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Abstract

This article discusses the development and use of the solicited unstructured diary-interview method
to explore the everyday tacit and mundane nutrition information activities (NIA) of people who have
type 2 diabetes. Diary completion was followed by individual qualitative interviews with individuals
(n=18) and one couple. Diary entry styles ranged from succinct daily logs of their NIA to extensive
prose reflecting on the nutrition information they used and associated practices. Development
of the method incorporated piloting and advice from lay groups who checked acceptability and
understanding of the research tools, and highlighted the need for regular contact between the
researcher and participants throughout the diary completion phase. Participants engaged positively
with the diary approach. The findings highlight the extent to which the everyday NIA is mundane and
thus unavailable for academic exploration. The diary-interview method exposed these practices to
both the researcher and participant, and supported them to reflect on the practices they engage in
every day in order to self-manage their type 2 diabetes. Although this article draws on an example
from health, the article demonstrates how the diary-interview method has utility for researchers
exploring other everyday tacit and mundane experiences.
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Introduction

This article illustrates the value of the diary-interview method to explore everyday mun-
dane activities by drawing on a qualitative study that explores the nutrition information
experiences of people with type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM). The article details the prac-
tical aspects of developing a diary-interview method where the focus is on accessing
aspects of embodied, tacit, and mundane everyday activities, before exploring the value
of this methodology for other studies. The article discusses the important role played by
public engagement in the process and piloting of the data collection tools to ensure their
acceptability to the population of interest. Diaries offer utility in research through ena-
bling ‘first hand recording’ (Plummer, 2003: 1) close to the time the experience occurred.
Used alongside interviews, diaries help to explain how people ‘make sense of their lives’
(Plummer, 2003: 3). Previous use of the diary-interview approach has included exploring
food use (Dickinson, 2003) and health information behaviour (Hurst, 2016). There is
limited research exploring the use of a qualitative diary specifically to allow exposure of
tacit and hidden nutrition information activity (NIA) despite their use in quantifying
nutritional intake and recording food-related behaviours (Deakin, 2016: 131).

Information is data that is meaningful to the person that is using it (Case and Given,
2016: 1) and is a basic need that enables humans to live their lives (Ford, 2015: 1; Spink,
2010: xii). Information activities involve accessing and making use of information in
order to impact on someone’s mind-set (Case and Given, 2016: 6). They are everyday
tacit and taken for granted ‘instinctive’ activities (Case and Given, 2016; Cox, 2012;
Lloyd, 2010; Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 25; Savolainen, 2008; Spink, 2010: xii). Similarly,
food-related activities are ordinary, everyday, tacit processes that are mundane and which
people may not be aware that they are undertaking (Fischler, 1988; Wills, 2012).

Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus (T2DM) is a chronic progressive disease (NICE, 2015) reli-
ant upon self-management which we define as taking responsibility for one’s own health
in order to achieve an individual level of managing T2DM. Self-management is a core
component of diabetes care as people with T2DM make daily decisions that impact on
their diabetes control (Bodenheimer et al., 2002). A key element of successful self-man-
agement in T2DM is access to nutrition information about healthy food (Diabetes UK
Nutrition Working Group, 2018; Longo et al., 2010; Meyfroidt et al., 2013; NICE, 2015;
Patient Information Forum, 2013). However, people with T2DM may have difficulty
understanding nutrition information, and we know a little of how people translate this
information into their daily lives and their food-related activities (Graffigna et al., 2014;
Kaziunas et al., 2013). Understanding this is fundamental to supporting people with
T2DM (Charmaz, 1993; Kneck et al., 2012: 134-166). Taking care of what is eaten is a
self-management activity requiring multiple complex and interlinked decisions through-
out the day which due to their ordinary, tacit, and mundane nature may not be easy to
articulate or recall (Johnson and Bytheway, 2001). Therefore, utilising research methods
that are reliant upon participant memory has major limitations.

The solicited diary is used as a research tool where memory and recall may be incom-
plete (Hyers, 2018: 63; Johnson and Bytheway, 2001; Plummer, 2001: 51). A diary can
reveal more than an individual’s actual behaviour, providing ‘essays about peoples’ lives’
(Meth, 2003: 199) and when unstructured can elicit data centred on the participant’s
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day-to-day experience and provide context to the issue being researched (Bartlett and
Milligan, 2015: 8, 15, 21).

