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Abstract 

 

Purpose – This article argues for the reflective use of visual techniques in qualitative inter-

viewing and suggests using visuals not only as projective techniques to elicit answers, but al-

so as facilitation techniques throughout the interview process. 

Design/methodology/approach – By reflecting on their own research projects in organiza-

tion and management studies, the authors develop a practical approach to visual interviewing 

– making use of both projective and facilitation techniques. The article concludes by discuss-

ing the limitations of visualization techniques, and suggesting directions for future research 

on visually-enhanced interviewing. 

Findings – The integration of projective and facilitation techniques enables the interviewer to 

build rapport with the respondent(s), and to elicit deeper answers by providing cognitive 

stimulation. In the course of the interview, such an integrative approach brings along further 

advantages, most notably focusing attention, maintaining interaction, and fostering the co-

construction of knowledge between the interviewer and the interviewee(s).  

Originality/value – This article is reflective of what is currently occurring in the field of 

qualitative interviewing, and presents a practical approach for the integration of visual projec-

tion and facilitation in qualitative interviews.  

Keywords Qualitative interviewing; one-to-one interviews; focus groups; visual techniques; 

projective techniques; visual representations; visual facilitation. 

 

Paper type Research paper 
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BEYOND PROJECTION: 

USING COLLABORATIVE VISUALIZATION TO CONDUCT QUALITATIVE 

INTERVIEWS [1] 

 

Introduction 

Despite increasing interest in visual techniques for qualitative interviewing (Davison, McLean 

and Warren 2012), a research methodology that exploits the full potential of the visual lan-

guage is still largely missing. In this paper, we approach this gap and suggest using visuals 

not only as projective techniques to provoke or elicit comments from the respondents, but also 

as facilitation techniques to conduct interviews. We argue that the integration of projective 

and facilitation techniques will lead to the generation of richer data, as well as to greater in-

volvement of research participants.  

In projective techniques, visual stimuli are used to prompt reactions from the respondents, and 

to stimulate further thoughts on the interview topic (Crilly et al., 2006; Kearney and Hyle, 

2004; Meyer, 1991; Vince and Broussine 1996; Zuboff 1998; Wheeldon 2011).  In essence, 

projective techniques evoke reactions to a familiar stimulus (i.e., an image) in order to help 

participants elaborate their thoughts about a complex subject (Greenbaum, 2000). In the fa-

cilitation approach, by contrast, the interviewer uses visual templates for real-time documen-

tation, organization, and discussion of the answers elicited from the respondents. A visual 

template combines the visual and verbal language by providing a graphical canvas where 

knowledge units – in the form of textual notations – are meaningfully structured, related, and 

put into perspective (Huff and Jenkins, 2002). As they are progressively filled out throughout 

the interview, visual templates become a repository of emergent knowledge, while also sug-

gesting connections and revealing ‘holes’ in current information. In addition to fostering a 

shared understanding of the interview process, visual facilitation brings analytical advantages, 

since visual templates provide an organizing framework for analysing data.  

With a view to leveraging the advantages of both projective and facilitation techniques, this 

paper proposes an integrative approach to visual interviewing where visuals are drawn, com-

mented and interpreted in conversations between the interviewer and the participants. In this 

approach, the visual language becomes an integral component of the research process, being 

used first to elicit comments from participants (i.e., as projective techniques), and then to fa-

cilitate the interview process (i.e., as facilitation techniques). The participant is thus exposed 
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to visual stimulation, takes part in the co-construction of the visual template, and finally can 

offer his or her interpretation of the completed graphic template. We have developed such an 

approach by reflecting on the extant literature on visual methods and by deriving first-hand 

insights from our own experience in organization and management research. As illustrated in 

the section “Examples from the Field”, we have been using visuals for projective, facilitation, 

and analytical purposes in two research projects involving both interviews and focus groups. 

It was not the aim of these projects to formally test the validity of visual techniques in qualita-

tive interviewing. Rather, we have adopted visual techniques to increase the breadth and 

scope of qualitative interviewing. The two projects were not designed specifically for this pa-

per, but will be used here to illustrate our research experience and to reflect on the combined 

use of projective and facilitation techniques. 

While visual techniques can be used on the ground of different epistemological and ontologi-

cal assumptions (Davison et al. 2012), in our research we ascribe to a position of moderate 

constructivism. In this perspective, we assume that reality is apprehended through socially 

and experientially based mental constructions. The form and content of these constructions 

vary depending on the individual person or group holding them (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). 

While recognizing the relative nature of mental constructions, we refrain from the extreme as-

sumption that such constructions have no independently identifiable real-world referents. In-

stead, we believe in the possibility of identifying the underlying patterns of a real-world phe-

nomenon, by comparing and contrasting multiple individual constructions (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg, 2009). We therefore use visual techniques as a means to surface individual con-

structions in a closer collaboration with our informants, and we attempt to distil a “consensus 

construction” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994: 111) that approaches the phenomenon of interest in a 

more elaborate and informed way than any of the preceding constructions. 

We structure our paper as follows: First, we review current attempts at using visuals as pro-

jective techniques in qualitative interviewing, and we point out the benefits as well as the lim-

itations of such techniques. Subsequently, we argue for the introduction of visuals as facilita-

tion techniques based on the idea of better exploiting the potential of the visual language and 

of enriching the range of visual methods for organization and management research. To this 

end, we discuss examples from our own research projects, and we develop a practical method 

for combining visual projection and facilitation in interviews. We conclude by describing the 

limitations of our approach and by suggesting directions for future research on the use of vis-

ual methods in qualitative interviewing.  
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Visuals as Projective Techniques in Qualitative Interviews 

Visuals such as drawings, pictures and maps can be usefully employed in qualitative inter-

views as projective techniques to elicit comments from the participants (Banks, 2007; Green-

baum, 2000; Hoyle et al., 2002; Krueger and Casey, 2000; Stiles, 2004). For example, hand-

drawings have been used to help respondents articulate deep-seated and often paradoxical 

emotions about organizational change (Kearney and Hyle 2004; Mazzetti and Blekinsopp 

2012; Vince and Broussine 1996; Zuboff 1988). Recently, Slutskaya et al. (2012) used photo-

elicitation to enable working-class men to engage in reflexive practice by producing more 

elaborate and expressive accounts of their work experiences.  

