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12.1 Introduction 
 
The often-received wisdom on research interviews has previously suggested that  they should take 
place in quiet, comfortable, spaces free from distraction (e.g. Wengraf 2001). Conversely, this chapter 
builds on work that considers how being in and moving through places ‘has the potential to enrich the 
research encounter and ultimately our understanding of the practices and lifeworlds’ of study 
participants (Riley 2010, p.652). Here, we explore how being mobile presents several opportunities, 
as well as challenges, for the research interview. The process of moving within interviews not only 
offers the chance to stimulate change to the material contexts of the interview, but also to the 
dynamic between the interviewer and the interviewee(s), as well as the structure and tempo of the 
interview itself. We begin this chapter with a brief overview of the now burgeoning literature on 
mobile interviews, noting how ‘walking interviews’ have, to date, been the mobile method most often 
deployed within human geography and the wider social sciences. We follow this with a consideration 
of the general advantages presented by those using mobile approaches, before focusing attention on 
the application of mobile interviewing to new contexts. In particular we explore the mobile contexts 
of jogging, riding and being ‘alongside’ others during travel; how the mobile interview might work in 
more ostensibly immobile spaces, such as that of the prison; before considering the challenges of 
mobile interviewing in more complex spaces such as off land and in the air. 

Summary 

Mobile interviews offer a novel development to the conventional ‘static’ research 

interview. They offer the potential to change the material context of the interview, offer unique 

insights into participants’ engagement with their environment and generate specific kinds of 

spatial narratives. This chapter will introduce you to the various approaches taken to mobile 

interviews and will encourage you to: 

1- Consider what benefits and challenges mobile interviewing offers; 

2- Explore the different approaches taken to mobile interviews and reflect on how different 

ways of ‘being mobile’ shaped the research encounter; 

3- Learn how to approach mobile interviewing for yourself.  



 
12.2: Overview  
 
The ‘new mobilities paradigm’ (Sheller and Urry 2006) has transformed social science research over 
the last two decades. This so-called ‘mobilities turn’ has focussed attention on the movement of 
people, ideas and things – from international migration to the micro-mobilities of the body – and their 
relationship with wider society. It is not surprising, then, that this appreciation for understanding a 
world of movement has had a bearing upon research design. Mobile interviewing is not necessarily a 
new phenomenon. Geographers have a history of engaging with the technique (see Anderson 2004; 
Brown and Durrheim 2009) and many ethnographic and anthropological studies make reference to 
what might be considered as walking interviews (also referred to as ‘go along’ interviews (Kusenbach 
2003) or guided walks (Reed 2002). However, the mobilites turn has been especially prominent in 
encouraging researchers to move beyond “a-mobile” research and research approaches in recent 
years (Middleton 2011).  There are relatively few methodological guides for conducting mobile 
interviews(although see Evans and Jones (2011); Ponto, (2015); and Widerhold (2015)) but a wealth 
of advantages – methodological, practical, and intellectual – have been noted by those employing 
walking interviews, some of which are bespoke to this approach and some also pertinent to the other 
mobile methods we go on to highlight. At a practical level, walking interviews, like mobile interviewing 
in other forms, might allow a more ‘side-by-side’ approach (as interviewer and participant) walk 
together and might (but not always) avoid some of the perceived pressures of sitting face-to-face in a 
non-mobile interview such as the need to fill silences, the constant eye contact and the pressure to 
remain in a specific place  (Holton and Riley 2014).  
 
Walking interviews, as Kusenbach (2003) notes, have evolved in part out of a more ethnographic 
tradition and whilst they do not rely on the same level of emersion, DeLyser and Sui (2012) observe 
that they may offer place and practice-based insights that participant observation typically affords. 
Walking interviews therefore allow participants to offer their own interpretation about places of 
interest which are passed through, reducing the potential for researcher bias or misinterpretation. For 
example, when moving through places, the encountering of artefacts, landscape features, smells or 
sounds might act as an aide memoire to the interviewee, both serving to stimulate interview 
narratives but also allowing a literal demonstration of issues that they might struggle to verbalise – 
something noted strongly in Riley’s (see Riley 2010, p.652; Riley and Harvey 2007) work with farmers 
who were able to articulate their often non-verbalised practices and experiences more clearly by being 
present in that landscape. Such multi-sensory encounters with particular places may bring forward 
aspects of people-place relations that may otherwise go unnoticed – allowing the tactile, aural, 
olfactory and visual to work together in painting a picture of specific places (Anderson et al. 2010; 
Middleton, 2011; Finlay and Bowman, 2017). As Anderson (2004) notes, although many studies using 
walking interviews conceive of place as a backdrop through which movement happens, the act of 
being in motion itself encourages particular engagements with place that are generative of new 
knowledge – such as unstated or unrecalled knowledge of the life-world and the specific environments 
experienced. Related to this observation, being mobile offers the potential for unexpected encounters 
– be that meeting a person, object or place, or the taking of unintended routes or directions – which 
adds to the interview. Holton and Riley (2014), for example, observed how meeting other students 
during walking interviews, gave an insight into how comfortable their student respondents felt in a 
particular locality. 
 
