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Abstract 
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The article focuses on the reflection of my research experience in obtaining qualitative data using 

narrative interviews. I confronted my own research experience with the phenomenological method-

ology of Alfred Schütz, dramaturgical sociology of Erving Goffman, and interpretative sociology of 

Max Weber. The article discusses three problems that emerged during a longitudinal study of every-

day life transformation in the long-term horizon of sixty years: 1. How to create a concept of everyday 

life so it serves not only as a tool for collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data, but also as a tool 

for understanding the meanings of the examined empirical world; 2. How to discursively create an 

image of everyday life transformations during an interview between a participant and a researcher 

and what it means in relation to the research subject; 3. How to reach understanding between the 

participant and the researcher during a face-to-face interview. 
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The objective of the article is to discuss three 

methodological problems that gradually 

emerged during my five-year qualitative research 

in the micro-regions of Silesian Hlučín and Mora-

vian Království. The article does not focus on spe-

1 This manuscript was written within the framework of the 
project “Social Sciences 2016” (IGA_FF_2016_049) funded by 
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cific research results,2 but on the issue of obtaining 

qualitative data, that is, the researcher’s interview 

with a participant (communication partner).3 It is an 

analysis and interpretation of my research experi-

ence. The long-term stay in the field, increasing the 

number of interviews (more than 200 in the end) and 

multiplying field notes, gradually brought me to is-

sues of how reality is formed during interviews and 

how and to what extent it is possible to reach un-

derstanding between a researcher and a participant. 

Such thorny questions occur when a researcher 

stays in the field for a long time, uses more research 

techniques, and repeatedly returns to communica-

tion partners. That is why I would like to reflect on 

my research practices in this article. 

The objective of my qualitative research was to 

create a grounded theory of the transformation of 

the suburban countryside in the Moravian-Silesian 

Region4 and its everyday life based on an emic ap-

proach in order to present the understanding of the 

(historical) transformation of rural everyday life as 

seen, perceived, reflected, and assessed by the rural 

people themselves.5 I defined countryside as an area 

formed by everyday practices perceived as rural and 

by a wide range of everyday representations of the 

“ordinary” population. This area generates stable 

patterns of behavior, emotions, and meanings that 

affect everyday rural life (cf. Halfacree 1993; 2006).

2 Published research results, see: Kubátová 2013; 2014; 
2016a; 2016b; Kubátová et al. 2015; Anýžová, Kubátová, and 
Znebejánek 2016; Anýžová, Kubátová, and Matějů 2016. 
3 For the purposes of this text, the terms “communication part-
ner” and “participant” are used as synonyms. 
4 The Czech suburban countryside is formed by rural munici-
palities located in the hinterland of regional cities. 
5 On the possibilities of generalizing qualitative research cases, 
see: Flyvbjerg 2006.

The research methodology (data collection, their 

analysis, and interpretation) was based on this re-

search question: How has the perspective of the 

suburban countryside population on rural every-

day life changed from the 1950s to the present day? 

The selected emic approach to the transformation 

of rural everyday life motivated the selection of 

qualitative research methods and techniques. The 

data were mainly collected and analyzed using the 

grounded theory method (Corbin and Straus 1990; 

Strauss and Corbin 1997). The main method of data 

collection was a narrative interview. The context of 

the data collection and analysis were data from the 

Czech Statistical Office on selected social, demo-

graphic, and economic indicators, and the “large” 

history of Czechoslovak/Czech society since the end 

of the Second World War. The theoretical framework 

of the research was formed based on the phenom-

enological sociology of Alfred Schütz and Thomas 

Luckmann (Schütz 1944; 1945; 1953; 1954; 1962; 1964; 

1966; 1970; 1981; Schütz and Luckmann 1973). 

Based on the self-reflection of my research practices 

and reflection of relevant aspects of phenomenolog-

ical sociology, three methodological problems will 

be successively discussed:

1. Forming a concept of everyday life as a tool 

for empirical research. In my opinion, forming 

a concept is a key act of qualitative research, 

since it contributes significantly to the formu-

lation of the research problem, the definition 

of the research subject, and selection of the re-

search strategy. How to define a concept so it 

serves not only as a tool for collecting, analyz-

ing, and interpreting data but also as a tool for 
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understanding the meanings of the examined 

empirical world? 

2. The research subject as a discursively formed 

image of everyday life transformations. As 

the aforementioned research question implies, 

transformations over a long period of sixty 

years were investigated, which brought the is-

sue of everyday life temporality and the possi-

bilities of an adequate sociological approach to it 

to the center of the research problem. The past of 

everyday life cannot be monitored directly, and 

it is necessary to draw on witnesses’ memories. 

What does it mean to study a past that exists 

only in memories?

3. Understanding between the participant and 

the researcher during a face-to-face interview. 

In such a situation, is it methodologically use-

ful to create two worlds, a world of science and 

a world of everyday life, and try to be a disinter-

ested observer?6 

1. Creating the Concept of Everyday Life 

Even though my research objective was to analyze 

changes in everyday life from an emic perspective, 

my concept of everyday life is not based strictly on 

the ordinary thinking of people. According to the 

phenomenological sociology of Alfred Schütz (1964), 

on which my research was based, researchers exam-

ining everyday life should keep their distance from 

its immediate perception. In my view, this can be 

achieved by forming a heuristic sensitized concept 

6 From the empirical perspective, these three problems partly 
overlap and their separation is more analytical.

of everyday life as a tool for data collection, as well 

as for data analysis and interpretation. As Blumer 

(1969) claims, heuristic concepts are sensitized be-

cause they help explain the meanings of the rele-

vant empirical world. 

My creation of a concept was based on the method-

ology of ideal types formed by Max Weber (1949), 

which was later followed by Schütz (1964). Ideal 

types are constructed based on empirical facts to 

which participants assigned a cultural significance. 