Diaries are often used as a ‘precursor or adjunct’ to other methods (Bartlett and
Milligan, 2015: 25). In the seminal study by Zimmerman and Wieder (1977), diaries
were used where direct observation would affect the everyday behaviour that was the
subject of study and were followed up with in-depth interviews to confirm diary entries.
Diaries may also act as a sensitiser to an interview (van Smoorenburg et al., 2019) ena-
bling a deeper understanding of food behaviour (Bava et al., 2008; MacDonald et al.,
2018), information behaviour (McKenzie, 2003), and T2DM self-management (Graffigna
etal., 2014).

Relying on interviews alone may not reveal these experiences since participants might
deem them unworthy of inclusion, may not recall them, or are unaware because the
behaviours are tacit. Using a follow-up interview to a diary is commonly referred to as
the ‘diary-interview’ method (Milligan et al., 2005). The method is considered to enhance
both the diary data and the interview data (Brownlie, 2018; Hurst, 2016; Spowart and
Nairn, 2014) as the combined approach has a synergistic effect (Williamson et al., 2012).

The diary-interview method appears to be worthy of exploration to determine whether
it can assist in uncovering the hidden interlinked behaviours relating to food, informa-
tion, and T2DM self-management. Although there is some research suggesting that peo-
ple with T2DM access information about food from a wide range of sources (Meyfroidt
etal., 2013), there is limited research focusing on how, and indeed whether these sources
are used. While this article presents the development of the diary-interview process for
participants with a long-term condition, the method may be equally applied to other set-
tings not related to health where exploration of the tacit and mundane in relation to daily
life is of interest.

Developing a diary

A range of techniques have been used in diary research (Bernays et al., 2014; Brownlie,
2018; Hislop et al., 2005; Hyers, 2018: 87; MacDonald et al., 2018; O’Connell, 2013;
Power, 2003), although when given a choice, a handwritten format is preferred
(Brownlie, 2018). A structured format may ensure that data collected meets the study
research questions (Johnson and Bytheway, 2001; Zimmerman and Wieder, 1977);
however, an unstructured format can facilitate diarists to make entries and capture feel-
ings and experiences without influence from the researcher (Bartlett and Milligan,
2015: 15; Hinsliff-Smith and Spencer, 2016; Zimmerman and Wieder, 1977). While
shorter diary periods may result in the capture of more events than would be normal
practice (Corti, 1993), diary entries have been found to reduce over time (Johnson and
Bytheway, 2001; Sillence et al., 2007), with the most effective diary period being
4weeks (Keleher and Verrinder, 2003). Building good relationships between the
researcher and diarist is important for both extended and shorter diary periods (Bartlett
and Milligan, 2015; Keleher and Verrinder, 2003; McKenzie, 2003; Milligan et al.,
2005: 39). Although twice weekly contact with diarists promoted diary completion
(Keleher and Verrinder, 2003; McKenzie, 2003), regular reminders may not be suffi-
cient for longer diary studies (Sillence et al., 2007).
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The interview as part of a diary-interview study

The research paradigm will influence the way that the interview is used within the diary-
interview methodology (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015: 51). The diary-interview method
has been used in ethnographic studies (Zimmerman and Wieder, 1977) where the inter-
view was used to confirm diary accuracy; phenomenological approaches (MacDonald
et al., 2018) where the interview enabled participants to expand further on their diary
entries and post-structuralist work (Spowart and Nairn, 2014) where diaries were starting
points for the participant-led interviews.

For this study, a 4-week diary period was selected, incorporating an unstructured
diary followed by an in-depth interview. The study adopted a broadly social construc-
tionist approach (Barbour, 2014: 43), intending the interviews to be used flexibly to
explore the experiences recorded in the diaries and to extend the understanding of NIA
within the context of people’s lives.

