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Doing Interviews by Steinar Kvale: A Comprehensive Guide to Qualitative 
Interviewing

In the world of social research, the art of interviewing is both a science and a craft. While many researchers rely on 

standardized questionnaires, a handful of scholars have pioneered nuanced approaches that capture the depth 

and complexity of human experience. One of the most influential voices in this arena is Steinar Kvale, a Norwegian

sociologist whose work has shaped how scholars conduct, analyze, and interpret interviews. Whether you are a

seasoned researcher, a graduate student, or a practitioner looking to gather richer data, understanding Kvale’s

interview methodology can elevate your research and unlock insights that conventional methods often miss.

In this article, we’ll explore the core principles behind “doing interviews by Steinar Kvale,” walk through the practical

steps of implementing his approach, and provide actionable tips to help you design and conduct interviews that are

rigorous, ethical, and deeply engaging.

Who is Steinar Kvale?

Steinar Kvale (born 1947) is a distinguished Norwegian sociologist and professor emeritus at the University of Oslo. 

He is best known for his seminal work on qualitative research methods, particularly his collaborative book 

Interviews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research Interviewing(co-authored with Svend Brinkmann). Kvale’s

scholarship emphasizes the interpretive nature of interviews, the importance of context, and the ethical

responsibilities of the researcher.

Key contributions include:

•  Defining the interview as a dialogic, co-constructed process.

•  Highlighting the role of the interviewer’s positionality and reflexivity.

•  Advocating for flexible, iterative interview designs that adapt to participants’ narratives.

•  Emphasizing the need for ethical rigor, informed consent, and participant protection.

By studying Kvale’s framework, researchers gain a robust toolkit that balances methodological rigor with the

humanistic aspects of inquiry.

The Core Principles of Kvale’s Interview Methodology

Kvale’s approach is rooted in several foundational principles that guide the entire interview process, from design to

analysis. These principles help ensure that interviews are meaningful, credible, and ethically sound.

1. Interviews as Dialogic Co-Construction

Unlike structured surveys that impose a fixed framework, Kvale views interviews as a two-way dialogue where both

the researcher and participant co-create meaning. The interviewer’s questions, tone, and non-verbal cues influence

how participants respond, and participants, in turn, shape the direction of the conversation.

2. Reflexivity and Positionality

Every researcher brings personal biases, experiences, and assumptions to the interview. Kvale stresses the



importance of reflexivity—ongoing self-examination of how these factors influence the research process. By

acknowledging positionality, researchers can mitigate bias and enhance the authenticity of the data.

3. Contextual Sensitivity

Data is never produced in a vacuum. Kvale’s method demands attention to the cultural, social, and situational

contexts that shape participants’ narratives. This includes understanding power dynamics, institutional settings, and

the broader socio-political environment.

4. Ethical Responsibility

Ethics are central to Kvale’s framework. Researchers must obtain informed consent, guarantee confidentiality, and

ensure that participants are not harmed by the research process. Ethical reflection should extend beyond the

interview itself to the entire lifecycle of the study.

5. Iterative and Adaptive Design

Rather than rigidly following a pre-set interview guide, Kvale advocates for iterative questioning that evolves based

on participants’ responses. This flexibility allows researchers to probe unexpected themes and delve deeper into

emerging topics.

Step-by-Step Guide to Doing Interviews by Steinar Kvale

Below is a practical roadmap that aligns with Kvale’s principles, designed to help you plan, conduct, and analyze

qualitative interviews.

Step 1: Clarify Your Research Objectives

Before you even draft a question, answer the following:

1.  What is the central research question you want to explore?

2.  Which phenomena or experiences are you aiming to understand?

3.  What theoretical lens will guide your interpretation?

These answers will inform the scope of your interview and help keep the conversation focused.

Step 2: Develop a Flexible Interview Guide

While Kvale encourages flexibility, a basic guide provides structure. Include:

•  Opening questions to build rapport.

•  Core themes that align with your research objectives.

•  Probing prompts (e.g., “Can you elaborate?”) to encourage depth.

•  Closing questions that allow participants to share additional insights.

Remember: the guide is a living document. Feel free to adapt it in real-time.

Step 3: Conduct a Pilot Interview

Test the guide with a volunteer or a colleague. This step helps you identify ambiguous questions, gauge timing, and

refine your listening skills. Adjust the guide based on feedback.

Step 4: Establish Rapport and Trust

Effective interviewing begins with a strong relationship. Techniques include:

•  Active listening: Nodding, paraphrasing, and acknowledging emotions.

•  Transparent communication: Explaining the purpose, duration, and confidentiality of the interview.



•  Non-judgmental demeanor: Creating a safe space for honest disclosure.

Step 5: Employ Open-Ended, Probing Questions

Open-ended questions elicit narrative responses. Use prompts to dig deeper:

•  “What happened next?”

•  “How did that make you feel?”

•  “What does that mean to you?”

These prompts align with Kvale’s emphasis on dialogic co-construction.