The researcher subsequently selects those which 

correspond to their theoretical interest. As Weber 

says, it is important that a created concept was si-

multaneously adequate to the subjective meaning of 

the participants’ actions, as well as to the research 

question. It must neither be too empirically emp-

ty (i.e., theoretic), because then it would not corre-

spond to the empirical world, nor too rich in con-

tent (i.e., empirical), because then it would only be 

a description of reality with a small range (cf. also 

Hekman 1983). Weber’s requirement is reflected in 

Schütz’s (1954) assumption about the specific mean-

ing of social reality for human beings who live, act, 

and think in it. The world has already been inter-

preted by people’s everyday constructs and they 

experience it as their everyday reality. Scientists’ 

objects of thought must be based on people’s objects 

of thoughts. 

For that reason, I combined the theory and experi-

ence when forming the heuristic concept of “every-

day life.” The theoretical basis for this was Schütz’s 

concept of the everyday life and life-world on the 

one hand, and the sociological conceptualization of 

a way of life as a relatively stable pattern of every-
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day behavior within a specific life situation utilizing 

available resources, on the other hand. The empiri-

cal source for the creation of the heuristic concept 

was the structure of the life-world identified in a pi-

lot field study. In the pilot survey, I used as many 

research techniques as possible (e.g., unstructured 

interviews, unstructured disinterested and interest-

ed observations,7 examination of municipal chroni-

cles, etc.). 

When creating a concept, I proceeded from the fact 

that everyday life is embedded in rural social rela-

tionships, which can be implied not only from the 

formulation of the research problem but also from 

the phenomenological assumption that the world 

of everyday life is a socio-cultural world in which 

we relate to our neighbors in various ways and in 

various degrees of anonymity and intimacy (Schütz 

1954). Everyday life is therefore approached as an 

intersubjective phenomenon manifesting the val-

ues, norms, needs, and wishes of people, their inter-

ests and goals. It takes place in social reality, which 

I understand in accordance with Schütz (1954) as 

a reality that is experienced in the everyday thought 

of people who were born into it and had to learn to 

live in it. 

The world of everyday life is, together with the 

world of dreams, fantasy, and science, a part of 

the life-world, an umbrella term as considered by 

Schütz (1962). It is a framework forming a unity of 

these four sub-worlds, while the world of everyday 

7 For example, balls, religious festivals, awarding important 
and successful personalities of the region, various meetings 
of citizen associations, and also family celebrations, ordinary 
family days, et cetera.

life represents the paramount reality. It is a world 

of work, pragmatic approach, and practice, which is 

not the dominant subject of thinking, but a world 

of action and practical orientation in it (Schütz 1962; 

1966; Schütz and Luckmann 1973). 

Based on these theoretical and empirical resources, 

I defined everyday life as a world of experience and 

a key reality of the life-world, as a sum of practices, 

strategies, interpretations, and social interactions 

that people use when earning a living and living 

their domestic lives, in which the everyday life is not 

only reproduced but also transformed. I focused on 

the understanding of earning a living and household 

chores as practices and life strategies of individuals 

who perform them in everyday, ordinary situations. 

Schütz (1954) claims that human behavior can be 

understood only when we understand people’s mo-

tives, choices, or plans rooted in their biographically 

determined circumstances. For that reason, every-

day activities could not be just described; I had to 

understand their motivations, which, as I assumed, 

arise from satisfying biological, emotional, and so-

cial needs.

Two types of time may be associated with the con-

cept of everyday life—cyclic and linear. Cyclic time 

is related to the regular repetition of activities and 

the rhythm of passing days. While cyclic time sta-

bilizes everyday life, linear time transforms it due 

to historical events, institutional and system chang-

es, and even biological changes, which are framed 

in individual life stories. Linear time refers to two 

transformation axes: biographical (in the form of 

a life career or life story) and historical (cultural 

and political). I thusly understand everyday life as 
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a changing space produced and reproduced by the 

routine repetition of habitual actions in recurring 

situations and settings, as well as by dealing with 

the cultural, historical, and political transforma-

tions of values, norms, and institutions and with 

transformations biographically associated with life 

stages, life career phases, and life experience. In 

other words, everyday life consists mainly of recur-

ring activities related to earning a living and home 

life. These actions, including their motivations, are 

also culturally, historically, and biographically de-

termined, so they acquire various cultural and in-

dividual expressions and meanings throughout the 

historical and biographical time.8 

Life is a continuous stream of changes, both in terms 

of the “big” history and in terms of biography and 

career. Everyday life is therefore discontinuously 

continuous. It passes in stages and phases, and the 

consequences of one stage become enabling or lim-

iting conditions of the following stage. The research 

of everyday life shows that people often do not cope 

with radical changes in their life by replacing their 

old everyday life with a new one, but by embedding 

the new everyday life in the old one. Everyday life is 

characterized by momentum because it strongly op-

poses institutional and political changes. People do 

not change their life radically. This is because each 

present everyday life contains its past in the form 

of past experience. Decisions made in the past have 

a significant effect on the present and the future. 

8 In addition to that, some actions are at a certain time in the 
communication partner’s everyday life background (e.g., child-
care, when they do not have children or they no longer live 
with them; the public sphere under communism) and some of 
them in the foreground (e.g., work at the time of economic ac-
tivity; the private sphere under communism).

The knowledge of the past motivation and strategies 

adapted by people helps understand their present 

motivation and strategies. Hence, if we want to un-

derstand the present of everyday life, it is necessary 

to explore its past. As written by Chris Hann (2015), 

the past, present, and future must be analyzed si-

multaneously. 

2. The Research Subject as a Discursively 
Formed Image of Everyday Life 
Transformations

To examine everyday life transformations over 

a long period of sixty years means to examine a past 

that exists only in memories, that is, a narrated past.9 

This generates a methodological question of what is 

actually being investigated.