Refinement of the method

During the method development process (Braun and Clarke, 2013: 85), discussions were
held with lay members of the Department’s public involvement in research group who
either had or cared for someone with T2DM, and with a local UK diabetes charity support
group. The diary-interview process was piloted with people with T2DM and partners of
people with T2DM. Following feedback from these consultations, the diary pack was
adapted, containing a participant information leaflet, consent form, an A5 notebook with
lined pages, pencils, coloured pens, a disposable camera and glue stick (see Figure 1). The
feedback emphasised the importance of regular email reminders to support diary comple-
tion which were standardised into eight email templates to be sent twice weekly on con-
venient days identified by participants.

Interviews and topic guide

Interviews were conducted with the aid of a topic guide consisting of broad questions
with follow-up probing questions (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) and were individualised
following preliminary analysis of diary entries. It included the following four main areas:
questions exploring diary entries (i.e. regular sources of information, unusual sources,
potential sources as identified from the research literature (Meyfroidt et al., 2013) that
had not been recorded in the diary and anything that was not clear); experiences of the
diary process; views and experiences of nutrition information in general and suggestions
for improvement in how nutrition information is made available to people with T2DM.
Demographic variables known to have an impact on information behaviour (Johnson and
Case, 2012: 5) were also collected (see Table 1). To enable preliminary diary analysis,
interviews were scheduled approximately 2 weeks after diary collection. Participants
were given a choice of interview location and interviews were digitally audio recorded.

Sampling and recruitment. Inclusion criteria for the study were that participants should
either have a diagnosis of T2DM or be involved in the household provision of food for
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Day .......Monday.........Date 2"¢ February
Have you come across any information about what to eat today?
Record for each piece of information:

o the type and source and summary of the information

A ) Day. Date...
* were you able to use the information? X )
« did you search for the information or saw it? Have you come across any information about
How should | make a record? what to eat today? Record for each:

£ % e The type and source and summary
/ Use the diaryor call or email researcher e Were you able to use the information?

e Did you search for it or just saw it?

Save a copy org glue into diary or - take a photo

Examples

Breakfast: Breakfast ceveal label; has less sugar than
others I usually have. I have photographed the label.

During day: Radio programme- sugar is worse than fat
in the diet. Is this true?

Fvening: Chicken casserole recipe in paper (saved a
quy)~

Researcher and supervisor contact details and
ethics information

Figure |. Clockwise-diary instructions, narrative prompt.

someone with T2DM. A lower age limit of 18 was set as children are less likely to have
T2DM, and the criteria excluded vulnerable adults who lacked capacity to undertake
their own care.

In total, 75% of participants were recruited following nutrition talks to diabetes sup-
port groups in the East of England, given by the first author who is a dietitian. Four
participants were recruited as a result of an advertisement in a diabetes support group
newsletter and one participant was recruited through word of mouth.

Data analysis. The data were prepared to enable the use of a qualitative data analysis
computer software package (NVIVO 11, QSR International). As well as being tran-
scribed, the diaries were scanned into PDF format in order to maintain the participants’
‘own highlighting, emphasis and punctuation’ (Spowart and Nairn, 2014). In order to
protect anonymity, personal information was redacted and pseudonyms allocated. Inter-
views were transcribed verbatim and anonymised (Plummer 2001: 150). NVIVO facili-
tated the process of data management, coding, and memo writing.

Consistent with the social constructionist approach to the study an iterative inductive
approach, incorporating thematic analysis was used to analyse the diaries and interviews
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). This consisted of the following stages: review, familiarisation
with the data, overview, coding, developing categories, and writing explanations
(memos) to develop themes. Comparative analysis was conducted across both sets of
data (Bernays et al., 2014) with data from diary entries and interviews given equal
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Table I. Participant overview.

