Researcher



- some topics may arise from  ONE or TWO



- others  almost certainly won’t
Figure 4  Curly diagram - topics and subtopics in order2     QRI p.139 
1. Father

2. Mother - early negative, later positive attitude to interviewee

3. Julia [sister]

4. Always feeling stupid

5. Grandmother’s death before subject was born

6. Career

7. University

8. Primary school

9. Mother - appearance

Figure 5  Nine  topic and four subtopics in gestalt order

1. Father

2. Mother - early negative, later positive attitude to interviewee

3. Sister

4. Always feeling stupid

5. Grandmother’s death before subject was born

6. Career

7. University 

8. Primary school



7a 
marriage in final year

9. Mother - appearance


7b 
loneliness starting University







7c 
desire for grandfather’s 








support







7d 
reasonable University results

1) Stick to the narrative order of telling  - not the chronological order
2) NEVER go back to a point earlier in the narration, once you’ve reached a later one

3) Don’t ‘fuse’ apparently similar topics (e.g. mother 2, mother 9)

4) In subsession 2, f you start with topic 7, you can’t go back to topics 1-6.

5) Once she has replied in subsession 2 with narrative 7a-7d, you can raise or miss out any of the subtopics 7a-7d, (but not go back to an earlier subtopic), or go on to 8 or 9. In this latter case, again, you can’t go back to subtopics of 7 or any earlier topics 1-6.

Figure 6 Squin design sheet - menu of possibilities
 


Can you please tell me  
about


 ..................





the / your  story of
 ..................





your experience of 
..................

 all those events and experiences which were important for you,  


how it all developed       up to now.     till it stopped being 







personally relevant

  You could start about the time ......... began for you personally






   became personally important

  Begin wherever you like. 

    Please take the time you need...  // We’ve got about ..... minutes/








  ...... hours 

    I'll listen first, I won’t interrupt, // I’’ tell you if we are running






out of time

    I’ll   just take some notes for after you’ve finished telling me


 about your story of your  experiences."

to be said in full, as designed!
Full Squin



       your  story of  your life 

Conceptual Focus

a phase of your life    

         e.g. youth; getting old


a particular biographical strand         e.g. professional work, family


biographically relevant  phases         e.g. your family during the war





The temporal focus for any focus should be formulated 




‘pro-subjectively’ , not specifying time or event





    so that  it is the  interviewee  




who decides     where  ‘it’      starts and 





             where ‘it’     finishes

Special issues or themes

a migration

an illness or period of bad health

a segment of personal life

e.g. a  relationship

  

a personal experience of a


    collective historical event

e.g. the Second World War




a type of situation


e.g. having children

                                                                    etc.

Figure 7 The D-A-R-N-E textsorts

The D-A-R-N-E textsorts

Textsorts can be identified as falling into one of five prototypical classifications (there are mixed cases, and subtypes) the initial letters of which are D-A-R-N-E, so this can be thought of as ‘a DARNE classification’. 
 D = Description, namely the assertion that 


certain entities have certain properties, 



but in a timeless and non-historical way. 



No sequence of events is provided.

  A =  Argumentation, namely the development of 

argument and theorizing and position-

taking, 



usually from a present-time perspective

     R = Report, The story of a sequence of events told 

in a very ‘thin’ way, like a bare police 


report of dates and behaviours. The 


teller appears to keep at some 

existential distance from the experience 

of the events being reported

     N = Narrative, namely the telling of an one-off 


event-sequence, told in a way which is 


close to the emotional experience of 


being part of the incident being reported. 



A rich or ‘thick’ account in Geertz’s 


understanding:  

A ‘rich description of an action/event -  sequence’. 

“He said...then I did... then they.. and then…. then I thought, and so I... but then....”
       E = Evaluation, a short form of ‘argumentation’ 
given before or after a Narrative or a Report, the function of which is to provide the explicit ‘moral of the story’ that the narrator wishes to be drawn
Darne - thin revised.2
� The five ‘textsorts’ (the alternative ways in which a topic can be talked abvout) are for most people the trickiest to learn. They turn out to be one of the most powerful sensitising resources for understanding subjectivity. See my Qualitative research interviewing , pp. 239-45, 251-55. 





� Taking the example in the text, if the speaker did shift topic to a an emotionally-neutral one and also started talking in an abstract position-taking way, then the hypothesis of ‘Embarrassment about showing emotion’ would appear confirmed. If the shift was to an even more delicate topic and a continuation of narrating key moments, then the previous (‘Embarrassment about showing emotion’) hypothesis about why the previous segment came to an end might have to be revised or even rejected.





� “We interpret in what form, at what point of the text, they speak about certain parts of their lives, and we reconstruct the mechanisms behind the themes they choose to talk about and the experiences they choose to tell...  We assume that it is by no means coincidental  and insignificant when biographers argue about one phase of their lives, but  narrate   another at great length, and then give only a brief report   of yet another part  of their lives or describe  the circumstances of their lives in detail (Rosenthal 1998: 4-5)”.





� In the actual procedure, the analysis of biographical data is carried out first, and the analysis of the (segmented) interview flow is carried out second. 





� This is particularly true when we are dealing with actions  done  or not done by the agent in situations where certain other courses of action were not ruled out of possibility by external determinations. We are looking at the track record of a meaning-giving, response-making and often decision-making, life-living,  and, at the moment,  lifestory-telling  ‘agent’.


� In addition, ‘the perspective at the time of the interview’ can take the form of a patterned oscillation between two coherent (sub)perspectives or an equally patterned confusion of them. We cannot go into such details here, however, but a ‘perspective’ can be an intelligible patterned confusion  or incoherence. Troubled mental states of individuals or groups would be examples of this. See Diriwächter, Valsiner and Sauck (2005) for a quite independent but related approach which appreciates the “hard-to-say” response.  
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