My invitation to talk about the participants’ every-

day life past made them reflect on the yet unreflect-

ed, which breached their everyday life and changed 

it into non-everyday life. This is because it is typical 

of everyday life that it relies on implicit and unspo-

ken meanings to a significant extent. As I already 

mentioned, everyday life for Schütz (1962) is a world 

of practice, which is not the dominant subject of 

thinking, but a world of action and practical orien-

tation in it (cf. Schütz and Luckmann 1973). Every-

day actions are routines based on everyday knowl-

edge, which is largely inexplicit and unspoken. This 

results from the fact that the life-world is a natural 

world of common sense that is not questioned in 

9 The past can be also explored by analyzing personal docu-
ments, such as letters or journals. I could not, however, use 
these documents to an extent sufficient for my research objec-
tive due to their highly intimate nature. 
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the natural attitude and is comprehensible to every 

member of the community as a world that humans 

perceive as a normal and natural fact, as a given fact 

to which they are forced to adopt an active, prac-

tical, or pragmatic attitude and act. While talking 

about the past may reveal certain unreflected upon 

and undisclosed meanings of everyday life, most of 

them still remain hidden and unreflected upon.

Moreover, everyday perception is significantly re-

duced. We do not realize the majority of impulses 

or we do not focus on them; we only perceive them 

partly because they are not exciting, they are natu-

ral, fit into what is normal and repeat without end: 

our living room, my office, my colleagues, Sunday 

family lunch, et cetera. Another reason people do 

not reflect on their actions is because they act under 

the influence of practical logic. As written by Pierre 

Bourdieu (1990), people are fully absorbed in their 

matter, their task, their affairs. They do not project 

their actions, they act based on their pre-perceptual 

anticipation arising from the harmony of the habit 

and field, which produces a deep doxic belief in the 

world that they do not realize. I therefore assume 

that the situation of a research interview about past 

everyday life makes participants reflect on it in ret-

rospect. If we inquire about their practical experi-

ence, we are forcing them to adopt an attitude, mak-

ing them observers of their own practical experience 

and leading them to create quasi-theories about it.10 

10 This problem was also addressed by Schütz (1953) using the 
motives of “in-order-to” and “because.” Participants living in 
the ongoing process of their actions reflect only on the “in-or-
der-to motives” of their actions, that is, the projected state of 
affairs to be undertaken. Only if they return to their already 
performed actions or to past phases of still ongoing action an-
ticipating the act, participants may retrospectively grasp the 
“because motives” that led them to do what they projected to 
do. Then the participants do not act—they observe themselves.

Given the above, I was aware that I was not primari-

ly investigating a participant’s logic of everyday life 

and its transformations, but the “discourse” in which 

participants narrate, for example, the way they lived 

and live, worked and work, what their home looked 

like before and what it looks like today, et cetera. 

I understand the concept of discourse neither as 

an “order of discourse,” that is, rules allowing the 

creation of individual testimonies (cf., e.g., Foucault 

1973), nor as a linguistic term that refers to any 

text longer than a single sentence (cf., e.g., Crystal 

2008). I use the term discourse to describe narrative 

(discussion) situations about a certain topic in the 

form of a dialogue between the participant and me 

as a researcher. I assume that discourse consists of 

verbalized and semantically shared knowledge. The 

discourse of past everyday life shows an image of 

everyday life transformation in participants’ memo-

ries in the form of auto-stereotypes and positive and 

negative aspects of everyday life: how I lived, what 

I was like, et cetera. At the same time, as partici-

pants talked about their specific everyday practice, 

they assigned meaning to its components, evaluated 

them, talked about their motivations and strategies, 

et cetera. I could watch how the participants dis-

cursively created or constituted their everyday life 

during the interview.11 I began to observe the way 

the participants shape their information so that it 

forms acceptable images of what they experienced. 

I perceived more that everyday life is discontinu-

ous and only narration makes it a complex entity. 

11 At this point, I began to approach the issue of oral history, 
which works with narratives that are perceived as images of 
participants’ life events or life events of someone else verbal-
ized by participants. The purpose is not to determine what 
happened in the past, but to reveal the interpretation of an indi-
vidual or a group (cf., e.g., Bertaux, Thompson, and Thompson 
1993; Thompson 2000). 
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Or, as Berger and Luckmann (1966) state, individual 

actions are shaped according to interrelated parts 

of life at the moment people think about their lives. 

We can assume that there is a relationship between 

the participant’s practical logic and the narration 

because the participant is in a discourse with the re-

searcher about what actually happened long (or not 

so long) ago. However, the participants’ “quasi-the-

ory” of their own past of everyday life corresponds 

semantically with the present, that is, the point in 

time when the past is being described.

That is why the dramaturgical sociology of Erving 

Goffman (1959) soon became part of my research 

field. Using his metaphor of theater, I started to re-

flect on what I initially mostly ignored. For example, 

how participants produce their past everyday life as 

a film and compose individual scenes as directors 

when they are talking. They decide which scenes to 

cut and which to keep based on the current situa-

tion, but they reinterpret the scenes for the purposes 

of a new performance for the researcher, therefore 

changing their motivation, reinterpreting mean-

ings, et cetera. Participants select individual scenes 

for their film about past everyday life for a specif-

ic purpose, for example, to give a good account of 

themselves or to make me understand their narra-

tion. That is why they initially do not present their 

normal behavior in everyday life, their private world 

of an improvised and spontaneous (or routine) char-

acter, but instead present their official (and therefore 

comprehensible) social roles of the public world.

Goffman’s theater metaphor makes it tempting to 

understand a qualitative face-to-face interview as 

a theater performance. In my opinion, however, 

Goffman (1959) does not address aspects of theater 

that penetrate everyday life. He deals with the struc-

ture of social encounters, while the key factor of this 

structure is to maintain a uniform definition of the 

situation. The metaphor of theater is included in the 

assumption that this definition has to be expressed 

(introduced), and this expression has to be main-

tained despite a number of potential disruptions. To 

present a definition of the situation means that the 

actor makes an impression upon the observer. The 

observer has to rely on this impression, which, of 

course, creates the possibility for the actor to distort 

reality by manipulating the impression given to the 

observer. This could mean that every social encoun-

ter is hypocritical and deceptive. In fact, however, 

Goffman argues that everyday life is surrounded by 

a number of courtesy, etiquette, and moral norms. 