In the same way that walking interviews might offer insights into how familiar, or at home, someone 
may feel in space, so too may they indicate how they might feel alienation (Clark and Emmel 2010) or 
a sense of struggle. Carpiano’s (2009) mobile interviews following people’s everyday routines 
illuminated how individuals engage with physical and social environments and the demands these 
engagements place on them. In a similar vein, Finlay and Bowman (2017) overheard examples of overt 



ageism as they moved through the city with their older respondents, giving an overt insight into the 
age-exclusionary nature of some of the spaces they were wishing to explore. More applied research 
has used walking interviews, specifically, to consider the walkability of the city for older people as they 
age. This work is instructive in showing that more employing such an approach might allow knowledge 
to be generated on how urban form and socio-economic status can influence walking behaviour and 
can challenge policy makers to consider how urban areas may be designed in more walkable ways and 
how this walkability may be made more equitable (Grant et al. 2010). Other authors have shown how 
mobile interviews might give a sense of how familiar spaces may be re-experienced and re-thought 
when they are visited within the interview. Holton and Riley’s (2014) interviews with third year 
undergraduate students, for example, considered how they (re)considered spaces such as the student 
union which they had commonly frequented as first year students but had visited little since. Similarly, 
Thomas et al.’s (2018) walking interviews with farmers shows how certain ‘black spots’ of their farm 
– such as river banks which were rarely visited by the farmers – could be better understood when 
farmers were asked about how these environments had changed since their last visit. In certain cases, 
where access to particular spaces are limited, such as in Moran and Turner’s (2019) research on prison 
architecture the walking interview might facilitate new experiences of previously-unknown spaces. 
During this research, prisoners were permitted to move around spaces in the prison that were 
ordinarily restricted to them in order to meet the research aims.  
 
Shifting the tempo from the walking interview, Cook et al. (2015) report on interviews conducted 
whilst jogging with their participants for runs of 30-90 minutes on routes chosen by the respondents. 
The shared experience of running together allowed an interviewer-interviewee rapport to be 
developed and gave specific insights through “the immediacy of reactions and responses to stimuli 
along the route” – with respondents referring to how jogging allowed them the freedom of solitude 
and space to think (Cook et al., 2015 p.752). However, such a method has obvious practical limitations. 
The act of jogging and being interviewed simultaneously, they suggest, limits the amount of detail and 
number of events that can be responded to within one run. In a similar vein, Hitchings and Latham 
(2016) report on what they call ‘accompanied runs’, and place emphasis on how people talked about 
what they do and how their activities become ‘speakable’. Running with people allowed how ‘running 
was done’ to be foregrounded and directed focus to the nuanced differences between indoor and 
outdoor running. In particular, Hitchings and Latham (2016) highlight how being with runners 
illustrated how many of them chose and followed particular routes and styles of running, in a less-
than-conscious way – which has implications for current health-related push towards encouraging 
outdoor running.  
 
Beyond walking and running, ‘go-along’ approaches have also been used in vehicular ‘ride alongs’ 
(Laurier 2004). Beckett and Herbert (2009) utilised this approach when riding with a Neighbourhood 
Corrections Initiative (NCI) within Seattle. Whilst their focus was not primarily on the methodological 
advantages in relation to space and place, their ride alongs gave an insight into particular rhythms of 
the NCI unit’s days (such as how often they run checks on individuals) and how particular networks of 
technology (cars, humans and computer-accessible databases) are (re)shaping the nature of their 
policing. In another example, Waitt and Harada’s (2016) car interviews were conducted as part of a 
series of  driving ethnographies with heterosexual parents in a regional centre in New South Wales. 
These ride alongs explored how family care is done in the mobile space of the car, revealing how the 
car allows a space for families to dwell together, albeit for short periods of time, within hectic 
schedules. It also showed how the time, duration and distance of car trips became enfolded with 
notions of good parenting. Finlay and Bowman (2017) note that whilst mobile interviews in cars may 
give an insight into how lives are choreographed and everyday routines are played out, they can miss 
some of the multi-sensory engagements and spontaneous social encounters that walking interviews 
might offer and may bring their own challenges in terms of safety issues of travelling with others and 
being on the road.   