Aspect Total (% or range)
Female n (%) 13 (65%)

Males n (%) 7 (35%)

County | n (%) Il (55%)

County 2 n (%) 9 (45%)

Average deprivation score by post code® 7.25

Number with diabetes (%) 19 (95%)

Years since diagnosis average (range) 8 (range 0.5-23years)
Age average (range) 65 (range 52—84years)
On medication for diabetes (%) 10 (53%)

Educational level achieved (range) Range 2-7° 45% studied at higher education level

2Source: English indices of deprivation 2015 http://imd-by-postcode.opendatacommunities.org

®Level 4 is the first level of higher education in England. For further details, please see https://www.gov.uk/
what-different-qualification-levels-mean/list-of-qualification-levels. In 2016 (data not available for 2015), 44%
of the UK working age population had qualification of level 4 or above, see page |5 of the Education and
Training Statistics for the United Kingdom 2017 published here: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/
education-and-training-statistics-for-the-uk-2017

weighting in the analysis. A line-by-line approach to reviewing the data was used to cre-
ate codes. A process of memoing enabled conceptualisation of data. Further analysis and
review of memos enabled overlapping codes to be identified and merged and the identi-
fication of disconfirming instances (Silverman, 2006: 297). Codes were then grouped
together into categories and from this, themes were developed.

The themes were constantly compared with original data sources and with other
themes (Barbour, 2014: 272) and were critically discussed and agreed with co-authors.
The broad findings were presented to the UK diabetes charity local support group and
sent to participants to explore if the experiences were similar to theirs and if they could
recognise their experiences, respectively. They gave additional context to the findings in
their feedback and were in agreement that the findings matched their experiences.

Ethical issues. Ethics approval was obtained from the University of Hertfordshire Health and
Human Sciences Ethics Committee, protocol number aLMS/PG/UH/00099(1). Written
informed consent was obtained from potential participants after having explained the study
and was confirmed verbally once the diary had been collected, at the start of the interview.
Potential ethical issues identified during the study period are worthy of further discus-
sion for future potential studies using a similar research design. Although participants
gave consent to the use of diary and interview information, a number of participants were
known to each other either as partners or as members of the same support group as would
be expected when using the snowball process for recruitment. This may mean that
redacted diary extracts in the published format may be attributable to individuals (such
as where participants worked, their role in a support group, or in the case of partners
revealing information about each other without their partner’s consent). Care was taken
not to include this type of information when presenting data. Although no-one requested
that their diary entries remained out with the public domain, provision was made for this.


http://imd-by-postcode.opendatacommunities.org
https://www.gov.uk/what-different-qualification-levels-mean/list-of-qualification-levels
https://www.gov.uk/what-different-qualification-levels-mean/list-of-qualification-levels
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/education-and-training-statistics-for-the-uk-2017
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/education-and-training-statistics-for-the-uk-2017
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The use of diary facsimiles to present the data may through the recognition of
handwriting lead to the inadvertent identification of the diary authors. However, after
having sought guidance from the Ethics Committee, it was advised that sufficient
steps had been taken through the redaction of potential identifiable information to
allow the use of facsimiles in the publication of the findings from the study.

Often reasons relating to taking part in health research studies are based on the access
to treatment and information that were ‘unavailable or difficult to obtain’ (Lawton et al.,
2003; Sheridan et al., 2020; Townsend and Cox, 2013). In this study, several partici-
pants commented (in diaries and interviews) on the lack of access to nutritional advice.
One participant explained during the interview that they had decided to complete the
study in order to find out more about nutrition. While this suggests that research partici-
pants are taking an active process in their self-management, this identifies concerns
about the availability of nutritional information to people with T2DM and informed
consent in that participants did not receive the advice that they were expecting from
taking part in the study. Provision of nutritional advice was not part of the study.
Participants were directed to their GP for advice regarding their diet.

Undertaking research projects that have the approval of ethics committees does not
absolve the researcher of the need to protect participant confidentiality, to be mindful of
participant burden and to ensure informed consent.

Findings

In this section, details of the participants are followed by findings illustrating the utility
of the diary-interview method and its contribution to the methods portfolio.

Participants

Twenty participants were recruited in 2015 and 2016. The group included two couples.
All participants had T2DM apart from one partner. A table summarising demographic
information for the participants is shown in Table 1.