While there is always the possibility that the ob-

served person is manipulating the impression, this 

is not a rule.

The participant, therefore, constitutes a definition 

of the situation. This almost always results in sur-

face consistency in defining the situation because it 

is not expected that participants will express their 

true feelings and honestly agree with the feelings of 

others. Instead, it is expected that participants will 

suppress their immediate feelings and that their 

statements will be at least partially respected and 

thereby they will avoid open conflict caused by dif-

ferent interpretations of the situation. In ordinary 

encounters, participants are allowed to rationally 

interpret and justify their actions.

However, a research situation is not ordinary. On the 

contrary, I, as a researcher, wanted participants to 
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express their true feelings and not to suppress them, 

to step out of their official social roles and reveal 

their private world to me. This can be at least partial-

ly achieved by disrupting the working consensus. At 

the beginning of an interview, however, it is neces-

sary to work together with the participant in creat-

ing a working consensus for at least some time by 

using protective corrective mechanisms, particular-

ly by tactful protection of the participant’s interpre-

tation of the situation and by respecting their opin-

ion. At this point, the information I gained before the 

interaction is of key importance. In order to obtain 

information relevant to my research, I then tried to 

disrupt the smooth interaction by ceasing to respect 

the surface consistency in the situation definition. 

I asked questions that are perceived as unthinkable, 

or at least inappropriate, in common situations be-

cause they undermine the requirement of courtesy 

required in common situations as a part of a person-

al facade. For example, I asked about membership in 

the Czechoslovakian Communist Party, actions in 

the period of collectivization of agriculture, et cetera. 

The fact that participants had the advantage of au-

thenticity because I did not experience much of what 

they were talking about at first forced me into defen-

sive and affirmative solidarity and compassion. Lat-

er, however, I tried to resist this impulse. I wanted to 

get behind the participants’ stylization of their own 

lives, get further than just to their staged lives; at the 

same time, however, I was aware that if I overdo this, 

I would break the rules of interaction and destroy 

the whole research situation.

This procedure enabled me to move from partici-

pants’ official roles to their private life. But, in situa-

tions in which participants reflected on their private 

world, they basically used uniform discourse about 

the past of their everyday life. In other words, the 

longer the period they were thinking back to was 

(i.e., the older the participants were), the more their 

testimonies of past everyday life resembled each 

other. It can therefore be concluded that shared com-

munication memory intervened in their discourse 

on the past as one of the collective memory sectors. 

Like Assmann (2006), I understand it as a living 

memory passed on between three or four genera-

tions of contemporaries through speech. I proceed 

from the fact that memories are selected due to the 

influence of this memory of the majority because 

memory tends to adapt to constantly changing im-

ages formed within social groups. This is apparent-

ly the reason why individual participants’ memo-

ries of the long past of everyday life were typically 

identical. According to Halbwachs (1992), collective 

memory provides a generation group with an im-

age of itself; it is continuous and consists of live el-

ements of group consciousness. Memories of indi-

viduals are associated with the group to which an 

individual belongs or belonged and in the memory 

of which they are stored. 

It can be said that each generation has its own his-

tory. That is why introducing historical context into 

the research, that is, linear time of everyday life, is 

problematic. Although the participants whose past 

and present everyday life I examined were my con-

temporaries because we shared a place and time 

during the interview, I was aware that there are gen-

erational differences in terms of our knowledge of 

the world. Schütz (1954; 1981) solved this problem by 

believing that the everyday world is important for 

us universally, and therefore assumed that despite 
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all the differences in the individuals’ knowledge 

of the world, everyday knowledge of the everyday 

world is sufficient to live with our neighbors, cul-

tural objects, and social institutions in social reality. 

I agree that we can certainly live with them because 

the generational embeddedness of individuals in 

everyday situations does not create any serious 

problems. However, in a research situation, the dif-

ference in generational experience can significantly 

intervene in the research subject. I soon noticed my 

communication partners anticipated that what their 

peers would consider normal and standard I would 

not or could not necessarily have to consider nor-

mal and standard. That is why they tried to explain, 

interpret, or even reinterpret and normalize their 

past everyday life to me. My research experience is 

more consistent with what Karl Mannheim (1954) 

surmised, that is, that differently generationally em-

bedded people have different aspect structures that 

determine how a person sees a certain thing, under-

stands it, and constructs facts. My experience with 

research interviews shows that this problem is not 

identical to Schütz’s (1953; 1954), but describes dif-

ferences between individual perspectives leading to 

the current participant’s knowledge being only po-

tential knowledge of persons related and vice versa. 

It therefore cannot be solved by Schütz’s reciprocity 

of perspectives because even though it allows liv-

ing and standardized understanding in the social 

reality, it does not solve the problem of fundamental 

understanding during an interview. The problem 

of the influence of the “generation gap” on shared 

meaning between the participant and the research-

er is clearly visible in a situation in which we exam-

ine changes in everyday life in a society that was 

going through a period of major historical and po-

litical twists.12 

The past in witnesses’ memories, which is not static 

and is always dependent on their present, also inter-

vened in the research subject. When thinking about 

the past, the participants drew on their current bi-

ographical situation and used their current systems 

of relevance. They related their memories from the 

perspective of the “here and now.” They evaluated 

their real past actions from the present day perspec-

tive. Therefore, it is significant to mention that most 

of my communication partners were at least 60 years 

old and were recalling their memories between the 

years 2012-2016. If they recalled memories of the late 

1970s or around 1989, their stories would certainly 

differ from the current ones in the evaluation of the 

past, choice of the relevant events, and their expec-

tations of the future. Therefore, no research result 

can be removed from its temporally conditioned se-

mantic context.