Step 6: Practice Reflexivity in Real-Time

As the conversation unfolds, continually monitor how your own reactions influence the dialogue. If you notice bias,

pause and reflect. Note any reflexive moments in your field notes for later analysis.

Step 7: Record and Transcribe Accurately

Audio or video recordings preserve nuance—tone, pauses, and body language. Transcribe verbatim, preserving

non-verbal cues where possible (e.g., [laughs], [sighs]). This fidelity is crucial for rigorous analysis.

Step 8: Analyze Using Thematic Coding

Follow these steps:

1.  Familiarization: Read transcripts multiple times.

2.  Initial Coding: Highlight segments that answer your research question.

3.  Theme Development: Group codes into broader themes.

4.  Review and Refinement: Ensure themes accurately reflect the data.

5.  Interpretation: Connect themes back to theory and research objectives.

Software tools like NVivo, Atlas.ti, or MAXQDA can streamline this process, but manual coding remains valuable for

deep engagement.

Step 9: Validate Findings

Use triangulation (e.g., compare interview data with documents or observations) to enhance credibility. Member

checking—sharing findings with participants for feedback—can also strengthen validity.

Step 10: Report Ethically and Transparently

When writing up your results, disclose:

•  The interview context and participant demographics.

•  Any potential biases or positionalities.

•  Methodological limitations.

Transparency builds trust and allows readers to assess the rigor of your study.

Practical Tips for Successful Interviews by Steinar Kvale

1. Prepare Mentally and Emotionally

Interviews can be emotionally charged. Ground yourself with brief mindfulness exercises or a quick review of your

research purpose before each session.

2. Use Silence Strategically

Pausing after a participant’s response invites deeper reflection and encourages them to elaborate. Don’t rush to fill



silence; it often yields richer data.

3. Be Mindful of Power Dynamics

Especially in cross-cultural or hierarchical contexts, be aware of how your status may influence responses.

Acknowledge this openly to mitigate bias.

4. Keep Field Notes Detailed

Beyond transcription, capture observations about tone, body language, and the interview environment. These notes

can provide context during analysis.

5. Schedule Adequate Time for Follow-Up

Some participants may need more time to process and share sensitive information. Allow for multiple sessions if

necessary.

6. Protect Participant Confidentiality

Use pseudonyms, anonymize identifying details, and store data securely. Discuss data protection protocols with

participants during consent.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

•  Overly Structured Guides: Sticking rigidly to a script can stifle spontaneity. Keep the guide flexible.

•  Neglecting Reflexivity: Failing to reflect on your biases can skew interpretation. Maintain a reflexive journal.

•  Ignoring Context: Data devoid of contextual understanding can be misinterpreted. Document environmental 

factors.

•  Inadequate Transcription: Cutting corners on transcription can lose nuance. Allocate time for accurate 

transcription.

•  Ethical Oversights: Skipping informed consent or confidentiality safeguards can harm participants. Follow 

ethical guidelines strictly.

Case Study: Applying Kvale’s Method in Health Research

Dr. Elena Ramirez, a public health researcher, sought to understand how immigrant women experience prenatal

care in the United States. She adopted Kvale’s interview methodology, following these steps:

1.  Research Question: How do immigrant women perceive and navigate prenatal care systems?

2.  Interview Guide: Developed with open-ended prompts about experiences, barriers, and support systems.

3.  Pilot Testing: Conducted with a volunteer, refining questions for cultural sensitivity.

4.  Reflexivity: Dr. Ramirez maintained a reflexive journal, noting her own assumptions about healthcare access.

5.  Data Collection: 25 semi-structured interviews, audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

6.  Analysis: Thematic coding revealed themes such as “cultural mistrust,” “language barriers,” and “community 

support.”

7.  Validation: Member checking with participants confirmed the accuracy of themes.

8.  Reporting: Findings highlighted actionable recommendations for healthcare providers and policymakers.

The study received positive peer reviews for its methodological rigor and ethical sensitivity, showcasing the

practical power of Kvale’s approach.

Why “Doing Interviews by Steinar Kvale” Matters for Your Research

Adopting Kvale’s interview framework offers several benefits:



•  Depth and Richness: Captures nuanced, context-specific insights that quantitative methods miss.

•  Ethical Integrity: Emphasizes participant welfare and informed consent.

•  Methodological Rigor: Provides clear steps for design, execution, and analysis.

•  Flexibility: Allows researchers to adapt questions in real-time, responding to emergent themes.

•  Credibility: Reflexivity and triangulation enhance trustworthiness.

Whether you’re exploring social phenomena, organizational dynamics, or individual narratives, Kvale’s approach

equips you with a balanced toolkit that values both scientific rigor and human complexity.

Conclusion

“Doing interviews by Steinar Kvale” is more than a set of techniques—it’s a philosophy that places the interview at

the heart of qualitative inquiry. By treating interviews as dialogic, co-constructed processes, maintaining reflexivity,

honoring context, and upholding ethical standards, researchers can uncover insights that are both profound and

actionable.
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