As explained by Anastas (1994), visuals initiate respondents’ imagination and verbal respon-

siveness: When asked directly – for example about a new product – they might be tense and 

remain quiet. But if they can express their opinion through pictures or photographs, they an-

swer more promptly and tell richer stories. Through the concealed intent and indirectness of 

visual projection, respondents can in fact overcome inhibitions and reveal their thoughts and 

feelings (Steinman, 2009). At the same time, projective techniques reduce the cognitive de-

mands to respondents, by leveraging the intuitiveness of the visual language to transgress 

communication barriers. Visual stimuli also increase participants’ recall and memories of past 

experiences, by activating an unfolding cascade of visual and verbal associations (Harper, 

2002; Wheeldon, 2011; Wheeldon and Faubert, 2009).  

Besides assisting the exploration of thoughts and feelings, visuals are widely employed for 

capturing the cognitive maps of organizational actors, and in turn for exploring multi-

dimensional organizational constructs – such as environmental enactment, industry dynamics, 

and strategic groups (see also the first project example in this article). In this way, visual data 

are instrumental to move beyond mechanical models of organizations, towards a vision of or-

ganizations as “systems for creating meaning” (Meyer, 1991: 232). Calori et al. (1994) and 

Huff (1990) have linked cognitive maps to organizational strategy, and explored why similar 

organizations make sense of, and respond to similar situations in different ways. Meyer 

(1978) and more recently Crilly et al. (2006) used visual stimuli for gathering data on envi-

ronmental enactment (Weick, 1979) – i.e., how actors enact and structure the internal and ex-

ternal environment of the organization.  

In reviewing the literature, we have identified four distinct approaches to visual projection 

(i.e., association, completion, expression and collection), based on the type of cognitive 

stimulation offered by the visual: 
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Association 

In the association approach, photographs are used to stimulate the participants’ thinking, and 

to help them articulate their thoughts about the discussion topic. In general, the interviewees 

are asked to express their impressions about pictures portraying people (personality associa-

tions), or situations (situational associations) that are connected to the discussion topic. Alter-

natively, the participants may be invited to indicate which of several photographs in a stack 

most closely relate to the subject under discussion (forced associations). The association tech-

nique enables the interviewer to uncover deep insights, as the participants tend to ‘project’ 

their thoughts of the discussion topic onto the pictures stack (Banks, 2007; Greenbaum, 1998; 

Krueger and Casey, 2000). For example, Van Riel et al. (1998) has profiled the corporate im-

age and reputation of five airline companies, by asking respondents to draw associations with 

a set of pictures expressing different kinds of personality traits.  

Completion 

Another type of projective technique used in qualitative interviews is picture completion 

(Greenbaum, 1998). In the cartoon completion test, for example, the participants are presented 

with an incomplete comic-strip story and are asked to add statements into the empty balloons 

(Steinman, 2009; Van Dyke, 2009). The picture completion stimuli help the participants to 

delve more deeply into their minds, and hence to articulate their thoughts with greater fluency 

and richness of details. A similar stimulation is offered by mind mapping, where the partici-

pants are invited to complete a map of thoughts and associations, starting from a central 

theme suggested by the researcher. As argued by Wheeldon and Ahlberg (2012: 91), mind 

mapping can be usefully conceived of as a means to “prime the pump” of participant reflec-

tion. The completion of mind maps, in particular, was found to unlock unique memories of 

organizational experiences by enabling respondents to go beyond the rehearsed narratives typ-

ical of verbal expression (Wheeldon, 2011). 

Expression  

In expressive drawing, participants are asked to provide their reaction to a discussion topic by 

drawing a picture. At the end of the task, the interviewer asks the respondents to comment on 

the meaning of their pictures, and to elaborate on the relationship with the discussion topic. 

For example, Kearney and Hyle (2004) have used expressive drawings to elicit participants’ 

emotional reactions to organizational change, and integrated visual data with verbal interpre-

tations for accuracy and triangulation. In focus groups, the facilitator can involve the entire 
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group in developing interpretations of each other’s drawings, and hence of the discussion top-

ic (see Bryans and Mavin, 2006). Expressive drawings can be very useful to engage the re-

spondents, and to elicit emotional data that otherwise might not be generated with traditional 

verbal techniques (Greenbaum, 1998; Stiles, 2004; Krueger and Casey, 2000).  

Collection 

In this approach, participants are asked to collect, and to comment on a number of images that 

relate to the topic being discussed. For example, in the collage technique the interviewees – 

either individually or in group – are given a pile of newspapers, scissors, glue and a blank 

piece of paper to make a collage expressing their thinking about the topic under discussion 

(Krueger and Casey, 2000). In the photo-elicitation technique, participants are asked to use 

photo or video cameras to capture aspects that they consider important or representative of 

their living or working experiences (Bramming et al. 2012, Slustkaya et al. 2012). At the end 

of the task, the interviewees are invited to comment on their collection or collage of pictures, 

and to explain the rationale behind their choice of images. These techniques have been used in 

a variety of fields, ranging from anthropology to marketing – where they have proven useful 

to elicit the values, typical users, and purchasing motives associated with new products 

(Colakoglu and Littlefield, 2011).  

 

The above techniques span across a broad variety of research traditions, being employed by 

researchers with different epistemological and ontological assumptions as to the role of graph-

ic elicitation. As pointed out by Slutskaya et al. (2012, p. 18), the reading of the term “elicita-

tion” is an object of wide debate in the context of visual methodologies, and a dividing line 

can be drawn between studies where visual projection is used to elicit pre-existing knowledge 

from the respondents (e.g., Crilly et al. 2006), and studies where visual projection provides an 

occasion to co-construct knowledge in the encounter between the researcher and the partici-

pants (e.g., Pink, 2001). The first perspective assumes the existence of relatively stable struc-

tures of knowledge, and conceives visual projection as a means for the researcher to get deep-

er access to the thoughts of the interviewees. This perspective is generally theory-driven, and 

favours the use of visual stimuli that are prepared in advance by the researcher – as in the as-

sociation approach – to keep a steady focus on the interview areas.   