The research subject of the change in everyday life 

through participants’ stories is not the practice of 

everyday life and its practical logic, but an image of 

the history of everyday life discursively created by 

the communication partners, while the shape, struc-

ture, and meaning of such an image are significant-

ly influenced by many circumstances mentioned 

above: reflection of the yet unreflected, reduced 

perception, memory selectivity, communicative 

12 In the Czechoslovakian context, it is especially the commu-
nist takeover in February 1948, the Warsaw Pact troop occupa-
tion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968, the following so-called 
normalization period, the Velvet Revolution in November 1989, 
and the following liberalization and democratization of soci-
ety and introduction of a market economy.
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memory, the generation gap, and the intervention 

of the current biographical situation and system of 

relevance. This raises the question of whether the 

researcher and the participant can actually under-

stand each other during the interview. The problem 

of understanding will be discussed in the last part 

of the article. 

3. Understanding between the Participant 
and Researcher during the Interview 

First, I briefly describe the interview situation. As 

mentioned above, within the pilot field study essen-

tial for creating the heuristic sensitized concept of 

everyday life, I conducted several unstructured in-

depth interviews and both structured and unstruc-

tured observations, including an analysis of avail-

able documents. After I had constructed a working 

version of the concept of everyday life, I began to de-

sign a semi-structured interview script consisting of 

topics relevant to my research subject.13 I modified 

the traditional approach to the narrative interview, 

which does not allow for additional questions about 

reasons for the communication partner’s behavior 

(see, e.g., Bertaux and Kohli 1984), according to my 

needs. I asked questions to improve my understand-

13 During the gathering of data, the script was adapted to new-
ly acquired findings and empirical data; it gradually became 
more focused on the research problem that also crystallized 
from the empirical data. The script served as a tool to help 
following the thread of the interview. It was important to let 
the participant talk about issues I had not expected, and there-
fore had not included in the script. Although my aim was to 
keep the everyday life topic in my previously defined struc-
ture, I wanted to preserve the emic perspective and not impose 
topics upon the participant. The script allowed me to maintain 
control over the interview content, and despite the textbook 
rules, I am of the opinion that the topic should be decided upon 
not only by the participant but also by the research problem.

ing14 and also to discover motivations, since I sought 

to understand the acts of earning a living and doing 

household chores as practices and life strategies of 

individuals who perform them on an everyday ba-

sis. As mentioned above, Schütz (1954) claims that 

human behavior can be understood only when we 

understand their motives, choices, or plans rooted 

in their biographically determined circumstances. 

In order to understand, I tried to utilize everything 

the interview reveals besides the actual answers of 

participants. That is, the external scenery, such as 

apartment or house furnishing, books, kitchen, gar-

den, yard, et cetera, people sharing the household 

with the participant, and other information on the 

same topic received from other participants. The 

understanding was also facilitated by family photo-

graphs spontaneously shown by the participants to 

document their stories.

The participants usually invited me to interview 

them at their home; therefore, I could also observe 

the environment in which they lived. As mentioned 

before, I soon began to view the interview as an 

encounter (Goffman 1959). Goffman’s principles 

helped me to better understand the research sit-

uation, uncover participants’ efforts to control the 

definition of the situation, and notice the research 

interview disrupting the surface consistency in the 

definition and the effect thereof on the research situ-

ation. I also became conscious of small details I had 

ignored until that point. I realized that by selecting 

and staging the scene, the participants controlled 

the situation to some extent. Everything depended 

14 In addition, questions keep the interview going. For example: 
“Do you remember? At that time, I was doing this and that, 
what about you?” “What was it like when you had to...?” 
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on the definition of the initial situation formulated 

by the participant based on our phone conversation 

prior to my visit and, with the increasing number 

of interviews in a set region, also on the reputation 

of my interviewing technique, which had spread 

quickly. I had operated in the field for many years 

and people from the region communicated their 

knowledge about the interview procedure to one 

another; therefore, the presentation facade (of indi-

vidual interviews) had gradually stabilized. Soon, 

I was also able to anticipate the participants’ defi-

nition of the situation, their narrative focus, what 

they would show me in their home, what food they 

would offer, et cetera. Participants also tried to con-

trol their personal facade concerning their appear-

ance and behavior and had certain expectations 

about my personal facade, that is, my appearance, 

manner of speaking, gestures, interview prepara-

tion, et cetera.15 

My face-to-face contact with the communication 

partner and the repeated visits very soon led to the 

question if and to what extent we could achieve mu-

tual understanding during the interview. Alfred 

Schütz’s phenomenological sociology offers certain 

techniques to achieve this. 

According to Schütz (1954), it is necessary to distin-

guish between knowledge within everyday mean-

ing and knowledge as a method specific to social sci-

ences. Schütz does not view understanding primar-

ily as a scientific method, but rather a specific form 

of experience we use within our everyday thinking 

15 Schütz’s phenomenology defines a self-standardization phe-
nomenon: by standardizing the behavior of others we standard-
ize our own behavior in connection with theirs (Schütz 1953).

to identify our socio-cultural world and live in it. 

Schütz assumes that the world is experienced in ev-

eryday thinking in a standardized form. The par-

ticipants are given objects and events, and which 

of their features or qualities they consider unique 

and which standard depends on their current in-

terests and system of relevance. Interests and the 

system of relevance are determined biographically 

and situationally and are subjectively experienced 

in everyday knowledge as systems of behavior mo-

tives, choices to be made, projects to be conducted, 

and objectives to be achieved (cf. also Schütz 1970; 

Schütz and Luckmann 1973). 