 
Cars are not the only examples of interviewing ‘on the go’. Those working with mobile interviews have 
also taken them off, and above, land. In a detailed piece of research on ferry boats, Vannini (2011) 
conducted over 400 interviews on 205 journeys with island and coastal residents. The interviews 
interrogated notions of separation and disconnection, and how islanders’ mobility constellations 
(practices, representations, and politics) are drawn relationally to those of their urban and mainland 
counterparts. Vannini’s (2011) interviewing on boats also highlighted meaningful everyday encounters 
with other ferry travellers as well as conflict and struggles such as that between commuters and 
tourists. Whilst Vannini (2011) followed, and tapped into, the patterns and rhythms of ferry users 
through mobile interviewing, Sherren et al. (2016) took a more applied approach of interviewing ‘on 
the water’. Here, they took three groups of current and former residents of the lower Mactaquac 
region (Canada) on headpond boat tours around Mactaquac Dam to gain their thoughts on energy 
production in the region. This boat approach was designed to ‘break the frame’ of everyday 
experience as the “view from the water to the land is not as familiar as its opposite” and gave 
respondents a panoramic view from which to state (via onboard interviews) their landscape 
preferences and thoughts on constructions relating to energy production. Such situated 
methodologies also point to the significance of this space – with its associated weather patterns and 
the sea, with its rhythmic undulations – as both influencing and becoming part of the data that is 
collected. As Peters and Brown (2017) showed in their research onboard a racing yacht, the very 
movement of a boat, its ‘pitch and slam’, shapes interviews where the sea becomes a crucial part of 
the process of research, shaping what is discussed (as well as how it is discussed) with the sea seeping 
constantly into conversation.  
 
Taking to the air, Meeus (2012) used interviews on aeroplanes – alongside interviews on buses and 
trains – in an attempt to ‘catch’ the ‘floating’ population of Romanian migrants. Focusing on transport 
allowed the specific advantage for the project of providing a space to speak to participants that were 
otherwise in transit and difficult to trace. The mobile interview, here, allowed a rapport to be built on 
the longer distances whilst in transit and “assess in depth migrant workers’ strategies, emotions and 
practices during their journeys between various sites in Romania and abroad” (Meeus, 2012p.1788). 
Whilst logistics might permit being mobile with airline passengers, they inhibit interviews with pilots 
in transit. In overcoming this barrier, Weilenmann (2001) used new air traffic communications systems 
to explore how pilots, control tower staff and ground crew communicate. Although Weilenmann’s 
(2001) focus was on ground staff, the use of such technologies offers a window into how a type of 
interview might be developed by a stationary researcher considering respondents in transit. A further 
area that might allow interviews to be mobile whilst interviewees and/or respondents remain static is 
through the use of unmanned flying vehicles (UAVS). Such technologies might be used for real time 
investigations of particular places as part of an interview – which might overcome some of the criticism 
(see below) of mobile interviews privileging those for whom personal mobility is not a challenge. 
Practically, the use of UAVs might offer both a different perspective – allowing a birds’ eye view within 
the interviews itself –of spaces and allow large areas to be covered in a short time span than walking 
or ride-along interviews might allow. So too they might allow an exploration of areas of danger – such 
as those investigating wild animals without the need for researchers and interviewees to travel to that 
area (Birtchnell and Gibson 2015).   
 