The second perspective, on the other hand, assumes that knowledge is produced and repro-

duced in the research encounter, and sees visual projection as a collaborative space where the 

researcher and the informant take part in the construction of meaning (Slutskaya et al. 2012). 
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In this perspective, the use of visual stimuli can be conceived as a form of collaboration where 

research is conducted with people, and not on people (Bryans and Mavin, 2006; Vince and 

Broussine, 1996). The tendency to use visual projections that are produced by the participants, 

and refined in conversation with the researcher – as in the expression approach – further en-

hances the collaborative nature of this research perspective.  

In our work we have relied on both research traditions. As a foremost objective, we have used 

visual projection to encourage the interviewees to recount their real-life experiences, and to 

elicit the mental constructions that they have formed in the course of repeated social interac-

tions. At the same time, we acknowledge that meaning is framed and reframed in the research 

encounter, and we accordingly engage in a collaborative interpretation of the meaning as-

signed to the visual stimuli. In so doing, we have realized that visual projection does contrib-

ute to building rapport between the researcher and the participants, especially by providing 

greater emotional engagement than purely verbal accounts.  

Nevertheless, we have also become aware of the limitations of visual projection, recognizing 

that – besides rapport building – most communication challenges inherent in qualitative inter-

views were not adequately met through the visual stimuli. Visual projection has not greatly 

helped to overcome knowledge barriers between the interviewer and the interviewee, or to 

build a shared language between different communities of practice involved in a focus group. 

If the interviewees do not fully understand the perspective of the interviewer, or lack the liter-

acy to express themselves through the visual language, they may provide vague or tentative 

answers to the visual stimulation. In other cases, the visual stimuli – especially if prepared in 

advance by the researcher – may provide a too narrow frame, therefore occluding, rather than 

exposing the interviewees’ knowledge (Umoquit et al. 2008).  

A further disadvantage of projective techniques lies in the complexity of the analysis of data: 

In order to avoid misinterpretations, visual data should be integrated with verbal interpreta-

tions by the participants (Greenbaum, 1998) – yet, some respondents may feel uncomfortable 

with projective exercises (Steinman, 2009) or may fail to articulate their thinking while pro-

ducing their visual representations. In the latter case, the researcher lacks full understanding 

of the image-in-use, and may be led astray by the temptation to take the visual stimuli itself as 

the site of analysis. 

In the next section, we thus explain how a shift from visuals as projective techniques towards 

visuals as facilitation techniques may enhance qualitative interviewing by enabling the re-

searchers to more fully exploit the potential of the visual language. To make the case for visu-

al facilitation in qualitative interviews, we draw on the literature on knowledge visualization, 
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which suggests that real-time visualization of group conversations fosters the co-construction 

of knowledge. From the literature on organizational knowledge, we further take the sugges-

tion that visuals can act as ‘boundary objects’, therefore facilitating the translation of 

knowledge across communities of practice. As the next section will make clear, visual facili-

tation pushes forward the agenda of building a collaborative rapport with the participants, 

while also strengthening the researchers’ focus on the process – not just the end product – of 

visual interviewing.  

 

Visuals as Facilitation Techniques in Qualitative Interviewing 

Although being often used to moderate business meetings (Buzan and Buzan, 2006; Ku-

chenmüller and Stifel, 2005; Sibbet, 2010), visual facilitation has never been employed sys-

tematically for research purposes (i.e., interview data collection and analysis). Nevertheless, a 

large body of literature suggests that visual facilitation is likely to increase the quality of 

knowledge sharing in face-to-face conversations (Eppler and Burkhard, 2007; Isenberg et al. 

2011). The collaborative use of visual representations has been found to reduce the challenges 

inherent in knowledge-intensive conversations (Mengis and Eppler, 2006), to foster the elici-

tation of experiential knowledge (Bresciani and Eppler, 2009), and to increase mutual orienta-

tion among participants (Comi and Eppler, 2011). Such effects have been shown in a variety 

of application domains, ranging from strategic management (Eppler and Platts, 2009), to pro-

ject work (Whyte et al., 2008), all the way to learning and education (Fischer et al., 2002).  

Building on these findings, we suggest using visual facilitation in field research and propose 

an approach where visuals are drawn simultaneously by the researcher and the participants 

during interviews. The visual language is thus integrated into the research process and shifts 

from being an external stimulus (to prompt answers) to becoming an integral component of 

the research method. As an example, the facilitator in focus groups may use visualization 

tools such as visual templates, sticky notes, and e-moderation software to lead a discussion, 

and at the same time enable participants to write and/or draw out their thoughts. In particular, 

visual templates – printed on a poster, or loaded on software – provide a canvas where partic-

ipants can document their discussion with mapping techniques. As suggested by Kuchenmül-

ler and Stifel (2005: 394), by filling visual templates the individual or the group “answers im-

portant questions while respecting definite rules”. 

In comparison to purely text-based facilitation like flipchart handwriting, visual facilitation 

provides a more engaging experience for participants (Buzan and Buzan, 2006), and in turn 
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will foster an active involvement in the interview process. Moreover, visual representations 

play a crucial role in the sense-making of individuals and groups, by bringing the advantage 

of representational guidance (Suthers, 2001: 257). In fact, visual representations provide an 

overarching structure which organizes information, coordinates the conversation, and high-

lights key aspects. Furthermore, the empty fields in a visual template will maintain interaction 

throughout the interview process. They provide an opportunity for the interviewees to fill in 

their contributions and to engage in a discussion of the contents being mapped.  

By enabling greater visibility of discussion threads, visual facilitation can draw attention to 

the interview themes and help both the researcher and the interviewee to keep track of the 

conversation. In focus groups, this will lead to the creation of a group memory (Kuchenmüller 

and Stifel, 2005), which reduces the participants’ difficulties in following the conversation, 

and building on each other’s contributions. This advantage might extend also to online focus 

groups, where visual facilitation is likely to increase the fitness of participants’ contributions, 

by providing tangible orientation and signposts during the conversation.  

Facilitation techniques may also reduce knowledge asymmetries between the researcher and 

the researched, since the co-construction of visual artefacts provides a mechanism for building 

shared understanding across knowledge boundaries (Carlile, 2002). In this regard, visual rep-

resentations act as ‘boundary objects’ – i.e., objects that are robust enough to maintain a 

common identity across sites, yet plastic enough to adapt to the local needs of the different 

parties (Star and Griesemer, 1989). The template background conveys the knowledge expecta-

tions of the interviewer, and at the same time adapts with the knowledge expressions of the 

interviewee. Furthermore, the visual language provides common conventions for translating 

meaning, and clarifying differences between communities of practice – such as academia and 

industry. 