Schütz (1954) claims that a second participant can 

understand these motives, choices, projects, and ob-

jectives (and through them the first participant’s be-

havior) only in their standardized form. Therefore, in 

the everyday world, participants construct standard-

ized patterns of participants’ motives, objectives, at-

titudes, and personalities, and their current behav-

ior is nearly a case or example of such. These stan-

dardized knowledge constructs replace the personal 

world knowledge of individual participants. Every-

day world knowledge is based on fundamental ideal-

ization known as the reciprocity of perspectives. Ac-

cording to Schütz (1953), this idealization overcomes 

the differences in individual perspectives stemming 

from the participant seeing something different than 

other participants and their different biographical 

situations. This overcomes the problem of partici-

pants’ current knowledge being nearly the potential 

knowledge of persons related and vice versa.

However, Schütz (1954) claims that a social scientist 

is supposed to approach the social world differently. 
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Social scientists have a cognitive rather than prac-

tical interest in the situation and are not involved 

in it. They replaced their personal biographical sit-

uation with a scientific one, meaning they elimi-

nated the system of personal relevance controlling 

their everyday interpretations and originating in 

biographical situations and replaced it with the 

scientific problem.16 The researcher then uses the 

formulated scientific problem when developing 

concepts, as well as scientific standardizations (i.e., 

scientific ideal types, so-called second-order con-

structs) through which he/she understands the par-

ticipant’s behavior and the life-world. According to 

Schütz (1954; 1964), social scientists observe certain 

facts and events in social reality and based on them 

create standard types (ideal types) of behavior or 

courses of action. However, they cannot overstep 

the boundary created by defining the scientific 

problem (postulate of relevance). They then coor-

dinate these patterns with ideal participant models 

(so-called homunculi) which equipped the systems 

of relevance (i.e., standard practical purposes and 

objectives). Each homunculus is assumed to be re-

lated to other homunculi through interaction for-

mulas. Each and every construct must be developed 

based on formal logic principles and must be ade-

quate to the participants’ everyday subjective world; 

therefore, it must be comprehensible to the partici-

16 In this respect, Schütz (1954) follows Max Weber, who postu-
lated the objectivity of social sciences by disconnecting them 
from value patterns which (may) control the participant’s be-
havior on the social scene. However, I believe Weber (1949) 
complements his concept of the value neutrality of a scientist 
with the so-called value relationship, which he understands as 
a research gesture allowing research within a specific culture, 
with culture being a semantic framework giving meaning to 
behavior. Therefore, he emphasized the historical uniqueness 
and specificity of each cultural phenomenon. In my opinion, 
Schütz disregards the cultural specificity of a research prob-
lem, for he assumes cultural universalism. 

pants (postulate of subjective interpretation). Schütz 

concludes that meeting these requirements ensures 

the compatibility of scientific constructs with both 

scientific findings and everyday life constructs. This 

compatibility ensures that social sciences deal with 

the real life-world, one world common to us all, not 

with fantasies independent on and disconnected 

with the life-world. 

Schütz therefore postulates human understanding 

in everyday life using everyday knowledge and 

standardization, as well as scientists’ standardiza-

tion through their research problem. He assumes 

that the participant has current interests and a sys-

tem of relevance determined both biographical-

ly and situationally. He further assumes that the 

participants have an appropriate cultural formula 

at their disposal determining relevance levels and 

functions as an unquestionable reference outline 

(Schütz 1944; 1945). On the other hand, scientists 

have their cognitive interests and relevance systems 

determined by a scientific problem. 

In my opinion, a problem arises when we, as re-

searchers, ask whether we can understand the par-

ticipant during a face-to-face interview under such 

circumstances. In terms of such understanding, is it 

relevant to the researcher to proceed as Schütz sug-

gests, that is, to create homunculi and other scientif-

ic standardization, to strive to disregard their every-

day knowledge and relevancy systems determined 

by their biographical situation, to replace them with 

scientific knowledge and a system of relevance, and 

to elaborately ensure the adequacy of their scientific 

and participant’s standardizations. Only if the re-

searcher strives to accomplish the same as Schütz, 
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that is, achieve objectivity of scientific theories and 

subjective meaning in the everyday world. Howev-

er, I believe that if we strive to truly understand the 

participants in a face-to-face interview, then such 

objectivity cannot be postulated. Even Weber (1949), 

to whom Schütz often refers, postulated only objec-

tivity that is culturally conditioned, as it is always 

dependent on the values of the time. 

Another important question is whether it can be en-

sured that researchers’ systems of relevance stem-

ming from their everyday life and biographical situ-

ation do not intervene in the interview. Based on my 

experience, I believe it cannot be ensured. My com-

munication partners naturally strived for a normal 

symmetrical conversation and asked me personal 

questions, thus sending me back to my biographi-

cal situation. Dialogue and narration are essential 

elements of everyday communication. During the 

interview with the participant, the researcher must 

adapt to these everyday life techniques while the 

participant does not dispose of any other. However, 

if we follow Schütz’s approach to scientific under-

standing as a second-order construct, we actually 

eliminate the participant, much like a quantitative 

researcher does through a questionnaire. Therefore, 

I believe that in order to understand, the research-

ers must keep their everyday knowledge (albeit con-

trolled) and use it. During a face-to-face interview, 

they do not dispose of any other tool they could use 

to have a dialogue with the participants and thus 

understand them. 

Let us ask a question: Where does the actual face-

to-face interview between the researcher and par-

ticipant take place? In the life-world? Undoubtedly, 

because both the world of everyday life inhabited 

by participants and the world of science are part of 

the life-world. According to Schütz, no other world 

inhabited by both the researcher and the participant 

exists. Everyday life is the only framework in which 

scientific research can take place and where all sci-

entific and logical concepts originate (Schütz 1954). 

Life-world is a place where the scientist’s and par-

ticipant’s worlds meet. According to Schütz (1966), 

each interpersonal communication in the life-world 

presumes a similar structure of at least thematic 

and interpretative relevance. I believe that the nar-

rative interview, despite being part of the research 

situation, is, at the same time, one of the basic forms 

of interpersonal communication. Therefore, the re-

searcher needs to use even his/her everyday knowl-

edge and the systems of relevance arising from it. 