Diary and interview process. All participants completed their own diary and were inter-
viewed by the first author individually apart from one couple (both with T2DM) who com-
pleted a joint diary and chose to be interviewed together (Matthew and Naomi, see below
in Table 2). After 4weeks, participants were informed by email that the diary period had
come to an end. Some responded in surprise that the diary period was over so quickly, one
participant although acknowledging the end point continued to record diary entries until
the diary was collected and one participant said that they would like to continue the process
on an ongoing basis as it helped them to identify nutrition information and to self-manage.
Diaries were collected in person from all participants (apart from one which was returned
by post). At this point, arrangements were made for the interview as participants preferred
to wait until the end of the diary period to set the interview date.

The interview venue for just under half of interviews were participants’ own homes in
a room of their choice, one interview was conducted in the participant’s workplace.
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Table 2. Study participants: pseudonyms and individual demographic information.

Pseudonym  Age range in years Time since On medication Personal relationships
at interview diagnosis in years for diabetes

Andrew 70-74 23 Yes

Christopher  65-69 7 Yes Married to Danielle

Danielle 65-69 N/A* N/A Married to Christopher

Edward 75-79 5 No

Frances 55-59 0.5 Yes

Gary 60-64 7 Yes

Helen 70-74 2 No

Isobel 55-59 21 No

Jennifer 65-69 0.5 No

Lisa 50-54 | No

Matthew 65-69 5 Yes Married to Naomi**

Naomi 70-75 I Yes Married to Matthew™®*

Oscar 55-59 1.5 No

Penelope 70-74 15 Yes

Ruth 55-59 | No

Susan 60—64 12 Yes

Theresa 50-54 | Yes

Victoria 50-54 7 No

William 80-84 20 Yes

Yvonne 76-79 10 No

Average 65 8 10 Yes

*Danielle did not have T2DM; **Naomi and Matthew submitted a joint diary and were interviewed together.

Remaining interviews were conducted in cafes in towns that were convenient for partici-
pants. Interviews were held between 1 and 21 weeks after diary return.

The contribution of the diary method

This section discusses the findings relating to the contribution of the diary method, the
type and format of diary entries, the participant burden of the diary, and the impact of the
study on the nutrition information behaviour of the participants.

Diary format. Nineteen diaries were collected. All diaries included handwritten entries.
Most diarists had included samples of sources of information (such as food labels from
food packets, newspaper and magazine articles, or patient information leaflets) pasted
into their diaries or handed to the researcher. Three participants used the disposable
camera provided, however, when processed only one set of photos were sufficiently
clear to be able to identify their subject. One participant included photographs from her
own camera phone. Only three participants made use of the option to email the
researcher and no-one called the researcher. The number of days with diary entries
ranged from 5 to 85 days (median 14) presented in Table 2. Participants had different
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diary completion styles ranging from a reflective and detailed daily record of nutrition
information experiences (n= 13), an analytical account of nutritional information found
on food labels (n=3), and a daily log (n=3) (see Figure 2 for examples of these).

Diary entries. Participants made different types of diary entries: some included in-depth
analysis of the food labels from the food they had consumed, while others focused on
nutrition information they had read in books, the nutritional value of the food they had
consumed; and what they ate each day. Those who were recently diagnosed with T2DM
wrote about their thoughts and feelings about this. Frances described her diary as a record
of her experiences of being newly diagnosed, making decisions about what to eat and the
effect choices had on her blood sugars. She said, °. . . it was just a thought process of
what am I eating, what is the impact it’s having, am I doing right, is it wrong, is it good’.

Some participants included samples of food labels while others included an explana-
tion of their view about the layout and clarity of the food label itself, why they had cho-
sen to eat the food, or an opinion as to the nutritional value of the product. For example,
Susan being concerned about the amount of sugar in the food she ate included in her
diary labels from the food packaging she had looked at and analysed giving her opinion
regarding their sugar content (see Figure 3).

Several participants embellished their entries with drawings in order to explain what
they had discovered. For example, in the diary section in Figure 3, Ruth has embellished
her comment with pride about having had diabetes for 1 year along with all the changes
she has made (see Figure 3).

