
Chats about Change

General Guidelines

This project is to gather conversations between mothers and daughters (or grandmothers, mothers 
and daughters -  I’m interested in all ages of participant from older teenagers upwards) about their 
personal relationships with and experiences of social and political change. It’s an invitation to 
discuss how you both feel about those things and tell each other stories, rather than to have an 
abstract debate about specific issues. 

The eventual aim is to bring the conversation together in a book.

Your discussion will probably feel like something between a conversation and an interview:  
relaxed, informal and free to flow where it wants to, but with elements of an interview to try to 
draw out the most interesting stories and thoughts; let both people speak equally (-ish); and to 
encourage the asking and answering of questions rather than abstract ramblings or rants. So just 
talk, but bear these pointers in mind, or make use of them if you feel you’re not really getting below
the surface or if one person has started dominating or lecturing the other. 

I don’t mind if you don’t read any of this and just have a chat about change, as long as that chat 
feels interesting to you.

You can either take turns asking questions (or sets of questions – carry on questioning if a subject 
feels productive, then swap when you’ve said all you want to about it), have a more formal structure
in which one interviews the other then you swap, or it can be more free-flowing. Which works best 
for you depends on your existing dynamic and how freely you usually talk. I’m happy to have a 
chat with you and try to work out with you which would be best if you’re not sure, or you can 
experiment with different ways and see which feels best.

Everything will be edited afterwards, so don’t
worry about bits of your conversation that got
rambly or boring or too heated before they found
their way towards something more fruitful. Also
don’t worry about exposing personal details: try
to feel completely free when you’re talking:
afterwards details can be changed or names
anonymised if you want.

How long you talk is up to you, but it should be long enough to actually tell some anecdotes and go 
deeper into some feelings, but not so long that you start to get tired and lose focus. The latter can 
happen surprisingly quickly, so if there’s more you want to explore but you’re tired, have a break 
then go back to it. Likewise if things get too emotional or you start arguing, you might want to have
a break then resume later or another time.



Beforehand

 Work out the practicalities together before the event: when will you do this, where will you 
do it (in one or other person’s house, in a neutral public place, while walking, while eating, 
in person or on the phone/computer..?), how will you record it (one person recording it on a 
phone/computer/dictaphone is easiest, but might need testing beforehand e.g. if you’re in a 
public place or walking, taking handwritten notes is also possible, in which case you’d 
probably both have to do it – one makes notes while the other is talking. Whatever you 
choose, make sure you feel comfortable, have enough time and won’t be interrupted.

 Talk to each other about how you want to structure the conversation in general terms, e.g. 
will you take turns asking questions, will one interview the other then you swap, or will it be
more free-flowing? Don’t tell each other in advance which questions you’ll ask or what you 
want to discuss: don’t turn it into something where responses are thought about and planned 
beforehand. 

 Have a think for yourself about your life in relation to political change, consciously try to 
remember important events or feelings. You can think about your own answers to some of 
the questions to trigger things if you like, but don’t plan your responses or decide what you 
want to be asked.

 You can choose some of the questions (or decide on your own) that you want to ask the 
other person in advance if you like, or just see how the conversation goes and only try the 
questions if things feel a bit stuck.

During the conversation

 If the word/concept ‘political’ doesn’t resonate with you or the other person, don’t use it – 
think instead about social change, or just change. Change doesn’t have to be momentous or 
of national or global scope to be interesting.

 Your questioner role is much closer to that of a therapist than that of a news interviewer or 
police interrogator. You’re looking to draw out personal responses rather than facts. Don’t 
get caught up with whether details are correct or responses make sense to you– how and 
why the person gives you them is more important.

 Try to find out things from the other person that you don’t already know, or find out more 
about/other aspects of things you know.

 That said, there may be interesting background that is well known to both of you but would 
be interesting for other people reading your conversation to know about, so think about this 
when asking the questions, drawing out detail to help others understand your context (if this 
feels unnatural while you’re talking, you can also add notes to me to provide extra 
information afterwards).

