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Abstract 

Qualitative interviews form an efficient tool when wanting to access the subjective experiences of 

an individual. For respondents with intellectual disability, facilitation of the interview may be 

necessary to help them provide rich descriptions. In this article, the authors discuss several 

communication techniques from counselling practice (silence and encouraging prompts, 

rephrasing questions; repeating, paraphrasing and summarizing responses) as a means to improve 

the quality of the interviews. Examples to illustrate these techniques are provided. Further, 

possible threats to validity that may occur as a result of the facilitation are discussed, and ways to 

counter these threats are suggested.  

Introduction 

Intellectual disability (ID), characterized by impairment of cognitive and adaptive skills, 

is estimated to have a prevalence of 0.05 to 1.55 % (McKenzie et al. 2016). Depending on their 

level of cognitive impairment, persons with ID may experience communicative difficulties in 

terms of language comprehension, memory, ability in abstraction, understanding turn taking, and 

processing speed (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2015; Finlay and Antaki 2012). An inadequate 

linguistic comprehension may also imply an impaired ability in understanding long and complex 

grammar structures (Antaki 2013; Finlay and Lyons 2001, 2002). Further, difficulties formulating 

themselves may limit their ability to express themselves adequately in context and to provide 

relevant responses in a conversation (Finlay and Antaki 2012). These cognitive limitations and 

communicative difficulties may pose challenges during qualitative research interviews.  

Whilst research interviews by nature may constitute an uneven power balance between 

researcher and respondent, this is often amplified if the respondent has ID, as the cognitive and 
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communicative impairment may influence their participation during the interview (Emerson et al. 

2004; Heal and Sigelman 1995). Questions have been raised concerning the extent to which 

people with ID are able to provide rich descriptions in interview situations due to their cognitive 

and communicative limitations (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2015). Limited responses to 

interview questions may be either a result of inadequate expressive abilities or a lack of 

understanding and insight, and the exact cause may be difficult for the researcher to determine 

(Lloyd, Gatherer, and Kalsy 2006). Indeed, the cognitive and communicative difficulties that 

persons with ID face may pose methodological challenges in research interviews and this may 

threaten the validity and reliability of the research results (Hartley and MacLean 2006; Heal and 

Sigelman 1995; Sigelman et al. 1981; Sigstad 2014). 

Whilst it is important to acknowledge that not all persons with ID will be able to provide 

valid descriptive accounts of their own experiences, thoughts and sentiments, we argue that it is 

desirable to include persons with ID in qualitative research especially because of three reasons. 

Firstly, when researchers want to investigate complex and subjective matters, as is often the case 

in qualitative research, self-reports may be more reliable sources of information than proxy 

reports (Cummins 2002). Even though information provided by parents or caregivers may have 

its own value in providing additional information and a different perspective, these proxy reports 

may have poor agreement with self-reports, and therefore, they are not considered valid 

substitutes for self-reports (Claes et al. 2012; Emerson, Felce, and Stancliffe 2013; Huus et al. 

2015; Schmidt et al. 2010; Zimmerman and Endermann 2008). When wanting to assess a 

subjective experience, the principal source of information should be the person who is at the 

centre of this experience. In their systematic review of studies using phenomenological research 
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interviews with persons with ID, Corby, Taggart, and Cousins (2015) also emphasized the 

importance of giving persons with ID the opportunity to describe their own experiences.  

Secondly, excluding persons with ID from research based on their cognitive impairment 

or communication disorders may violate the principle of non-maleficence. As stated in the 

Helsinki Declaration, ethical research shows respect for all human subjects, prevents harm and 

protects the health and rights of research participants (WMA 2013). However, in their efforts to 

protect persons with ID from possible harm, ethical boards may overestimate disability and 

underestimate the competence of persons with ID, and, in this way, create barriers that prevent 

their research participation (Brooker et al. 2015; Feldman et al. 2014). McDonald and Kidney 

(2012) argue that the exclusion of persons with ID from research studies may lead to certain 

interventions not being accessible to them, and key aspects of their lives may be left unexamined. 