Visual facilitation has been shown to bring about other group interaction advantages, namely 

facilitating balanced participation of group members and reducing the potential for interper-

sonal conflict (Mengis and Eppler, 2006). When the conversation is mediated by visuals, par-

ticipants are not pointing directly at each other, but rather express their agreement or disa-

greement towards impersonal objects, such as notes on a visual template (Comi and Eppler, 

2011). In a study of business meetings, Kuchenmüller and Stifel (2005: 388) consistently no-

ticed that “it is easier to offend and attack using words than images”. Therefore, the de-

personalization effect of visuals is particularly beneficial in focus groups to reduce social 

pressure and encourage participants to freely express their dissent with the rest of the group.  
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Furthermore, the problem of ’groupthink’ or excessive harmony seeking in focus groups 

might be reduced by having participants first write their contributions individually before the 

facilitator maps or visualizes them in the plenary session on a joint poster or projected space. 

In this way, the contributions of shy participants are collected and emphasized as well as inte-

grated into the conversation process. Groupthink in such settings can be further reduced by 

changing the way that questions are asked (for example only visually and not verbally) and by 

encouraging participants to play devil’s advocate and question their own contributions (see 

Macgougall and Baum, 1997). In visual focus groups, this can be done discreetly and without 

exposing oneself, for example by flagging elements visually using icon cards or sticky notes. 

At the end of the interview, showing the filled template to the participants offers the possibil-

ity to gather further data, by asking probing questions, delving into important aspects, and 

commenting on the main findings. Therefore, the visual used for facilitation is re-injected into 

the interview process, and used as a stimulus for the elicitation of additional insights, in a vir-

tuous cycle between facilitation and projection. As regards the final stage of data analysis, the 

use of templates will facilitate the aggregation and the comparison of data collected across 

multiple interviews or focus groups. In the next section, we present two projects from our re-

search where we have used visuals for projection and facilitation, and we subsequently elabo-

rate on the benefits of integrating such techniques in a research endeavour. 

 

Examples from the Field [2] 

In two research projects, we have conducted one-to-one interviews and focus groups, making 

use of visualizations for projective as well as facilitation purposes. We have used sketches to 

illustrate the interview process (see Figure 1) and templates populated with the participants’ 

comments (see Figures 2 and 5). At a later stage, we have compared our experiences by en-

gaging in research conversations, and we have further elaborated on the synergies between 

visual projection and facilitation. In turn, this ‘reflective practice’ laid the foundations for the 

development of an integrative approach to visual interviewing. Before introducing this ap-

proach, we provide a few examples of the methodological insights derived from our research 

experience. 

 

First research experience: Knowledge communication in a community of practice 

In a first research project, we have conducted 28 one-to-one qualitative interviews for the 

purpose of gathering expert information on the difficulties and solutions for communicating 
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knowledge among natural hazard and risk managers. Subsequently, we have analysed the data 

and presented the results to a group of respondents from the same community of practice, in 

the course of two focus group discussions of 8-10 participants each. By so doing, we have 

aimed to validate preliminary findings and to extend the interview results with further insights 

from the professional community.  

The interview participants were selected following a purposive sampling strategy (Spencer et 

al., 2003); more precisely, we have chosen a homogeneous sample to acquire an in-depth un-

derstanding of habits, routines and thinking in this professional community. In the course of 

each interview (90-120 minutes), the respondents were asked to provide information about 

their professional experience and their knowledge of natural hazards management. In particu-

lar, they were invited to explain how they acquired and shared their professional knowledge 

using artefacts such as risk maps, online-planning tools or strategy reports. A further objective 

of the interview consisted of mapping the boundaries of the community of practice, by explor-

ing mutual relationships within a constellation of actors. 

Challenges at the very beginning of the interviews, such as establishing rapport, gaining trust, 

understanding and speaking the language of respondents, were reduced by using an associa-

tion stimulus, i.e. a sketch of the interview process (Figure 1). This sketch was employed not 

only as an ‘ice-breaker’ at the beginning of the face-to-face interview, but also as a reference 

to structure the interview content, and to ensure coverage of all the relevant discussion topics.  

This overview sketch was also used as a facilitation technique during the interview process: It 

was positioned on the interview table and functioned as a reference whenever a new interview 

topic was addressed. In this way, the interviewer was able to refer to the sketch and show the 

progress of the interview. In turn, this helped the interviewee follow the sequence of the inter-

view and refer back to things already said. 

----------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

----------------------------- 

During the interview we also introduced a visual timeline, loaded on a facilitation software 

(Figure 2). This interactive template was used to explore the interviewees’ awareness and 

knowledge of important developments in their professional community (such as the introduc-

tion of online-planning tools). The respondents were asked to fill out the empty template by 

reflecting on the evolution of their profession, taking into consideration natural hazards 

events, laws and directives, and processes of knowledge transfer within the community. This 
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completion stimulus addressed the challenge of gathering high-quality data by literally bring-

ing implicit knowledge, experiences and opinions to the table.  

----------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

----------------------------- 

The participants indicated that they liked the template completion task, and provided unsolic-

ited positive feedback. Often, there was a moment of surprise in the beginning, which then 

turned into ‘fun’ and a desire to fully complete the task. While filling out the template, the in-

terviewees kept on talking in a ‘thinking aloud’ mode – a phenomenon which is reminiscent 

of certain forms of ethnographic interviewing (Fontana and Frey, 1994). Furthermore, the 

template worked as a ‘boundary object’ (Star and Griesemer, 1989), and spanned knowledge 

boundaries between the interviewer and the participant by providing multi-dimensional com-

munication (verbal and visual) and joint focus. As a result, the collaborative work around the 

template brought up experiences, opinions and expert knowledge which probably would not 

have been shared in a purely verbal setting.  

Besides contributing to a shared understanding, the use of visual templates yielded practical 

advantages as well, for example freeing the researcher from the need of taking extensive notes 

of the interview content. As the participants were recording their thoughts on the visual tem-

plate on their own, the interviewer had more time to concentrate on non-verbal aspects of the 

interview (such as body language). As researchers, we were therefore able to observe the pro-

cess of working with visual templates from a meta-perspective, and we could take side notes 

of the interview process. These side notes – concerning for example the interviewees’ reac-

tions to using visual templates – helped to refine our interviewing skills, and to inform the de-

velopment of our integrative approach to visual interviewing. Therefore, this occasion of re-

flexivity – afforded by the use of visual templates – provided an additional source of data 

generation and collection. 