While the participant possesses only one (everyday) 

system of relevance, the researcher always possess-

es two, since beside his/her scientific layers of rele-

vance determining what is relevant to his/her scien-

tific problem, he/she also possesses relevance used 

in everyday life. 

My research experience leads me to the conclusion 

that in order to achieve the adequacy of scientific 

theory and participant’s subjective world in the ev-

eryday world, the scientist cannot be removed from 

the social reality he/she studies. He/she cannot dis-

regard his/her biographical situation and with it all 

the systems of relevance, practical interests, mo-

tives, and choices of a researcher as an inhabitant 

of life-world because he/she would lose one of the 

key sources of understanding of the participant in 

the face-to-face communication situation. The re-

searcher in an interview situation cannot be a mere 
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objective observer; he/she must communicate with 

the participant in the true sense of the word. In this 

case, he/she cannot “communicate” only on the basis 

of his/her scientific relevance, but must also incor-

porate his/her relevance from the everyday world 

into the communication. Therefore, he/she has to 

bring his/her own life-world into the field. Natu-

rally, aside from that, he/she has to possess a suffi-

ciently sophisticated and defined scientific problem 

that must respect the life-world of the participants; 

otherwise the scientist does not deal with the real 

world, but the world of fantasy.

According to Schütz (1954; 1964), when we live in 

the same life-world common to us all, there is no 

need to construct two worlds, the world of every-

day life and the world of science, in a dialogue even 

for methodological reasons. If we do so, we lose 

the ability to reach understanding with the partic-

ipants in the life-world and we appear as socially 

naive and ignorant participants creating tools lim-

iting their ability for understanding in face-to-face 

communication situations. In the jungle of complex 

methodology and scientific constructions, the par-

ticipant becomes a chimera because his/her identity 

and the historical context of his/her life are lost.

The model of a rational participant and a rational 

world can serve very well for data analysis and in-

terpretation. However, in my experience, this model 

is not efficient in the case of face-to-face research in-

terviews. The theoretical and empirical term of ev-

eryday life (the creation of which I described in the 

first part of the article) and the everyday knowledge 

of the researcher are sufficient as research tools in 

such a situation. Unlike Schütz, I believe that re-

search situation and research problem must be rel-

ative to values of the time, since empirical data are 

unintelligible without cultural and historical con-

text. Although we strive not to bring any scientific 

or everyday preconceptions into the research situ-

ation, we cannot prevent it. I believe that this is not 

a catastrophe threatening the validity of our results. 

Our scientific conclusions can always be only prob-

abilistic, but the more they arise from our true un-

derstanding, the closer we get to the world of ideas 

of our communication partners. 

 Conclusion

During my long-term research on the changes of the 

everyday life of inhabitants in two suburban rural 

regions, I often faced the question of how to ap-

proach and understand the life-world and everyday 

life of my communication partners. I believe that if 

I did not spend so much time in the field and go 

through so many narrative interviews, these ques-

tions would not be so important to me, and it is 

possible that I would not have noticed many of the 

aspects. In this article, I focused on the situation of 

the narrative interview and confronted my research 

experience with Alfred Schütz’s phenomenological 

methodology.

Schütz’s methodology provides good guidance for 

the solution of the first methodological problem 

(how to create the concept of everyday life) when 

connected with Max Weber’s methodology. I con-

sidered the creation of the concept of everyday 

life as a key step in qualitative research. This ap-

proach has paid off many times in the field because 

I had a transforming yet efficient tool for interview  
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observation and conducting. I consider the pilot field 

study to be the most important when creating a con-

cept because the concept must be suitable for the 

subjective meanings of the participants researched. 

Naturally, I also built on the research question while 

creating the concept. It gradually brought me to the 

formulation of the dual temporality of everyday 

life, cyclical and linear. It is the linear time, whether 

historical or biographical, that transforms everyday 

life. Therefore, it is always necessary to remember 

the issue of time and analyze the present, the past, 

and the future simultaneously. 

The analysis of the past everyday life opened a prob-

lem I discussed in the second part of this article. At 

the beginning, I asked a seemingly trivial question: 

What was I actually studying? I tried to demon-

strate that by studying the past of everyday life in 

the long-term and its changes I was not studying 

the experience of everyday life, but the narrative of 

everyday life, that is, the discourse led by my com-

munication partners about their experience. While 

using this discourse, they created an image of their 

past everyday life, the shape, structure, and mean-

ing of which were significantly affected by many 

factors, some of which I have described. The theatri-

cal metaphor of Erving Goffman is very inspiration-

al for a better understanding of the creation of this 

image and its meaning and structure.

In the final part of the article, I focused on the is-

sue of an understanding between the participant 

and the researcher in the research interview situa-

tion. I described Schütz’s dual definition of under-

standing—everyday and scientific. I asked myself 

whether it is efficient and relevant to the possibili-

ties of understanding to construct a rational model 

of the participant and the social world and try to 

take the position of an objective observer. I tried to 

demonstrate on my own research experience that 

in the face-to-face communication interview the re-

searcher would lose the possibility to understand 

the meanings of the participant’s world when using 

second-order constructs. Second-order constructs 

can only be a result of research, not a tool. Moreover, 

I do not agree with Schütz’s cultural universalism. 

In agreement with Max Weber, I believe that it is 

necessary to relate the research situation to histor-

ical and cultural values because it is impossible to 

understand the long-term transformations of every-

day life of communication partners without a cul-

tural and historical context.

Anýžová, Petra, Helena Kubátová, and Petr Matějů. 2016. “Ro-
dina a kariéra ve světle hodnot a víry.” Pp. 175-204 in Konfron-
tace hodnot v pozdní modernitě: Česko a Hlučínsko v evropském 
kontextu, edited by F. Zich et al. Prague: Sociologické naklada-
telství (SLON).