As such, there may be a social injustice and possible harm in excluding persons with ID from 

research participation (Feldman et al. 2014). Whilst the protection of vulnerable groups from 

exploitation in research studies is imperative, Northway (2014) makes a strong point when stating 

that this vulnerability is not a consequence of having ID itself, but rather that it occurs when 

others fail to acknowledge their right to autonomy and freedom from harm. Additionally, the 

ability or inability to respond for oneself is not a fixed trait, but it will instead depend on context, 

maturation, topic, accommodation, etc. (Claes et al. 2012). The need to include persons with 

disabilities in research is further expressed in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities, §31, which encourages the collection of research data on persons with disabilities to 

identify and address barriers they may face in exercising their rights (UN 2006). Unfortunately, 

individuals with intellectual disability remain a segregated group in society, and research may 

play an important role in their inclusion. 
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Thirdly, persons with ID want to have their voices heard. McDonald, Kidney, and Patka 

(2013) found that persons with ID want to participate in research when they are given the chance 

in order to make a difference. Many adults with ID show a strong sense of civic interest and 

altruism, and they may be motivated by the opportunity to help others with ID. Participating in 

research can make them feel valued members of the community, and they may appreciate being 

given the chance to contribute (McDonald, Conroy, and Olick 2016).  

Thus, despite certain challenges and barriers due to cognitive and communicative 

impairments in persons with ID, there is ample reason for researchers to aim to include persons 

with ID in their studies. Qualitative research interviews may prove to be especially useful for 

empowering participants with ID (Walmsley and Johnson 2003). However, the inclusion of 

respondents with ID and communicative challenges in research interviews demands a number of 

careful considerations. Several previous research studies have pointed to essential methodological 

challenges regarding interviews with respondents with ID. Sigstad (2014) addressed challenges 

related to the obtaining of voluntary informed consent and the conducting of interviews with 

informants with ID, and how the researcher may deal with such issues. In particular, the article 

focused on specific issues concerning acquiescence and inconstancies. Finlay and Lyons (2001) 

further discussed threats to validity in interviews and self-report questionnaires for persons with 

ID. In a systematic review of 28 qualitative research studies that used interviews with persons 

with ID as a means of data collection, Corby, Taggart, and Cousins (2015) found that many of the 

researchers made significant attempts to maximize the success of the interviews, e.g. by spending 

sufficient time building rapport, using clear and simple vocabulary, using picture support, etc. 

Strategies such as expansion, modification of content and format, the use of preliminary 

questions and the use of physical prompts also contributed to more adequate responses from the 
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respondents. It has also been demonstrated how good facilitation and supplementary questioning 

techniques may contribute to overcome some of the challenges and produce increased 

participation of the informants (Antaki 2013; Finlay and Antaki 2012).  

Essentially, these studies have displayed useful examples of alternative approaches to help 

strengthen the communication between the interviewer and the respondents. A willingness to 

adapt the ordinary methods that are traditionally used in this kind of research may be a 

prerequisite to bring out the uniqueness of each individual’s descriptions, and a less structured 

approach to the data collection is recommended. A more flexible approach may have the potential 

to bring out important aspects of experiences that are of particular importance for people with ID.  

Aim of the article 

Whilst much of the previous research literature focuses on issues such as ethical 

considerations, rapport-building with the informants, the use of augmentative and alternative 

communication, and flexible approaches to functional adaptations of the interview guide to 

improve communication, less attention has been given to how appropriate communication 

techniques may enhance the interviewer’s communicative competence, and how this may 

strengthen the conversation more directly.  

In the present article, the authors aim to present suggestions as to how researchers can 

facilitate communication between interviewer and respondents, in order to help respondents with 

ID provide rich descriptions that present their points of view in the best possible way. For this 

purpose, our focus is on three specific communication techniques from counselling practice; 1) 

silence and encouraging prompts, 2) rephrasing questions, and 3) repeating, paraphrasing and 

summarizing responses. Based on this presentation, the authors also discuss different ways in 
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which such an approach to interviews may help strengthen or weaken the validity of the results 

that emerge. This article has a particular focus on suitable communication techniques, without 

including use of additional means, such as augmentative communication techniques. However, 

we add that this kind of interviews presupposes such supplementary techniques to succeed in 

obtaining valid descriptions. Because of the diversity that exists in the population of persons with 

ID, the emphasis of this article is on adolescents and adults with mild intellectual disability. Mild 

intellectual disability is defined according to the International Statistical Classification of 

Diseases and Related Health Problems, 10
th

 revision (WHO 2016).   

This article is based on the authors’ own studies with individuals with ID (Sigstad 2017; 

Garrels forthcoming), in which the objective has been to achieve good quality communication 

between researcher and respondents, and also to ensure the most complete descriptions from the 

respondents as possible. Examples from specific calls in our own research are referred in order to 

illustrate the choice of appropriate strategies during the interviews.  