Following the visual timeline, we used a card sorting exercise. In this task we invited the in-

terviewee to organize and to comment on cards representing different professional roles, ex-

perts and organizations involved in natural hazards management (Figure 3). This enabled us 

to better understand the configuration of ‘players’ within this community of practice. The 

analysis of the sorted cards involved a software program and resulted in a dendrogram (Figure 

4) describing the resulting groups of actors (with percentages indicating the interviewees’ 

agreement about actors’ inclusion in a given group). 
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----------------------------- 

Insert Figures 3 and 4 about here 

----------------------------- 

 

A few weeks after these one-to-one interviews, we invited some of the same, plus new partic-

ipants to join a focus group in order to discuss the preliminary interview results. As men-

tioned above, we conducted two focus groups of 8-10 participants each, for an average dura-

tion of 1,5 hours.  We showed the dendrogram in Figure 4 to the focus group participants as a 

stimulus for discussion and as a device for new data collection. As suggested above, one of 

our primary objectives for the interviews and focus group discussions consisted of mapping 

the boundaries of the community of practice. Without the dendrogram, the actors’ constella-

tion would have been very difficult to describe to the focus group participants. By using this 

visualization, it became clear which groups existed and which actors seemed to be outsiders. 

The ensuing discussion in the focus group was very rich, came straight to the point (how do 

you perceive these groups of community players?) and the participants were able to ‘attach’ 

their opinions to the visualization. While the discussion was going on, the facilitator took 

notes on the computer and simultaneously showed the emerging picture on the wall. Thus, 

every participant was able to follow the discussion and immediately adjust his or her input if 

necessary. Through this procedure we ensured that ideas and opinions were collaboratively 

elaborated and evaluated by multiple experts in the same disciplinary area. This procedure en-

abled another kind of reflexivity: The focus group participants not only collaborated with the 

researcher, they also initiated a discussion around the visualization of previous results, thus 

collectively clarifying their prior individual view points and validating them jointly. 

 

Second research experience: Knowledge sharing in inter-organizational settings 

In a second research project, we conducted four focus groups of 8-10 participants each to 

evaluate the use of a software application for supporting knowledge sharing and development 

in inter-organizational settings. Regarding the research design, we adopted a mixed methods 

approach, with the focus groups being conducted to follow up an experiment. In the experi-

ment, we compared the performance of software-supported and control groups and this by as-

sessing the number of information elements shared, and the quality of solutions developed. 

We introduced the focus group study to clarify unexpected experiment findings and to gather 

deeper data on the research topic (see Morgan, 1996 and Morgan, 1997, on the use of focus 
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groups in combination with other research methods). Out of the 229 experimental subjects, 35 

were randomly selected to serve as focus group participants. In the course of the focus group 

– which lasted about 45-50 minutes – participants were asked to reflect on their experience in 

the experiment and to provide real-life accounts of software use in inter-organizational set-

tings.  

----------------------------- 

Insert Figure 5 about here 

----------------------------- 

 

To conduct the focus group, we used a visualization software for group facilitation (let’s fo-

cus, see: en.lets-focus.com) connected to a video projector, so that participants could simulta-

neously view the facilitator’s screen. For each interview question, the facilitator populated a 

visual template (loaded as a digital file on let’s focus) with contributions from the participants 

(see Figure 5 for a snapshot of a completed template taken after a focus group discussion). In 

this regard, the visualization software was used for real-time documentation, moderation, and 

summarisation of the focus group discussion. The visual templates provided a “collective 

memory”, enabling participants to keep track of the discussion and to build on each other’s 

contributions with greater ease.  

As compared to previous studies – in which we moderated focus groups without visual facili-

tation – we noticed a tendency to follow a more disciplined turn-taking in the conversations. 

In effect, visual templates provided signposts throughout the conversation, therefore introduc-

ing implicit rules for turn-taking and reducing the risk of dominance on the part of “much 

talkers”. Without assuming a central role in the team conversation, the facilitator was able to 

prompt contributions from all the participants, mostly by taking advantage of the circular dis-

tribution of participants around the projected template. The physical setting was therefore 

conducive to a balanced discussion around the visual template and created a relaxed atmos-

phere where participants could comfortably talk together.  

Most importantly, the visual templates worked as ‘boundary objects’ and provided interpre-

tive flexibility: as such, they allowed participants to assign local interpretations, while at the 

same time building shared understanding (Star, 2010). In this follow-up study, in fact, differ-

ent groups were able to work together without deep knowledge of each other’s experience in 

the previous experimental sessions. As the interaction unfolded, the visual template became 

the focus of participants’ communication, and a repository of the knowledge created through 

group interaction. 
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As they provided a synopsis of the group interview areas, the visual templates represented an 

important resource in the analysis of data, and were therefore used as a framework for con-

tent-coding the interview transcripts. In analysing the data, we developed a summary visuali-

zation displaying common – as well as unique – themes that emerged from the four focus 

group sessions. As a procedure for checking the accuracy of data analysis, we brought the 

main findings of each focus group back to the participants, and asked them to provide feed-

back. The analysis of the focus group discussion was then integrated with the results of the 

experimental session, and delivered to the participants in the form of a plenary presentation. 

To a large extent, the focus group participants confirmed the findings of the data analysis, 

while also offering further information and clarifications.  

Being aware of the novelty of adopting visual facilitation for research purposes, we engaged 

in research debriefing conversations to compare, and derived lessons learned from our experi-

ences in conducting visual focus groups (see also the Discussion section for this point). Such 

a reflexive practice led to a progressive refinement of our interviewing steps, and contributed 

to the development of the integrative framework presented in the next section. 

