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Introduction 

Situated within the qualitative tradition, interpretive consumer research seeks to understand 

consumers’ belief system or over-arching narratives as their belief system influences consumer 

behavior and narratives assign meaning to experiences. Researcher-led interviews are one of the 

primary methods researchers implement to collect consumer stories to better understand the 

meanings attributed to their lived experiences and to identify patterns that shed light on their belief 

system (Hawkins and Saleem 2012). However, the link between stories and the consumer’s belief 

system is often clouded, as the collected stories are the result of a co-constructed experience 

between the interviewer and interviewee (Mishler 1986). This work asserts that video recorded 

self-directed interviews enhances interpretive research by producing consumer stories that are 

authored by the consumer as well as minimizing hierarchal relations between the interviewer and 

interviewee and, potentially, producing more contextualized stories than interviewer-led 

interviews. 

Videography in marketing and consumer research has been increasing over the past thirty 

years, both as a tool to enhance the interview process and as a presentation method (Hietanen et 

al. 2013). While extant research considers the use of videos in interpretivist research as a tool to 

supplement written diaries (Brown et al. 2010; Sunderland et al. 2003) and, most notably, as an 

alternative to audiotaped or field-noted interviews (Belk and Kozinets 2005), less work has 

investigated the use of self-directed videos in place of the researcher-led interview. Accordingly, 

this paper focuses on enhancing the interview process by empowering research participants to 

conduct their own interviews, without the direct presence of an interviewer.  

 

Conceptual Background 

Interpretivists have long relied on interviewing and storytelling methods to better 

understand “the mental world of the individual, to glimpse the categories and logic by which he or 

she sees the world” (McCracken 1988: 9). This is because participants are able to express 

themselves in a manner that is not restricted to researcher provided responses, typical of positivistic 

methods, such as surveys, but instead are able to share any information, meanings, and stories that 

they deem relevant (Polkinghorne 2007). As the researcher collects stories from the participant 

they are then able to identify patterns which are assumed to reflect the mental belief system of the 

participant. If desired, the researcher can conduct interviews with additional participants in an 

effort to identify categories that run across individuals (Hawkins and Saleem 2012). 

McCracken (1988) outlines a number of key issues associated with leading interviews, 

much of which address the interviewer’s process in developing, phrasing and asking questions. 

Because interviews, even unstructured and semi-structured, are partially lead by the interviewer, 

the resulting story is not entirely the making of the interviewee. Thus, even if a researcher avoids 

“why” questions and maintains an emic perspective by focusing on the consumer’s lived 

experience, the resulting story is not their personal story, but rather a jointly told story. This 

suggests prior interview analysis techniques, such as existential-phenomenology (Thompson et al. 

1989) could benefit from interview methods that reduce the interviewer’s co-authoring of the 

interviewee’s story.  

Self-directed interviews reduce the researcher’s role in conducting the interview process 

but dos not eliminate the investigator’s role in framing the interview topic(s) and, most 

importantly, analyzing the interview data. However, “[w]ithout the presence of a researcher, 

informants are often more spontaneous and self-directive in their behaviors, showing what is 

important to them rather than the researchers” (Belk and Kozinets 2005: 130). Moreover, when 
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the participant video records their interviews additional contextual cues can be captured, such as 

the setting, background and the participant’s facial and body movements (Schroeder 2006). 

Therefore, coupling interviews with video recording has the potential to deepen the generated 

stories contextualization, offer more freedom in the respondent’s self-expression while minimizing 

direct effects of the hierarchal relations, often experienced in researcher-led interviews (Kindon 

2003; McCracken 1988; Mishler 1986).  

 

Representative Study 

To further highlight the features and advantages of implementing self-directed video 

recorded interviews, we draw on a recent study that investigated the possessions central to the 

participant’s global identity. While the research design shares similarity with prior studies, unique 

to our design, participants self-directed their interviews using various technological devices 

(mobile phones, tablets, laptops). Participants were enrolled in an upper-level marketing course at 

a large university and the video-interviews were offered as an alternative to a graded assignment. 

In total 56 videos were collected with only one student opting for the alternative assignment. The 

participants were afforded one month to create a video, at least 10 minutes long, wherein they were 

asked to discuss 8 to 12 possessions central to their identity and fill out a form capturing basic 

information on the possessions (gift, brand name, length of ownership). Including a minimum 

number of possessions to discuss motivated participants to contemplate which and how specific 

possessions were important to their overall, global identity, as opposed to selecting one or two 

items that have a higher likelihood of reflecting one specific identity. Given the dynamic life 

trajectories of emerging adults (Arnett and Tanner 2006), college students were purposefully 

selected to build on prior studies, whose design have been unable to offer comments on future 

orientated possessions. Therefore, we expected biographies of future orientated possessions, as 

students are in a life stage of identity negotiation and are thus more likely to be focused on their 

upcoming graduation, career and potential relocation.  

 

Methodological Advantages and Avenues for Future Research 

Implementing and analyzing self-direct video interviews is an appropriate methodology for 

investigating consumption and identity construction for a number of reasons. Holliday (2000) 

examines videography in a sociological context and asserts that employing videographic 

techniques produces two types of data that contribute to a more holistic understanding of identity 

construction. The visual component captures the performative aspect of identity construction, 

while the personal expression or dialogue component facilitates a “reflexive process of 

explanations for these [identity] configurations” (p. 509). With regards to the representative study, 

such a methodology enabled the exploration of identity construction as a practice or process of 

learning how to simultaneously enact multiple identities by assembling the appropriate resources 

and possessions in a legitimated manner (visual component), while still allowing for personal 

expression (dialogue component). 