Whilst this article focuses on the inclusion of respondents with ID, the authors assume 

that the described communication techniques may also be of use for conducting interviews for 

other target groups, such as individuals with language impairments, mental health problems, or 

individuals with minority background. 

Communication techniques suitable for enhancing conversation 

Due to cognitive limitations and communicative difficulties, people with ID may have difficulties 

in conversation, which can pose challenges in qualitative interviews. With the intention of 

ensuring the most complete descriptions from the respondents, a more flexible approach to data 

collection is suggested (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2015). In this context, the authors present 
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and illustrate three different communication techniques derived from counselling practices 

(Conte 2009; Egan 2014; Lassen 2014), that may be appropriate in interview situations with 

respondents with ID: i) silence and encouraging prompts, ii) rephrasing questions, and iii) 

repeating, paraphrasing and summarizing responses.   

Silence and encouraging prompts 

Most persons with ID experience communication difficulties due to limitations in verbal 

comprehension and working memory (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2015; Finlay and Antaki 

2012). In interview situations, there may be a longer latency between the interview question and 

the answer provided by the respondent, as the respondent may need extra time to process the 

question and formulate an appropriate answer. For the interviewer, it may be difficult to know 

whether this latency occurs because of a slower processing pace, or whether it is due to a lack of 

understanding of the interview question. In case of slow processing pace, repeating or rephrasing 

the question may interrupt the respondents thought process, and it may hamper the formulation of 

an adequate answer (Carr and O’Reilly 2016; Sigstad 2014). Thus, this type of interview requires 

a high level of sensitivity to the respondents (Antaki 2013). In preparing for the interview, it is 

important that the interviewer formulates the interview questions as straightforward as possible, 

to maximize the likelihood that the respondent gets a clear understanding of the interview 

questions. The language of the interview questions should be sufficiently simple, so that the 

respondent knows how he/she can respond (Finlay and Lyons 2002). Persons with ID are better 

able to understand phrases with simple sentence structure, and with terms linked to specific 

conditions or concrete objects (Finlay and Lyons 2001). Similarly, questions that require 

abstractions may be mostly unsuited for this kind of interview (Caldwell 2014).  A functional 

facilitation of the interview should thus include simple and concrete questions, as this may 
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improve the overall quality of the interview. When these precautions are taken, it may be more 

likely that the respondent’s response latency stems not from comprehension difficulties, but 

rather from a slower information processing pace. Then, it is important for the interviewer to 

adjust the time frame of the interview, so that the respondent gets sufficient time to respond in an 

appropriate manner (Lloyd, Gatherer, and Kalsy 2006). Hence, the interviewer should dare to 

allow silences during the interview, by posting pauses after each question to let the respondent 

think about what has been asked and to let him or her formulate an answer. This silence provides 

the respondents with time to think and to process the situation (Conte 2009).  Encouraging verbal 

and nonverbal probes, such as small interjections (e.g. ‘hm’) or simple nods, may signal to the 

respondent that it is okay to take time to think before providing an answer (Rogers 1990). In the 

following example, taken from a goal-setting intervention for students with mild intellectual 

disability (Garrels forthcoming), it is illustrated how the interviewer’s (I) silences and 

encouraging probes are used actively to give the student (S) sufficient time to think, so that an 

adequate answer can be formulated: 

I: Is there any particular goal that you would like to work on during the next couple of weeks?  

I: (pause; nonverbal probes: eye contact, smiling and nodding) 

S: (silent) 

S: Hm, I’m thinking. 

I: That’s okay, we’ve got plenty of time. 

S: (silent, thinking)  

S: Actually, I would like to learn some English, because I have a friend in England. Maybe start 

with numbers or something.  



10 
 

In this example, the interviewer provides a small pause after the question, in order to give the 

respondent time to think. To make the silence more comfortable, the interviewer uses nonverbal 

communication such as a friendly smile, encouraging eye contact, and a nod with the head. This 

nonverbal communication provides a reassuring atmosphere for the interview, and the respondent 

experiences that there is time to think. When given this additional time, the respondent is clearly 

able to formulate an adequate answer.  