 

Integrating Visual Projection and Facilitation 

From the researcher’s perspective, the interviewing process can be viewed as comprising four 

stages: First the introduction of the topics to be discussed, then the facilitation of the interview 

itself, then the wrap-up of the discussion, and finally the analysis of the generated data (Fon-

tana and Frey, 1994; Hubermann and Miles 1994). Each phase has its own challenges, many 

of which can be overcome using visualizations – most notably by integrating projective and 

facilitation techniques. Based on our own experience, we suggest using visualization through-

out all interview phases – first for clarifying the interview scope, then to stimulate answers 

from the respondents and later on to facilitate the interview process by means of graphic 

summarization, clarification or itemization. More specifically, here are the advantages of vis-

uals for each stage: 

Initiating the Interview 

Challenges at the very beginning of qualitative interviews, such as establishing rapport, clari-

fying the interview scope and purpose, gaining trust, understanding and speaking the language 

of respondents can be overcome by using an association stimulus, such as a sketch of the in-

terview process. Such an informal sketch can show how the different topics to be discussed 
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inter-relate. It can give the interview participants the certainty of knowing what’s coming and 

what is expected of them.  

Conducting the Interview 

During the interview, the researcher is faced with the difficulty of keeping track of what has 

been said and at the same time leading the interview. Probing on what the interviewee has 

said before – while conducting the interview – may be difficult in a purely verbal setting. 

Here, visual templates help to structure, complete, and document what has been stated. In fo-

cus groups, they provide a collective memory of the discussion, and are instrumental to en-

courage participants to build on each other’s contribution. Additionally, templates can pro-

mote so called ‘thinking aloud’, i.e. motivate the subject to talk about things and experiences, 

which probably would not be mentioned without the visual support. The interviewer can take 

side notes while the subject is thinking aloud. Often, these verbalised thoughts are valuable 

information and can be used in addition to the analysis of transcripts and completed templates.  

Wrapping-up the Interview 

At the end of the interview, the researcher can summarize the main points that have emerged 

in the interview process by showing the completed template to the interviewee(s). By wrap-

ping up an interview with visual representations, the interviewer can stimulate respondents to 

further delve into relevant topics or to clarify misunderstandings. Visual templates that have 

been completed collaboratively during the interview process create trust and leave the inter-

viewee with the feeling that his or her input has been acknowledged, recorded and will be 

properly analysed.  

Analysing data 

Depending on the research questions, the researcher can adopt different approaches to the 

analysis and interpretation of visual data (see also Miles and Huberman, 1994; Ryan and Ber-

nard, 2003). In our experience, the integration of verbal (e.g., interview transcript) and visual 

data (e.g., filled templates) is paramount to shed light on aspects that may elude the researcher 

during the interview process. The interview transcript can therefore be analysed in parallel 

with the visual produced in the research encounter, reviewing both from a meta-perspective. 

When there are video recordings in addition to the filled templates, analysing the process of 

template filling – i.e., how participants arrange, move and change textual notations onto the 

template background – will add greater richness to the data (visual focus group software such 

as lets-focus.com record the on-screen movements automatically, so that the process of tem-
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plate filling can be “replayed” by the researcher later on). If necessary, the researcher can ex-

plore individual or group differences by comparing the visual templates filled out by different 

categories of interviewees and participants. Furthermore, a summary visualization can be pro-

duced by integrating common and unique themes that emerged from the interview transcripts 

and the completed templates. Such a summary visualization is useful to present findings and 

can be re-injected in the research process, for example by inviting participants to join a fol-

low-up meeting. In our experience, this process is useful to validate findings. It provides the 

occasion to check the researcher’s interpretation against the participants’ explanations, and to 

explore important themes in more detail. 

 

In the following table, we have summarized this approach and point out the distinctive and 

complementary advantages brought about by visual projection and visual facilitation. 

----------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

----------------------------- 

This practical approach is offered to provide researchers with general guidance in using visual 

projection and facilitation for qualitative interviewing. It is not intended as a set of rigid rules. 

Other researchers should flexibly adjust this approach to their relationship with the interview-

ee(s), their research settings and contexts, as well as their research domain and topic. While 

refraining from a ‘one-size fits all’ approach, we do suggest that visual interviewing should be 

informed by the underlying principle of exploiting the visual language throughout the entire 

research process. At the same time, the participants should be actively involved in the con-

struction, discussion, and interpretation of visuals – in line with a vision of qualitative inter-

viewing as a cooperative endeavour. 

This integrative approach is grounded in the extant literature on visual methods in qualitative 

research, and has been developed by the authors reflecting on their experience in conducting 

one-to-one interviews and focus groups. In turn, practice in qualitative interviewing led to a 

progressive refinement of the method, and spurred reflexive conversations among the re-

searchers. As will be discussed in the next section, this reflexive practice has resulted in high-

er awareness of the limits of our approach, and highlighted the need to consciously switch be-

tween visual and verbal modes of interviewing.   
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Discussion 

Based on our experience, we have observed several advantages of integrating visual projec-

tive and facilitation techniques in one-to-one and focus group interviews. In the early stages 

of the interview, projective techniques brought about communicative advantages such as 

building rapport, and eliciting deeper answers by removing the respondent’s inhibitions. Dur-

ing the interview process, visual facilitation provided further communicative advantages, by 

fostering articulation, integration, and co-construction of knowledge. As boundary objects, the 

visual templates were flexible enough to accommodate the needs of the interviewer and inter-

viewee(s), and robust enough to supply common meaning across sites. By providing a com-

mon reference during the interview, the visual templates enabled both parties to build on each 

other’s contributions, and to keep track of the discussion as it unfolded over time. In focus 

groups, the communicative advantages of visual facilitation extended to spanning knowledge 

boundaries among multiple respondents. While it is undeniable that focus group members af-

fect each other in their answers (Macgougall and Baum, 1997: Morgan, 1996; Sussman et al., 

1991) we have suggested that visual facilitation produces a “depersonalization effect”  which 

may contribute to reduce biases related to group interaction (e.g., conformity pressure and 

groupthink). Future research should explore this aspect in greater detail, with the aim of gath-

ering empirical evidence on the impact of visual facilitation on group dynamics occurring in 

focus groups. 

Finally, visual facilitation provided analytical advantages for the subsequent phases of our 

qualitative research projects: By using visual templates for data collection and analysis, we 

have increased the possibilities of comparing data collected across multiple interviews. By do-

ing so, we were able to identify contrasts and comparisons, which is a classic tactic to im-

prove our understanding and sharpen our findings (Huberman and Miles, 1994). Moreover, 

the aggregated data were presented in a visual format to participants and/or other members of 

the informant community for validation purposes, and hence re-injected in the interview pro-

cess as visual stimuli to promote further discussion and acquire new data. On occasion, the 

use of visual templates during the facilitation process has enabled us to note side information 

mentioned incidentally by the interviewee, and to elicit nuances that led to unexpected find-

ings.  