Self-directed interviews empower participants to discuss possessions in their words and at 

their own pace. Compared to interviews where the interview is co-authored, our design offers a 

more direct view into consumers’ lives, since the course of the interview is entirely controlled by 

the interviewee. This method of “giving the natives the camera” (Belk and Kozinets 2005: 130), 

has often been employed in the context of visual anthropology or “indigenous ethnography” 

(Holliday 2000), as well as in educational (Rosenberg and Gentilucci 2010) and patient/ health 

care (Gibson 2005) settings. We propose that consumer researchers consider the application and 
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benefit of self-directed interviews to study identity construction, consumer behavior and 

consumption experiences in a purposeful, albeit less intrusive, naturalistic way. In this manner the 

resulting stories have the potential to be more contextualized than a researcher-led interview, as 

the consumer can literally take the interview to the context in which specific identities are 

activated, for instance. 

Creating self-guided videos results in a digital object, allowing for repeated cycles of 

analysis by multiple researchers, even those not present during the interview. Moreover, variations 

in video style and formatting also provide interesting insights that would otherwise be lost if the 

researcher was structuring or otherwise co-authoring the interview. In particular, we noted three 

distinct variations in our data set. First, participants adopted various subject positions in their 

videos. For example, some participants filmed themselves walking around their homes, pointing 

out central objects along the way; others had friends film them walking around the home; some 

participants lined up all of their objects and discussed them one by one; and, others opted to be out 

of the video all together, solely focusing on the objects themselves. Second, while some 

participants incorporated a highly structured format, wherein objects were discussed via a pre-

written script, others adopted a more nonchalant, almost impromptu approach. Third, the extent to 

which participants edited their videos (if at all) enable further insight into the construction and 

control of identity as a practice. For example, in our data some participants filmed and edited their 

videos to parody Cribs, a television show that features celebrities guiding viewers through their 

mansions. It is further assumed that such “editorial control” allows for an additional degree of 

personalization and reflexivity for the respondents, insofar as they are able to reflect back on their 

videos and edit the material as they desire. We instructed our participants to notify us if they 

decided to edit the video but future studies my wish to encourage/prevent video editing of the final 

product depending upon the phenomena under investigation.  

Certain validity or bias concerns are reduced insofar as a potentially leading interviewer is 

eliminated and the resulting hierarchal power dimensions are significantly reduced (Kindon 2003). 

When an interviewer engages with an interviewee, issues of age, gender, race and class, among 

others, (un)consciously impact the trajectory of the constructed story (Mishler 1986). This is 

particularly important for researchers exploring socially sensitive issues. For example, feminist 

and other studies addressing sensitive topics may benefit from the reduced hierarchal power 

relations. Furthermore, such a method proves particularly useful in exploring issues central to 

emerging adults who are engaged in a constant state of transition (Arnett and Tanner 2006) and 

pursue nomadic, noncommittal, and fragmented lifestyles (Holt 2002), as it provides insight into 

their social spaces and backstages (Goffman 1959) wherein these identities are being actively 

created.  

However, solely relying upon self-directed interviews using mobile technology in order to 

prepare a manuscript comes with some inherent limitations. For example, issues related to member 

checks, or the confirmation of “results,” i.e. interpretations with participants (Morse et al. 2002) 

should be addressed, particularly because self-directed videos eliminate follow-up questions 

and/or elaborations. Notably, the self-directed interview is different from video-diaries, wherein 

participants film themselves over an extended period of time, intermittently meeting with 

researcher(s) (Brown et al. 2010). We were limited to one interview event, without the option of 

clarifying responses or going into depth on a specific comment. Additionally, while this method 

is celebrated for its ability to generate more “value-neutral” data, by way of eliminating potential 

hierarchical relations, it is essential to understand that the participants were afforded the 

opportunity to strategically reveal/conceal information that may not have been possible had an 
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interviewer guided the process. While respondents are empowered to direct and film their own 

interviews, without the influence of an active audience, the videos are still produced in response 

to a specific research question. The video interviews were constructed purposefully (goal-oriented) 

and with a specific audience in mind (educational/professional in this case), thus the social, 

temporal, and spatial factors need be accounted for in analysis, despite the imposed distance 

between researchers and subjects. For example, some of the participants addressed us (the 

researchers) by name throughout their videos, suggesting that perceived power relations are not 

entirely removed. Further, the analyses of interview transcripts as well as video interviews are 

shaped by researchers’ socio-cultural backgrounds and values. As suggested by Thompson et al. 

(1989) using multiple coders and sharing preliminary findings with others can enhance validity 

concerns and are still warranted.  

 

Conclusion 

While consumer research is increasingly relying on videographic methods in the form of 

video diaries and as a supplement to the more conventional field notes less attention has been paid 

to the advantages of first-person-produced video interviews. It does this without placing extensive 

time demands on researchers, which is not the case with other videographic methods, such as video 

diaries. Self-narrated interviews produce a more nuanced story than does filmed observational 

research, but it does so in a way that is far less intrusive than more conventional interviewing 

methods, by visually and dialogically explicating meaning-making processes. Furthermore, this 

method is deemed particularly beneficial in examining difficult-to-measure or nuanced consumer 

behaviors and consumption experiences given its ability to empower consumers and capture 

“native” consumption performances. 
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