Rephrasing questions 

Whilst silence and encouraging prompts are useful techniques to gain more elaborate responses 

from the respondent, it may sometimes still be necessary to rephrase the question, possibly 

expand the question, or ask the same question more specifically during the course of the 

interview (Finlay and Antaki 2012). By rephrasing the question, the respondent is allowed to hear 

the same question again with a different wording, which may help in understanding what is being 

asked for. More expansion of the question includes not explicit information in the original 

question. An expansion of the question may be about establishing a clearer link between the 

question and a concrete context (Finlay and Antaki 2012). A description of the context may thus 

contribute to a better understanding of the content of the question. The following example from a 

friendship study (Sigstad 2017) demonstrates how expansion of the question contributes to a 

deepening and better understanding of the student's perspective: 

I: Do you know what a secret is? 

S: Yes. 

I: What is a secret? 

S: A secret is something you can do with friends. 
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I: It is something you can do with your friends? (repetition of the response) 

S: Yes. 

I: Can you tell Isabella a secret? (a clearer link to the context) 

S: What? 

I: Can you tell Isabella something that you want her to keep a secret? (rephrasing of the question 

with some expanding) 

S: I don’t want to do that. 

I: You don’t want to tell her secrets? 

S: Then Sue will know. 

I:  Sue will know if Isabella knows? 

S: Yes, if Sue is listening.  

The call above exemplifies how the expanding of the question contributes to a fuller response 

from the student. 

Similarly, a more specific question may provide a clarification for the respondent. Changing of 

question-formats may be another useful strategy to succeed in getting responses. The following 

example from Sigstad’s (2017) friendship study demonstrates how an open-ended question was 

made easier to respond to by changing it into a single alternative yes/no – question (Finlay and 

Antaki 2012):  

I: But, if you're not friends anymore, what is stupid if you fall out with each other? 

S: Then we argue. 
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I: Yes, what do you argue about? (open question) 

S: There are slightly different things. 

I: Yes. 

I: You disagree? (changing open question into yes/no-format) 

S: Yes. 

The conversation above is also a demonstration of how more specific questions may contribute to 

an elaboration of the theme; a more defined question serves as a further follow-up of the original 

question. 

Respondents with ID may typically provide relatively short answers, which makes it especially 

important for the interviewer to follow up with more specific questions, so that richer answers 

can be obtained (Finlay and Antaki 2012). This also becomes clear from the following example 

from a goal-setting intervention (Garrels forthcoming): 

I: Usually it is the teacher who sets goals for the students, but this time it was you who got to do 

so. How did you feel about that? 

S: Nice! 

I: Nice, what was nice about it? (more specific question) 

S: That I could choose my own goal. 

I: Hm, was that kind of important to you, to be able to choose your own goal? (more specific 

question) 

S: Yes. 
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I: Why was that? (more specific question) 

S: Because then I can say which goal I want to work on, and I can avoid these boring goals that 

the teacher chooses. 

In this example, the continuous asking of more specific questions helps the respondent to express 

a more thorough answer that gets to the core of the topic. Each time, the respondent’s answer is 

used to formulate a new and more specific question, which helps the respondent to reveal more 

personal thoughts. 

Repeating, paraphrasing and summarizing responses 

During the course of an interview, it may be useful for both interviewer and respondent to repeat, 

paraphrase and summarize what the respondent has said. Repetition is known from counselling 

practice as a way of responding to the clients’ descriptions (Egan 2014; Lassen 2014). In a 

counselling context, repetition is used as a technique for reflecting on the responses. The 

repetition becomes a further support in the conversation; by repeating the response of the clients, 

he/she gets an opportunity to hear own responses, then reflect about these responses, give a 

correction, and possibly complement the answer. In the same manner, repetition may be a useful 

technique in a qualitative interview. 

In a qualitative interview study among students (S) with intellectual disability (Sigstad 2017), 

repetition had such a function in a call concerning a football competition: 

S: Sometimes he wins, and sometimes I win. 

I: Hm.  

S: Yes. 
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I: How would you feel if he wins? 

S: Eh, I don’t know. 

I: But, if you win? 

S: That's good. 

I: That's good? (repetition of the response) 

S: It's no big deal if you lose. 