While providing considerable advantages, the use of visual facilitation for qualitative inter-

viewing is not without limitations: The effectiveness of the interview is highly dependent on 

the visual literacy of the interviewer or moderator and his or her ability to use visual facilita-

tion tools and software swiftly. Before the qualitative interview, the researcher should careful-



 18 

ly choose visual templates based on the topic under investigation. For the selection of visual 

templates, the extant literature on knowledge visualization may provide a useful guidelines 

(Eppler and Burkhard, 2007).  

As another potential limitation or risk of visual interviewing, respondents may be ‘locked’ in-

to the visual templates and neglect discussing relevant issues that are not emphasized by the 

visual structure. This is the negative side of the “representational guidance” provided by visu-

al representations (Suthers and Hundhausen 2003: 186). The visual structure in fact provides 

guidance but at the same time “constrains which knowledge can be expressed in the shared 

context, and makes some of that knowledge more salient and hence a likely topic of discus-

sion”. When asked to reflect on their experience with visual facilitation, participants consist-

ently recognized that visual templates provided a structure to organize the discussion. Never-

theless, a few participants mentioned that they felt somehow constrained by such a structure, 

since it did not afford unstructured thinking and free flow of associations. Furthermore, we 

are aware of the “cajoling effect” of visual representations (Bresciani and Eppler, 2009), 

which may cause respondents to develop overly positive attitudes towards the interview or 

discussion topic. 

In order to mitigate the biasing effects of visual representations, the interviewer may find it 

useful to temporarily put the visual aside and probe the respondents’ answers in a purely ver-

bal mode. To reduce the negative effects of representational guidance, the interviewer should 

motivate the respondents to think beyond the categories prompted by the visual template and 

hence to engage in a free-flow of thoughts. The cajoling effect can be corrected by asking the 

interviewees to critically revise their statements, and to substantiate their viewpoints with fur-

ther arguments or evidence. In turn, this requires an ability to promptly detect biased answers, 

and to masterfully intertwine visual and verbal modes of questioning. 

Moreover, the simultaneous conduction and visualization of the interview poses many chal-

lenges for the researcher: While it is advisable to have a facilitator and an interviewer working 

together, the coordination among the two researchers may be difficult or even bias the inter-

view process. Finally, there is always the possibility that some participants may feel uncom-

fortable seeing their contributions visualized and thus explicitly recorded (especially when 

they mention sensitive issues). In such cases, the act of making the participants’ contributions 

visual may make them less forthcoming and outspoken (although we have not witnessed such 

behaviour in our research projects thus far).  

As mentioned repeatedly throughout the article, our practice with visual methods has prompt-

ed several occasions for reflection, which have informed the development of our integrative 
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approach to visual interviewing. The use of facilitation techniques and the introduction of vis-

ualization software provided room for greater reflexivity by enabling us to concentrate on 

non-verbal, and often neglected, aspects of the interview. Furthermore, we deliberately en-

gaged in reflexive practice, by initiating debriefing discussions about our research experiences 

and making an attempt to derive lessons learned. Not only were we able to retrospectively ap-

preciate the advantages and the limits of using visual methods, but we also became aware of 

the importance of switching between verbal and visual modes of interviewing. Furthermore, 

we were able to further reflect about our expectations as researchers and to acquire greater 

awareness of our epistemological position. While confirming our epistemological standpoint 

as one of moderate constructivism, we have reached a higher level of understanding as to the 

dynamics underlying the construction of reality in the interview encounter. Most importantly, 

we have realized that visual techniques are not neutral instruments in the hand of researchers, 

but rather contribute actively to shape data generation. In this respect, visual representations 

can be conceived of as non-human agents that provide guidance, but also constrain, or cajole 

the respondents throughout the interview process. The skilful researcher should therefore use 

them judiciously, in way consistent with the overall research design.  

  

Conclusion 

As the most widely used research technique in management studies, interviews should not be 

looked at as a research method that is cast in stone. It should rather be seen as a continuously 

evolving tool that can and should be further refined and adjusted. In the Editorial of the first 

issue of Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management, Cassell and Symon (2006) 

have acknowledged the need to provide a showcase for the diverse range of qualitative tech-

niques in use, and at the same time to expand the breadth of qualitative methodologies. This is 

especially important in organization and management studies, where qualitative research is 

often evaluated with reference to positivist criteria, and novel techniques still have a long way 

to go before gaining credibility. To this end, Bluhm et al. (2011) call for management scholars 

to facilitate the mainstreaming of novel methodologies, by adapting the best practices devel-

oped in adjacent fields, such as sociology, psychology, and linguistics.  

In this contribution we suggest a methodological development of qualitative interviewing by 

integrating visual projective and facilitation techniques into the interviewing process. While 

projective techniques have been used for a long time, we argue that the inclusion of facilita-

tion techniques is instrumental to overcome many challenges inherent in one-to-one and focus 
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group interviews. While visual projection is useful to initiate an interview by tapping into the 

respondents’ innermost thoughts, visual facilitation enhances knowledge articulation, co-

construction, and integration during the interview. We have proposed a rationale for projec-

tive and facilitation techniques based on a review of literature and our own research and we 

have accordingly pointed out the advantages and limitations of such visual techniques.  

From a theoretical perspective, we also contribute to advancing the collaborative perspective 

on visual methodology by arguing for a greater involvement of informants in shaping the re-

search encounter. While projective techniques can be effectively used to foster collaboration 

between the researcher and informant (Bryans and Mavin, 2006; Harper, 2002; Slutskaya et 

al. 2012; Warren 2009; Vince and Broussine, 1996), the introduction of visual facilitation 

takes this research perspective a step forward. In projective techniques, the informant is pre-

sented with visual stimuli predefined by the researcher (association, completion), or is re-

quired to freely express his or her thoughts with visual techniques (collection, expression). In 

facilitation techniques, the interviewer and the interviewee are reciprocally engaged in the co-

construction of the visual material, and collaboratively shape the conduit of the interview pro-

cess. We have further suggested that the visual material – by virtue of its interpretive flexibil-

ity – can function as a boundary object transgressing the knowledge barriers between re-

searcher and informant. By integrating projective and facilitation techniques, the involvement 

of the interviewee is extended to all stages of the interview process – from the initial stage 

where the visual stimuli is being presented, to the final stage where the interview is wrapped-

up with visual templates that had been collaboratively filled out throughout the interview pro-

cess.  