Participant burden. Participants commented that as they did not come across nutrition
information on a daily basis, using researcher email reminders as prompts and selecting
days when they were likely to come across information such as shopping days or days
when they would have more time to make diary entries. For example, Danielle was con-
cerned that she did not have ‘enough to put in because I don’t think about it every day
...[as] we are in . . . such a routine’ that ‘the [email reminders] made me think about
[the diary]’. She noted in her diary on her shopping day, ‘Starting to think about my
shopping list for the week. Went onto [UK Diabetes charitable organisation website]
again today for inspiration’. While NIA does not appear to be daily, there were times
when the activity was undertaken more frequently such as during food provisioning.

Participants explained that they kept diaries somewhere prominent such as by the
television, on a table, or in a pocket to be readily available to complete. Sometimes, they
used scraps of paper to record information, which was later transferred into the diary,
with one participant saying, ‘I’d then get the scraps and bits of paper, put them together,
and then write them up properly’ (Ruth).

Some participants were keeping a daily food diary concurrently (Deakin, 2016: 131),
however, as the nutrition information diary did not need to be completed every day this
made it less burdensome and ‘took a lot of pressure off” (Victoria).

Participants indicated in their diaries their engagement in the diary process and wrote
messages to the researcher. For example, Theresa wrote on the front of her diary, ‘My
little book, eat little and often, smile and the whole world loves you’. On the back, she
pasted a picture of some daffodils and left a message that she hoped the researcher would
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Figure 3. Diary excerpts left to right starting at the top, food label decision making (Susan),
diary embellishments (Ruth), diary ownership, and messages to researcher (Theresa).

enjoy the diary (Figure 3). Participants appeared to have incorporated the exercise into
their daily lives by using it as part of their daily food-provisioning process, taking owner-
ship of the diary and making it an everyday activity. However, the diary embellishments
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and messages to the researcher indicate that consideration was given to the form in which
the diary was returned to the researcher. This could imply a desire to please, a potential
uncertainty about whether the diarists had recorded what the researcher needed and an
influence of the research process on the participants.

Capturing the tacit and mundane. A minority of participants reported that they viewed the
study as work that they undertook on behalf of the researcher, as opposed to a record of
their everyday lives. For Andrew, the diary gave him the chance to investigate what he
was eating on behalf of the researcher, while Isobel saw the study as an opportunity to
identify information on food labels for the researcher. Andrew explained to the researcher
‘I mean you'll get three of those folders [of analysed food labels from me]’; Isobel said,

I had to change my habits a bit because otherwise all you’d have gotten . . . a lot of the time,
would have been like ‘home-cooked meal’, so in order to talk about food I had to go out there
and buy some stuff in packaging which again isn’t what [ would normally be doing so much.

For these two participants keeping the diary made them change their normal prac-
tices-rather than capturing these.

However, most participants reported that keeping a diary had brought their normally
tacit information activities to their conscious and helped them in understanding how they
self-managed their T2DM. The diary revealed to participants how little they thought
about these practices during their daily lives. Keeping a diary encouraged them to explic-
itly think about what they ate and made them more aware of the information around
them, and how NIAs influenced their self-management.

Susan explained, ‘but then I began to think, on a daily basis, I don’t think I think about
it, but what I need to do is find out a lot more information to make healthier choices’;
Edward said that he ‘found the whole process useful anyway, because it started to make
[him] think” about what he ate; Christopher explained that when he came to write his
diary, he would think ‘have I thought anything about nutrition’ and he wrote in his diary
‘beginning to feel guilty that I am not aware enough of my food intake [nutritional] con-
tent’ (see Figure 2). However, for some, the diagnosis of T2DM had already made them
more aware of food practices, for example, Victoria said, ‘I normally tend to look at food
labels now [that [ have T2DM] anyway’.

The diary process exposed nutrition information to participants that was previously
hidden and taken for granted and elevated it to information of value. For example,
Naomi said, ‘once [the diary] was underway, I started to think oh well yes that would go
in the diary’; Ruth described how she came across nutrition information in a newspaper
on the forecourt of a petrol station when filling her car up with petrol ‘literally by
chance’, an activity she would not have been aware of before; and Helen said, ‘some-
times if I’'m looking through a magazine I don’t always stop and read it, but if some-
thing sort of jumped out at me I could stop and read it” and this information was then
added to her diary (Figure 4).