Mobile interviews, like mobile methods more generally, have not been without critique. As Merriman 
(2013, p.168) notes in his critical reflection on mobile methods: “the push to promote innovative 
‘mobile methods’ is in danger of encouraging researchers to abandon methods labelled 
‘conventional’…rather than rethinking and reworking these methods, or expanding and diversifying 
their repertoire of approaches”. Perhaps the most obvious criticism of many of the applications of 
more mobile approaches, particularly associated with walking, is that those with less fragile ways of 
being mobile are side-lined within these research approaches (Bissell 2010). Whilst some of the 
examples referred to above have sought to recognise difference, when considering walking, for 



example, it should be recognised that more research is needed in this area. In particular, Parent’s 
(2016) work is cognisant of the ableist associations of ‘walking’ and, despite conducting 23 ‘wheeled 
interviews’ in New York City, raises questions about simply replicating walking interviews via a 
different means of mobility. Alongside this, mobile interview approaches – which tend to be more 
micro-scale in approach – have been criticised for tending to privilege more intentional practices 
(Manderscheid 2013). Lying deeper than this “pre- and unconscious experiences, and the taken for 
granted, incorporated and habitualised constitution of the surrounding ‘world’ remain hidden” 
(Manderscheid 2013, p.190). As we move on to suggest, recognising the potential biases of such 
approaches, and recognising their context-specific nature, is important to how mobile interviews are 
designed and delivered (see chapter 15).  
 
12.3 Mobile interviews in practice  
 
In the following section, we consider two issues relating specifically to walking interviews – first the 
practical methodological considerations in carrying out this type of research and, second, the 
interrelated issue of how technologies might be harnessed in developing and enriching this type of 
mobile interview. Regardless of how the interview is made mobile – be it walking, jogging, cycling, or 
via transport – a key consideration in the design of the interview is who determines the route of 
movement. As Evans and Jones (2011, p.850) note, this can vary from those led by the interviewers to 
those directed by the respondent(s). Two considerations are important here. First, this negotiation is 
dependent on the research questions asked and, second, this negotiation must consider the health 
and safety issues associated with undetermined routes. Whilst work with farmers on their own, 
private, land has shown that navigating physical terrain is the most important consideration (Thomas, 
Riley, and Smith 2018), research in other areas raises questions of, in particular, physical and ethical 
risk. For example, those working in cities may potentially stray into areas that might raise concerns for 
the physical safety of interviewer and respondent as well as the ethical question associated with being 
seen an overheard in public spaces (Ponto, 2015). In addition, such spaces might also present an 
emotional challenge to respondents, perhaps, based on their past experiences, or where they 
demonstrate reluctance to be ‘seen’ in that location by others or where they feel confidentiality may 
be compromised (Holton and Riley 2014).  
 
Capturing/recording interviews whilst in motion presents specific practical challenges (and 
opportunities) when designing research. Cameras, for example, are a key mode of capturing material 
for interviews. In Spinney’s (2009) research of cycle couriers he captured videos of movement around 
the city by bike, with cameras mounted in various positions to record the in-situ experience of riding 
through traffic. He then used these videos of mobile experience as a means of engaging with 
participants in interviews (see below). In the context of walking, Evans and Jones (2011) used global 
positioning systems (GPS) with their respondents to allow a more fine-grained analysis of the routes 
taken within interview. Not only did this approach allow more straightforward mapping to take place, 
it allowed a cross-referencing of interview transcripts and recordings (which were overlaid using 
ArcGIS) and a geolocating of specific passages of the interview to explore how particular places might 
shape particular types of narrative. However, research on the move does mean that factors such as 
the weather, background noise and movement can play a role. This might mean that the more 
traditional Dictaphone (a staple of interviewing practice) may need supplementing – for example, with 
the use of dedicated, wind-cancelling and waterproof microphones. In addition, recording of mobile 
interviews may not be permissible in certain spaces – such as those where there are vulnerable people 
or where devices are prohibited for security reasons. In that vein, important to also keep in mind is 
that being mobile often leads, inadvertently, to the voices (or images) of others being captured – so 
the search for capturing technologies needs to be constantly balanced against the ethical need for 
confidentiality, particularly for those who have not formally agreed to be part of the research (Garcia 
et al. 2012). Butler’s (2007) work illustrates the value of suitable recording devices in research where 



the recording itself – rather than the researcher’s interpretation or analysis of it – is the central part 
of public dissemination. If a noted advantage of the moving interview is that “shorthand body 
language and gestures convey meaning quickly” (Finlay and Bowman, 2017, p.269), then capturing 
this for reflection post-interview becomes important – either through revisiting video recordings 
(where used) or through post-interview research diary completion and reflection by the researcher. 
How the data from mobile interviews is analysed depends on the specific approaches taken to 
collection. ‘Spatial transcripts’ might be developed where grounded visualisation is possible through 
GIS and GPS technologies which cross-reference interview responses with specific locations (see Evans 
and Jones, 2011).  So too, interview transcripts can be coded alongside video recorded material, 
interview observations and research diary reflections so that the place-based findings can be written 
into, rather than written out of, the material presented in your final research document or publication.  
 