I: It's no big deal? (repetition of the response) 

S: Everyone loses.                                                                                                                                               

A conversation technique that is closely related to repetition is paraphrasing. Paraphrasing is used 

as a suitable strategy for reflecting the client’s own themes in counselling practice, to make the 

client aware of the main theme of what he/she communicates (Egan 2014; Lassen 2014). The 

counsellor’s reflective act functions as a way of clarifying the main themes in the client’s 

descriptions, and at the same time it provides the client with feedback on how the counsellor 

interprets the client’s statements. The purpose of paraphrasing the interviewees’ statements may 

resemble the aim of repetition. Based on the respondent's answer, the interviewer attempts to 

formulate the responses in other words (Lassen 2014). To reframe what the respondents say, the 

interviewer has to reflect what the respondents say in a different way from how the respondents 

presented it (Conte 2009). Thus, the respondents receive feedback on their own responses, they 

listen to the interpretation, and they get opportunities to make corrections and complement their 

statements. However, if such paraphrasing is to have an actual value, the interviewer needs to be 

aware of the way in which this is done; the responses of the interviewer need to be reproduced in 

short sentences with a simple language. In the following example (Sigstad 2017), the interviewer 
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makes use of some minimal responses and paraphrasing, which contributes to more elaboration 

and clarification of the respondents’ statements: 

I: When you are together with Allan and Roy, what do you like to do? 

S: We like to walk together and things like that, we also really like, and sometimes we go to the 

woods. 

I: Do you? 

S: Yes. 

I: What do you do in the woods then? 

S: What we like is to chop and push down trees and so on. 

I: Oh yes?  

S: I'm not involved. 

I: Okay, you do not like to join them? (paraphrasing, reflective response) 

S. Yes, I like to be with them, but I prefer to watch. (clarification) 

This way of providing reflective responses may thus be relevant in an interview context. When 

we spend time and resources on qualitative interviews with informants with ID, it is precisely to 

give the respondents an experience that their contributions are of value to us who are listening 

(Finlay and Lyons 2002; McDonald, Conroy, and Olick 2016). Such an emphatic understanding 

requires sensitivity to the respondent in the here and now (Rogers 1990). By reflecting the 

respondents’ responses, we show that we are listening actively, and that we are interested in 

obtaining the content of their descriptions, which may help them further to provide even more 
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detail than they have already done. Reflection by paraphrasing may start with: ‘I hear you say 

that ...’, ‘You mean that …’, ‘You feel that …’, which is then followed by the statements the 

respondents used. The interviewer reflects what has been said by repeating the content in other 

words. The reflection process often provides a clarity that is effective for gaining a deeper 

understanding of the respondent’s experiences and thoughts (Kokkersvold and Mjelve 2003). 

In the following example from a goal-setting intervention (Garrels forthcoming), paraphrasing is 

used to clarify a response from the respondent and to avoid misunderstandings when the 

respondent experiences difficulties in expressing herself: 

I: Was there anything you thought was difficult about choosing your own goals? 

S: I thought it was a bit difficult, yes, to figure out which goal I wanted to set. 

I: Yes. What was it that made it kind of difficult? 

S: Well, it was that, eh… what am I actually able to do, that I want to learn what is hard and that I 

cannot do [sic]. 

I: Hm, yes. So, do you mean that it was a bit scary to set a goal for something that you hadn’t 

learned yet? (paraphrasing) 

S: Yes. (clarifying, confirming) 

In a similar way, summaries of the respondent's answers may function as a reflection and 

feedback to the respondents (Egan 2014; Lassen 2014). Such kind of summaries may function as 

abstracts of previous given statements in the responses (Conte 2009). Along the way, the 

interviewer provides short summaries as feedback to the respondent. The summaries help to 

focus on the topic of the conversation and provide assistance in structuring the conversation, 
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while also providing assistance for those interviewed to better remember what the interviewer 

asked about, and, in the same manner, provide a new opportunity to correct and supplement 

earlier descriptions. Summaries used in this context, are made by brief recaps of the respondent's 

responses along the way, and based on these, the interviewer may ask for additions to their 

descriptions. An example from the friendship study (Sigstad 2017) shows how summary was 

used as a technique to expand the respondent’s descriptions: 

I: Now we have talked a lot about whom you call a best friend and how you characterize a good 

friend. (summarizing) Possibly, you had something in mind when you were invited to this talk 

about friendship? 

S: Yes. 

I: Is there anything you want to tell me about friendship that we have not already talked about? 

I: Any questions or something you want to say? (more specific question) 

S: No. 

I: When you think of friendship, is there anything you think is important to tell? (rephrasing the 

question) 

S: You could also talk about those who are not only my best friends. 

I: Those who are not only your best friends? (paraphrasing the response) 

S: Yes, those usual friends, yes. 

I: Okay, did you think about the others you hang out with? 