Anýžová, Petra, Helena Kubátová, and František Znebejánek. 
2016. “Proměny hlučínské religiozity a hodnotové struktury 
hlučínského katolíka.” Pp. 149-174 in Konfrontace hodnot v pozd-
ní modernitě: Česko a Hlučínsko v evropském kontextu, edited by 
F. Zich et al. Prague: Sociologické nakladatelství (SLON).

References

Helena Kubátová



Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 21

Assmann, Aleida. 2006. “Memory, Individual and Collective.” 
Pp. 210-224 in The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analy-
sis, edited by R. Goodin and Ch. Tilly. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Berger, Peter L. and Thomas Luckmann. 1966. The Social Con-
struction of Reality. The Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge. Lon-
don: Penguin Books. 

Bertaux, Daniel and Martin Kohli. 1984. “The Life Story Ap-
proach: A Continental View.” Annual Review of Sociology 10:215-
237.

Bertaux, Daniel, Paul Thompson, and Paul Richard Thompson. 
1993. Between Generations: Family Models, Myths, and Memories. 
Oxford: University Press.

Blumer, Herbert. 1969. Symbolic Interactionism. Perspective and 
Method. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1990. The Logic of Practice. Stanford, CA: Stan-
ford University Press.

Corbin, Juliet and Anselm Strauss. 1990. “Grounded Theory 
Research: Procedures, Canons, and Evaluative Criteria.” Quali-
tative Sociology 13(1):3-21. 

Crystal, David. 2008. A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics. 
6th ed. Malden, Oxford, Carlton: Blackwell Publishing.

Flyvbjerg, Bjerg. 2006. “Five Misunderstandings about Case-
Study Research.” Qualitative Inquiry 12(2):219-245. 

Foucault, Michel. 1973. The Birth of the Clinic. London: Tavistock 
Publications.

Goffman, Erving. 1959. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. 
New York: Doubleday.

Halbwachs, Maurice. 1992. On Collective Memory. Chicago, Lon-
don: University of Chicago Press. 

Halfacree, Keith. 1993. “Locality and Social Representation: 
Space, Discourse and Alternative Definitions of the Rural.” 
Journal of Rural Studies 9(1):23-37. 

Halfacree, Keith. 2006. “Rural Space: Constructing a Three-
Fold Architecture.” Pp. 44-62 in Handbook of Rural Studies, ed-
ited by P. Cloke, T. Marsden, and P. Mooney. London: Sage.

Hann, Chris. 2015. “Backwardness Revisited: Time, Space, 
and Civilization in Rural Eastern Europe.” Comparative Stud-
ies in Society and History 57(4):881-911.

Hekman, Susan. 1983. Weber, the Ideal Type, and Contemporary 
Social Theory. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press.

Kubátová, Helena. 2013. “Changing Life Situations of Sile-
sians in Hlučín Region.” Pp. 195-216 in Changes in Social 
Awareness on Both Sides of a Border Poland-Czech Republic, edit-
ed by U. Swadźba and D. Topinka. Katowice: Wydawnictwo 
Uniwersytetu Śląskiego.

Kubátová, Helena. 2014. “Proměny způsobu života na Hlučín-
sku v mezigenerační perspektivě.” Český lid 101(2):209-231.

Kubátová, Helena. 2016a. Proměny příměstského venkova a ven-
kovské každodennosti. Olomouc: Vydavatelství Univerzity 
Palackého.

Kubátová, Helena. 2016b. “Collective Memory and Collective 
Identity of Hlučín Region Inhabitants in the 20th Century.” 
Historická sociologie 1:11-32.

Kubátová, Helena et al. 2015. Mezigenerační proměny způso-
bu života na Hlučínsku. Prague: Sociologické nakladatelství 
(SLON). 

Mannheim, Karl. 1954. Ideology and Utopia. An Introduction to 
the Sociology of Knowledge. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

Schütz, Alfred. 1944. “The Stranger: An Essay in Social Psy-
chology.” American Journal of Sociology 49(6):499-507.

Schütz, Alfred. 1945. “The Homecomer.” American Journal of 
Sociology 50(5):269-376.

Schütz, Alfred. 1953. “Common-Sense and Scientific Inter-
pretation of Human Action.” Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research 14(1):1-38. 

Research into Transformations in Everyday Life: Three Methodological Notes



©2018 QSR Volume XIV Issue 322

Schütz, Alfred. 1954. “Concept and Theory Formation in the 
Social Sciences.” Journal of Philosophy 51(9):257-273.

Schütz, Alfred. 1962. “On Multiple Realities.” Pp. 207-259 in 
Collected Papers I. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

Schütz, Alfred. 1964. “The Social World and the Theory of So-
cial Action.” Pp. 3-19 in Collected Papers II. Studies in Social The-
ory. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

Schütz, Alfred. 1966. “Some Structure of Life-World.” Pp. 116-
132 in Collected Papers III. Studies in Phenomenological Philosophy. 
The Hague: Martinuis Nijhoff.

Schütz, Alfred. 1970. Reflections on the Problem of Relevance. New 
Haven, London: Yale University Press.

Schütz, Alfred. 1981. Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt. 
Eine Einleitung in die verstehende Soziologie. Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp.

Schütz, Alfred and Thomas Luckmann. 1973. The Structures of 
the Life-World. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

Strauss, Anselm and Juliet Corbin, (eds.). 1997. Grounded Theory 
in Practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Thompson, Paul. 2000. The Voice of the Past. Oral History. Ox-
ford: University Press. 

Weber, Max. 1949. “‘Objectivity’ of Social Science and Social 
Policy.” Pp. 50-112 in On the Methodology of the Social Sciences. 
Illinois: The Free Press of Glencoe.

Kubátová, Helena. 2018. “Research into Transformations in Everyday Life: Three Methodological Notes.” Qualitative Sociology 
Review 14(3):6-22. Retrieved Month, Year (http://www.qualitativesociologyreview.org/ENG/archive_eng.php). DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.18778/1733-8077.14.3.01.

Helena Kubátová


