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How Can Psychoanalytical Techniques Benefit Qualitative Research? :

Using Countertransference at Interviews on Sensitive Topics

FUIJII Naoko

This paper first highlights the recent emphasis on similarities between qualitative research interviews
and psychotherapeutic interviews in that both share the nature of Sullivan’s (1953) “participant
observation.” Second, the author overviews sensitive research and argues how the reference to the
psychoanalytical concept and technique of addressing countertransference can be beneficial for sensitive
research. The argument is built on Interpersonal psychoanalysis, which evolved from Sullivan’s theory.
In sensitive research interviews, not only the interviewee but also the interviewer tend to be intensely
emotionally engaged with each other. Although feelings held in the interviewer are not the same as
countertransference in psychoanalysis itself, implementing analysis of the interviewer’s feelings in a
similar way as addressing countertransference in psychoanalysis can help the interviewer 1) to maintain
an attitude of what Patton (1990) calls “empathic neutrality,” and 2) to keep proper boundary between
the interviewee and the interviewer in sensitive research interviews. The author also explores some
points that need to be addressed when including analysis of the interviewer’s feelings in the research

design; validity of the data, consideration on feedback, and training and support for the interviewer.
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