Gary summarised the impact of the diary in highlighting the importance of self-man-
agement and the role that nutrition information played in this to him (Figure 5).
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He reflected further during the interview explaining that the process ‘made you think
a little bit about what I had been eating, and what I was planning to eat. And then check-
ing out the sources of information to help make those decisions’. He had not done this
previously.

The diary process uncovered the hidden tacit nature of nutrition information and high-
lighted the value of nutrition information activities not just to the researcher but also to
participants and this appeared to be helpful in managing their T2DM at least in the
short-term.

Discussion

This study demonstrated the utility of the diary-interview method for researchers in help-
ing explore activities which are normally so everyday and mundane that they remain tacit
even to the participant. Diaries promote participant engagement in the research process
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and may lead to potential participant benefits as they revealed to participants practices
essential in effective disease self-management. Working with lay groups ensured the
diaries were tailored to the target group and regular contact and support offered by the
researcher to participants encouraged and empowered them to complete the diary.

Participant engagement was demonstrated through the messages left for the researcher
throughout the diaries, and for some, continued recording beyond the diary period, col-
lection and analysis of food packaging and modification of food practices to ensure that
food packaging was collected. Engagement in the project led to deep, rich, quality data
that included samples of information accessed and other diary embellishments. The
authors are aware of others who have used a diary pack with data collection tools
(O’Connell, 2013; Wills et al., 2013) and those who have incorporated facsimiles of
diary entries in their research articles (Spowart and Nairn, 2014; van Smoorenburg et al.,
2019), however, this practice is not common. Although diaries were transcribed as is
normal practice in diary studies (Hyers, 2018: 87-88) using original facsimiles in this
study retaining illustrations and embellishments, helped to retain more completely the
intended meaning of the participant.

Previous researchers have promoted the use of diaries to capture information tempo-
rally close to the actual event, to improve accuracy of recall, however, this study reveals
how the diary is not a passive or inert instrument. In engaging with the diary, the diary
process reveals these tacit practices to participants themselves and indeed changes these
practices.

We are not aware of other studies exploring the use of NIA that have used the diary-
interview method. However, other studies have identified a range of types of diary entry
when an unstructured solicited diary is used (Kenten, 2010). The unstructured diary for-
mat resulted in a wide range of entries with the majority recording extensive prose
including reflections, thoughts and feelings. The format uncovered a greater understand-
ing of the participant’s day-to-day lives (Bartlett and Milligan, 2015; Meth, 2003: 15,21).

Participants were engaged with a wide variety of information sources and activities
consistent with research (Longo et al., 2010). However, unlike previous studies, the diary
entries suggested that the nutrition information accessed assisted with their subsequent
self-management. The diaries demonstrate how information is used or not and reveal
how nutrition information and related activities are tacit to participants which an inter-
view alone would not have been able to.

The intention of the diary-interview approach was to capture and to explore partici-
pants’ usual NIA. While participants agreed that the NIA they recorded in their diaries
and expanded on in their interviews constituted their normal and or current NIA, some
participants noted a change in their use of NIA and highlighted the everyday nutrition
information available to people with T2DM. Some used the study as an impetus to find
out what foods would be healthy for them to eat, but also to access and analyse nutrition
information in order to highlight to the first author potential issues with nutrition infor-
mation for people with T2DM. These behaviours are in accordance with research explor-
ing why patients take part in research such as wishing to access care, to help others with
similar conditions, and to help the researcher (Sheridan et al., 2020). While there may be
concerns about participant burden in diary research that influences the continued engage-
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ment in a study (Braun and Clarke, 2013: 149), in this current study, the reasons for tak-
ing part appeared to have overcome these barriers.

While the study was not an intervention study in the provision of NIA, participants
highlighted how completing the diaries had revealed to them their normally tacit infor-
mation activities. The diaries had also assisted them to identify and access nutrition
information relevant to them and consider how it could impact on their self-management
practices. Although diary studies have been used to actively help in the identification of
self-management behaviours (Cradock et al., 2021), this current study did not set out to
identify aspects that would assist with self-management, rather this was an additional
outcome of the study. Further research is needed to explore whether these insights impact
on actual dietary intake, or are sustained beyond the diary period, but could be a useful
intervention for health practitioners working with people with T2DM.