As we experienced during our own research work, it seems to be important that the researcher 

is not fixed or hooked on the visual at any stage of the interview, but uses the visual as an op-

tion. Management of one’s own expectations as a researcher seems to be important as well. 

We therefore suggest understanding facilitation and projection techniques as process catalysts 

and as devices to trigger conversations. Using visualizations during interviews may also lead 

to more comprehensive data by triggering more reflexivity: while the interviewee is sketching 

or drawing, the interviewer may take notes on this process and can use this information in ad-

dition to the transcripts for subsequent interpretation.  

In spite of this promising potential, the strengths of visualization methods in qualitative inter-

views need to be substantiated with further application examples and empirical evidence in 

order to build solid methodological foundations. In future studies, researchers should evaluate 

the added value of visual facilitation in qualitative interviewing by comparing the richness of 
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data gathered in visualization-based interviews with that from purely verbal interviews. Also, 

our practical approach for using visualizations in one-to-one interviews and focus groups has 

to be further developed, tested, evaluated and discussed in academia. Still, we hope to have 

shown that the sense making mantra first evoked by Karl Weick (1979) is indeed highly rele-

vant –  taken literally – for the interview process: How can we know what they think until we 

see what they say?   
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Figures and Tables 

FIGURE 1 

Strategy sketch used as ‘ice-breaker’ and reference in interview situations 

 

 

 

FIGURE 2 

A visual timeline loaded on interactive visualization software, used as a template in face-to-

face interviewing 
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FIGURE 3 
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FIGURE 4 

  

 

FIGURE 5 

A completed visual template for focus group facilitation 
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TABLE 1 

A practical approach for integrating visual projection and facilitation 

 

Interview Stage and Challenges  Suggested Visualization Technique and Corre-

sponding Advantages  

Initiating the interview:  

In the initial stage of the interview, 

the researcher should build rap-

port, and motivate the interviewee 

to speak freely and to give exhaus-

tive answers. 

Visual Projection: The interviewee is presented 

with a visual stimulus and engaged in an associa-

tion, expression, completion, or construction exer-

cise. 

 

Projective exercises with visual stimuli are engag-

ing and motivating for most interviewees. By re-

moving respondents’ inhibitions, visual projection 

enables the interviewer to elicit insights, percep-

tions and feelings. Moreover, visual stimuli in-

crease recall of past experiences, thereby leading 

to more copious data.  

In structured and semi-structured interviews, visual 

stimuli can be used also to clarify the scope and 

sequence of the interview, and therefore function as 

a signpost to set the stage for the conversation. 

Conducting the interview: 

The interviewer is faced with the 

dual challenge to guide the conver-

sation while carefully processing 

what is being said. At the same 

time, the interviewee is confronted 

with cognitive challenges such as 

ordering thoughts and sustaining 

attention. Furthermore, knowledge 

asymmetries between the inter-

viewer and the interviewee may 

Visual Facilitation: The interviewer completes 

visual templates by prompting answers from the in-

terviewees.  

 

Visual facilitation fosters attention, reflection, and 

deliberation, while keeping focus on the interview 

questions. The simultaneous completion of visual 

templates enables both the interviewer and the in-

terviewee to keep track of the conversation, thereby 

creating a collective memory. Because the re-

sponses remain visible, the interviewees can easily 
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disrupt the interview flow. 

In focus groups, the challenges of 

qualitative interviewing are further 

exacerbated by the threats of con-

formity pressure, interpersonal 

conflict, and unbalanced partici-

pation. 

build on them and provide corrections if needed. 

In turn, the collaborative construction of visual 

templates, together with the intuitiveness of the vis-

ual language provides mechanisms for spanning 

knowledge boundaries between the interviewer 

and the interviewee. 

In focus groups, visual facilitation instigates and 

maintains interaction and fosters balanced par-

ticipation by providing ground rules for turn-

taking. The depersonalization effect brought by 

visual templates mitigates the risk of interpersonal 

conflict and lead interviewees to speak freely. 

Wrapping-up the interview: 

Before closing the interview, the 

researcher should identify prelimi-

nary results, and establish confi-

dence in the data collected.   

Visual Facilitation: The interviewer summarizes 

the main points that emerged in the interview by 

discussing the completed templates with the inter-

viewee. The template’s contents are thus re-injected 

as visual stimuli into the interview process. 

 

The review of visual templates enables the inter-

viewer and the interviewee to clarify misunder-

standings. At the same time, the interviewer can 

gather further insights and probe answers. 

Analysing the data: 

Purely verbal interviews may lead 

to highly idiosyncratic data, and 

in turn make it difficult to identify 

patterns. Moreover, socio-

linguistic assumptions may bias 

the analysis and interpretation of 

findings. 

Visual Data Analysis: The integration of visual da-

ta reported on multiple templates allows for a quick 

exploration of common and unique themes emerged 

from the interviews. If necessary, the researcher can 

explore group differences by comparing the visual 

templates filled out by different categories of partic-

ipants. An aggregate visualization can then be pro-

duced to summarize and present main findings to 

research participants for the purposes of data vali-

dation.   

The integration of visual data (collected via projec-



 32 

tion and facilitation techniques) and verbal data 

(i.e., transcripts of interviewees’ accounts) provides 

multiple sources of evidence, and hence strengthens 

the validity.  

 

 

 

ENDNOTES 

 

[1] An earlier version of this article was presented at the 2012 Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 

in Boston (Research Methods Division), and at the 2011 International Conference on Information Visualization 

in London (Knowledge Visualization track). 

 

[2] The examples stem from two PhD research projects: the first project (knowledge communication in a com-

munity of practice) and all qualitative one-to-one interviews were conducted by Nicole Bischof (Swiss National 

Science Foundation project no. CR12I1_126917). The second project (knowledge sharing in inter-organizational 

collaboration) and the related focus group interviews were conducted by Alice Comi during her appointment at 

the University of Lugano, Switzerland (Università della Svizzera italiana). Both PhD research projects were su-

pervised by Martin J. Eppler. 
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