S: Yes, Martin and Dee. 
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I: Oh yes. 

I: Is there anything you want to tell about them? I appreciate you saying that. 

S: Yes, that's fine. 

I: It is nice to have some other friends too? 

S: Yes, it is. 

S: It's nice; they are so funny, cool and happy people, yes. 

I: How do you think about having more friends, not only one? 

S: It's fun and even nicer. 

I: That’s good. 

I: You missed that I did not ask about the others? 

S: Yes, but its fine. 

Whilst qualitative interviews with respondents with ID and communication difficulties may pose 

particular requirements for facilitation of the interview situation, the goal of such interviews is 

the same as for ordinary interviews, namely to bring about the voice of the respondents in relation 

to a specific phenomenon that is being researched. So far, we have demonstrated how these 

interviews may require more untraditional means and a stronger awareness of communication 

techniques to enhance communication. Despite this being unconventional in research, the 

interviewer must adapt his way of communicating to fit the purpose. However, it is important to 

be aware of some threats to validity that may occur when using these communication techniques. 

Threats to validity in facilitated interviews – A discussion 
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Validity in qualitative interviews is all about whether we can feel confident about our 

interpretations and conclusions (Creswell 2013). From collecting data to analysing and 

interpreting our findings, the central question concerning validity in qualitative research is ‘Did 

we get it right?’ (Stake 1995, 107) – do our interpretations and presentations of the findings 

match the experiences of the informants? As such, we want to provide plausible and trustworthy 

findings, with a high level of credibility, which capture the informants’ experiences as much as 

possible (Kazdin 2014).  

When doing research with informants with ID, the researcher’s effort to capture the informant’s 

experiences may bring bias into the study, and the study’s validity may be under threat. One 

aspect that needs particular consideration is the tendency of researchers to find results that are in 

line with their own conceptual views (Kazdin 2014). As with all research, interpretations of 

qualitative interview data may be tainted by personal experiences, views and beliefs, and the 

researcher’s conceptual views may play a role already during the course of the interview, for 

example when paraphrasing or summarizing the respondent’s statements. When paraphrasing 

what a respondent has said, the researcher’s pre-understanding may bring nuances in the 

respondent’s answers that were originally not intended by the respondent, or the paraphrase may 

not capture the essence of the respondent’s experiences. These nuances may either go unnoticed 

by the respondent, or he or she may find it easier to acquiesce than to correct the differences. To 

avoid putting words in the mouth of the informant that are not reflecting his or her own 

experiences accurately, we suggest two approaches, namely 1) using as much as possible the 

same type of vocabulary as the informant, and 2) prolonged engagement with the informants. 

Firstly, by using the same type of vocabulary as the informants when paraphrasing or 

summarizing, it may be easier for the respondents to determine whether they have been 
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understood correctly, and whether they agree with the researcher’s paraphrase. When the 

meaning of the informants’ statements is conveyed in a simple and straightforward language that 

matches their own communicative level, the researcher can be more confident that the paraphrase 

has been understood correctly, which makes it easier for the respondent to provide the necessary 

clarifications. When used in this way, paraphrasing may fill the role of ‘member-checking’, i.e. a 

strategy to improve validity. Here, the researcher shares his/her interpretation of the informant’s 

statements, so that the informant can check whether these interpretations reflect his/her own 

experiences correctly (Creswell 2013). Secondly, prolonged engagement may help broaden the 

conceptual views of the researcher, and align these more with the experienced world of the 

informants. The conceptual views of a researcher may differ rather substantially from those of 

informants with ID, and hence, the meaning of getting to know the world of the informants 

cannot be overstated. Prolonged engagement is also a good way of building rapport with the 

informants and of getting to know their communicative styles better (Bedoin and Scelles 2015). 

Taking time to observe the verbal and nonverbal language of the informants may help later in the 

interview situation, as it may make it easier for the researcher to detect misunderstandings and 

uncertainty in the informants. This knowledge of the informants and their communicative style 

may improve the researcher’s confidence that the data are being interpreted appropriately. As 

Creswell (2013) states, the researcher’s knowledge of and closeness to the participants in the 

study add to the accuracy of a research study.    