 Be prepared for what you want to know to not be what the other person wants to talk about. 
Before you try to think of ways to make them talk about that, listen to and engage with what 
they want to talk about instead.

 Things that trigger strong personal feelings and emotions are more compelling than abstract 
speculations, so try not to be afraid of talking and asking about things that feel emotional, 



unresolved, or confusing. However don’t necessarily launch straight into them – they might 
need some working up to/teasing out.

 Try to find a balance between talking about the positive and hopeful and about challenges, 
failures, disappointments and frustrations. If the other person tends much more to one way 
of looking at things, explore the other too.

 Ask for details, context, characters, basically encourage the other person to tell you stories.

 Open questions are more useful for this than questions with yes/no answers or ‘multiple 
choice’ questions (‘was it X or X?’). Go deeper by asking ‘What happened next?’ ‘Why did 
you do that?’ ‘How did it feel?’ ‘Tell me more about…’, ‘What else…’ etc.

 Don’t ask questions that have a ‘right’ answer in your mind and then get annoyed when you 
don’t get that answer,  or ask questions that are really statements of your own opinion: 
‘don’t you think that...?’

 Don’t forget to listen. Instead of planning your next question while the other person speaks, 
listen to them until your next question suggests itself, and if they keep talking and it keeps 
clearly engaging them and/or being interesting to you, there’s no need to prompt any more.

 Silence is OK. If the other person pauses before answering or in the middle of saying 
something, you can just wait, you don’t necessarily have to prompt or ask another question. 
Rushing or pushing might stop them being able to remember a detail or formulate a thought.

 Not answering the question, interpreting the question differently from the way you intended,
or changing an answer are all also OK if what the person says is clearly engaging them and/
or is interesting to you. 

 When answering questions, don’t deliberately block them, decide they’re uninteresting or 
start analysing the motivation behind them. Instead of saying ‘why are you asking me that?’ 
or ‘that’s not very clear, do you mean this or that?’  just try answering genuinely and see 
where it goes.

Suggested Questions (please adapt to suit you)

 If you are a person who has thought about or felt involved in politics or social change, at 
what age did that start for you and how did it come about?

 Tell me about a moment of change in the world that you lived through.

 Have there been moments of change in the world that you wish you’d been involved in in 
the past, or are there any now?

 What change would you like to see in the world?

 Have there been times in your life when you were particularly aware of women being part of
change, or being a woman and part of change?

 How do you feel about the possibility (or not) of people creating change?

 What do you think creating change feels like when you’re part of it?

 If you have been involved in political or social change, what emotional and practical effects 
did it have/does it have on you?

 Do you have ideas about what works or what is good in terms of creating change, activism 
or political engagement?



 Thinking about social change and/or politics, how does the present feel to you compared to 
the past? How does the future feel?

 Has how political you are or feel, or your idea about what ‘political’ is changed over your 
life?

 Tell me about a moment when you learned something about politics, change, or the way the 
world works.

 Tell me about a moment when you changed your political opinion on something, or about a 
change in your opinion that has evolved gradually.

 How does it feel/has it felt over your life seeing my approaches to politics and social 
change? How do you relate to them (or not)?

 Are there any particular people who’ve inspired you in terms of politics or understanding the
world, and if so what was it about them/what did they do?

 What role do you think politics or an awareness of social change has played in the way you 
relate to me?

 Is ordinary life political? If so, give an example.

  How do you feel when you think about the social change you’ve seen or been part of, and 
when you think about the social change you want to see in the future?

What to send me

Alongside your recording or notes, please let me have this information for each of you:

 Name, year of birth, place of birth, where you now live, occupation(s) you do/have 
done/would like to do.

 Pseudonyms if you don’t want to use your real names (or just let me know and I can give 
you some).

 Optionally, you can also let me have any thoughts about doing the interview, your own 
observations and remarks on it, and any other background info you think is interesting. If 
you’d like to send a photo of yourselves and you don’t mind me using it on my website, that 
would be great.

Please pass this on to anyone else you know who might like to participate.

They/you can get in touch on rachaelmcg@gmail.com

This information is also on rachaelmcgill.com

Thank you!
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