12.4: Pedagogic activity 
 
Mobile interviews might take a while to perfect, so we suggest the following practice exercises for a 
walking interview to undertake with a friend (using a Dictaphone):  

1) Walk with your friend on a route which you are both familiar and ask questions from a pre-
defined schedule. Practice keeping the questions in mind whilst navigating the route (this 
will be hard at first!). 

2) Repeat the start of the route, but then ask your friend to take different routes that are not 
predefined. Try, here, to move away from your interview schedule and take into account the 
spaces you move into.  This will help you develop the skill of asking more spontaneous 
questions in light of your interviewees’ responses. 

3) Use a different space/route and start with no interview schedule, allowing your friend to 
choose the whole route. Try this with: a) making notes, and b) using a video recorder. This 
will help you develop the skill of recording specific spatial observations for further reflection 
and inclusion in your analysis.  

 
12.5: Annotated bibliography 
 
Evans, J. and Jones, P., (2011). The walking interview: Methodology, mobility and place. Applied 
Geography, 31(2), pp.849-858. 

This paper is perhaps one of the most comprehensive on the methodological aspects of 
walking interviews and covers many of the practical issues in their use. We would recommend 
this as a good starting point for those of you who are new to using mobile interviews.  
 

Holton, M. and Riley, M., 2014. Talking on the move: place‐based interviewing with undergraduate 
students. Area, 46(1), pp.59-65. 

Holton and Riley’s paper considers a context familiar many who will read this book – the 
space(s) of the University. It offers a worked-through example of the potential to excavate 
narratives of space and place through mobile interviews and gives an insight into the nuanced 
understandings they might offer. 

 
Kusenbach, M. (2017). “Go-Alongs.” Pp. 433-361 in: SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Collection, 
edited by U. Flick. London: Sage. 

 In this chapter, one of the pioneers of the [walking] ‘go-along’ approach, Margarethe 
Kusenbach, reflects on the evolution of the approach into context beyond the walking 
interview. This chapter is a useful critical reflection on the impact of the mobilities turn, 
methodological innovations in this field and some of the critiques of the mobile interview.  

 



Vannini, P. 2011. Constellations of ferry (im) mobility: islandness as the performance and politics of 
insulation and isolation. Cultural Geographies 18 (2):249-271. 
Moves off land and considers a mobile approach with commuters on ferries – giving insights 
into everyday movements and mobilities on routes that are predetermined.     
 

 
12.6: Summary  
 
In this chapter, we have considered the diverse ways that mobile interviews have been used within 
geographical scholarship. This range of studies demonstrates how being mobile can enhance the 
interview; and can offer insight into how places and spaces are (re)used, experienced and imagined. 
Collectively, these studies allow us to offer you three recommendations for those thinking of using 
mobile methods: 
 

1. Trial your approach. Mobile interviews have many moving parts. In addition to the usual 
challenge of interviews – listening to responses whilst thinking of the next question – being 
mobile requires you to navigate a route, ensure the interview is being captured (if you are 
recording), and to pay attention to your respondent(s). 
  

2. Remain safe. By their nature, mobile interviews require you to visit and move through places 
with other people. It is important that you keep your own safety, and that of your 
respondents, in mind. As with all types of interviewing, it is a good idea to leave details of your 
location with a trusted person (with whom you can sign in when you have finished); to carry 
a mobile phone; avoid being too overt with expensive equipment, and to agree with 
respondents the general geographical scope of your route (even if you do not predetermine 
it exactly) so you can pre-empt any dangerous situations.  
 

3. Consider how inclusive your approach is. As we have suggested, mobile interviews may 
privilege certain types of mobility. We would encourage you to think about how this might 
shape who you recruit to interview and whether you might experiment with different 
approaches that allow research participation to be accessible to as many respondents as 
possible.  
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Box 12.1: Note from the field 
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change, their specific farming practices and the micro-spaces (and spatial politics of the 
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undertaking activities across their farms (such as checking livestock) – and so ‘fitting in’ 

with their routines (and saving their time) involved being mobile. It was at this point that I 
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of mobile interviews we have presented here. This is a valuable lesson I would pass to 

others – whilst the research we have considered here offers a clear framework, you should 
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of qualitative data collection and with other forms of data. Combining, in these ways, may 
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insights into the different types of data mobile interview may (or may not) offer.”  

(Mark Riley – University of Liverpool) 
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