The communication technique of rephrasing questions may also bring bias into the data, as it in 

some cases may result in leading questions, where the researcher rephrases a question so that the 

answer matches the researcher’s opinions and ideas, rather than those of the respondent. Also, the 

use of yes/no-questions may lead to a social bias in the respondent, who may perceive one of the 
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two options as the ‘expected’ answer. Whilst it may be easier for participants with ID to answer 

yes/no-questions, the researcher should take care to follow up this type of questions with more 

open questions to get to the depth of the participant’s experiences. This way, with richer 

descriptions obtained, the validity of the findings is strengthened. Also, it is paramount for the 

quality of the research study that several voices are heard, so that a fuller picture can be obtained. 

With more informants providing answers to the same questions, the authenticity of the study is 

safeguarded, and the researcher can be more certain that the data form an adequate representation 

of the experiences of the informants.    

Whilst the use of encouraging prompts in general is a good communication technique to put 

informants at ease and to indicate that the researcher is listening actively, these prompts may also 

introduce social bias in the interview situation. When used inattentively, encouraging prompts 

might give informants the impression that some answers are better received than others, and they 

may influence how the informants respond further throughout the interview. Here, Egan (2010) 

argues that, in order for communication skills to contribute to authentic communication, it is 

important that these skills become second nature to those who use them. When the 

communication skills become part of the researcher’s natural communication style, the researcher 

will be more aware of how his or her own communication influences the participants, and 

measures to increase validity can be undertaken. Therefore, it is recommended that researchers 

who intend to use qualitative interviews in research with informants with ID practice these 

communication skills as often as possible, e.g. by audio-recording conversations and analysing 

the use of the different communication techniques. 

Threats to validity are unavoidable in research studies, and there is no such perfect study where 

there is total absence of bias. The communication strategies that were presented in this article can 
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contribute to richer descriptions when performing interviews with informants with ID. However, 

as discussed previously, these communication strategies may also introduce threats to validity in 

the research study. Therefore, researchers need to proceed with care and use validation strategies 

to counter these threats. Also, it is important that possible threats to validity are reported in the 

presentation of the research study, so that readers can assess the quality of the study.  

Conclusion 

In the present article, the authors have focused on facilitating research interviews for respondents 

with intellectual disability.  The authors argue for the need to include people with intellectual 

disability in research for three reasons. Firstly, research on intellectual disability from a 

subjective perspective requires descriptions from the ones concerned, namely those with an 

intellectual disability. Secondly, excluding people with intellectual disability from research based 

on their cognitive impairment or communicative challenges may violate the principle of equal 

treatment. Thirdly, people with intellectual disability seem to appreciate getting the opportunity 

to participate in research in order to contribute to the expansion of the existing knowledge base. 

 

However, inclusion of people with intellectual disability requires facilitation. The focus in this 

article is directed towards the researcher as interviewer, with the purpose of strengthening the 

interviewer’s expertise in conducting interviews with respondents with intellectual disability. On 

this basis, the authors have chosen to highlight examples of appropriate communication 

techniques that they experience contribute to more detailed descriptions from the respondents. 

Three different communication techniques derived from counselling practice are discussed and 

exemplified: silence and encouraging prompts; rephrasing questions; and repeating, paraphrasing 

and summarizing responses. 
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However, it is emphasized that this facilitation and adaptation of the research interview may 

involve methodological challenges, as it may pose a risk to the study’s validity and reliability. As 

with all other research, both the implementation of the interview and the interpretation of 

interview data may be influenced by personal experiences and perspectives, and the conceptual 

views of the interviewer may thus play a crucial role. These threats to validity may need extra 

consideration in research based on qualitative interview data that is obtained from respondents 

with intellectual disability. The authors suggest that, by using as much as possible the same type 

of vocabulary as the respondents, for example when paraphrasing or summarizing, it may be 

easier for the respondents to recognize their own statements, provide corrections when needed, 

and specify their answers with more detailed descriptions.  Prolonged engagement with the 

respondents is considered to be of value for broadening the conceptual views of the researcher, 

and thus making it easier for the researcher to get hold of the experienced world of the 

respondents.  

Increased competence in the abovementioned communication techniques requires regular practice 

of these skills in interviews with respondents with intellectual disability. When these 

communication skills develop into a ‘second nature’ of the interviewer’s communication style, 

the researcher becomes more aware of how his or her own communication affects the 

respondents, and this may contribute to a more critical assessment of the study’s validity. Whilst 

using participants with ID in qualitative interview research may pose extra threats to the 

soundness of a study, the authors wish to emphasize the importance of including individuals with 

ID in research studies, so that their voices can be heard and their interests be addressed. 
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