The interview following the diary enabled exploration and clarification of topics that
had been less frequently referred in the diaries. The immediacy of diary entries captured
tacit and mundane nutrition information experiences so these were not lost from memory
(Bernays et al., 2014; Wills et al., 2016). Diary completion enabled participants to con-
trol the disclosure of data and gave them time to reflect on nutrition information sources
during the diary period and between the end of the diary period and the interview
(Milligan et al., 2005). Where participants included samples of information, the
researcher was able to explore further their accessibility, usefulness and relevance to the
participant and whether the information had resulted in changes to their diets. Limiting
the diary recording to 4 weeks meant it was possible to capture detailed data without
overwhelming participants (Alaszewski, 2006: 78) or causing respondent fatigue
(Johnson and Bytheway, 2001; Keleher and Verrinder, 2003).

Some aspects from our experience would be worthy of consideration by future
researchers. The data collection was undertaken during 2015 and 2016, since then it is
widely accepted that the use of technology and social media has increased. At that time,
although Smartphones were commonplace, almost all participants were wary of using
them to take photographs of nutrition information and to use the email option for diary
entries. Only three people used the disposable camera and one participant used their own
mobile phone and printed out the photos. Only three responded to the regular emails
from the researcher and only two used this method to share nutrition information.
Smartphones have the additional attribute of enabling an audio diary which Wills (2012)
suggests would have the added advantage of portability and convenience enabling
recordings in real time. Although Hyers (2018: 87) suggests that handwritten diaries
enable ‘intimate’ self-expression and Brownlie (2018) that written diary entries were
more reflective, equally Bernays et al. (2014) found that audio-recordings enabled ‘free
thinking’. This suggests that Smartphone audio-recordings could elicit rich data. The use
of Smartphone technology can enable the easy sharing of information with the researcher
(Mupambireyi and Bernays, 2019) and may enable sharing of not just audio recordings
and photos (Feng, 2019), but also information sources, handwritten recordings and illus-
trations and photos (Feng, 2019). Although technology may assist in the sharing of diary
entries including photos in diary studies, there may still be a reluctance to take and pro-
vide photos that might expose participant consumption of unhealthy foods and partici-
pants to the moral discourse this exposure attracts along with concerns with the protection
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of anonymity (Wills et al., 2016). In future studies, engagement with lay advisors and
piloting of methods with the target participants will be important to ensure that research
tools are usable by the target populations and are easily incorporated into daily lives.

The diary (as part of the diary-interview method) was selected for this study as uti-
lised by Zimmerman and Wieder (1977) in order to not influence the activities of the
participants. However, it could be suggested that the burden of data collection has moved
from the researcher to the participant. The ethics of this requires review against the aims
of the study. While practicalities and the participant acceptability of being observed for
4 weeks may lead to discounting observation as a method, observational elements includ-
ing, for example, joint shopping trips or making shopping lists and staging interviews in
kitchens to enhance discussions around nutrition information used in food provisioning
could have been included. These methods may, however, only highlight certain aspects
of NIA that is directly related to food provisioning when this study, similar to other
research suggests that people with T2DM obtain NIA from a wide range of sources
(Meyfroidt et al., 2013).

The use of thematic analysis enabled both an individual analysis of participant diaries
and interviews as well as an overall analysis and theme development. Alternative and or
additional analytical methods could have been used. For example, phenomenology as
utilised by Savolainen (2008) was considered, however, the analytical method focuses
on the individual. In this current study, the flexible approach of thematic analysis enabled
the development of themes across the data. Other analytical methods could also have
been used that explored the visual aspects of the diaries (the use of colour, emphasis on
particular words, inclusion of diagrams; Wills et al., 2016); and the use of discourse
analysis specifically on the newspaper cuttings included in the diaries to explore how
food and diet was portrayed to people with T2DM and the subsequent impact on partici-
pants (see, for example, Chisnell et al., 2017) and may be appropriate for future studies
using this method.

The recruitment methods and the use of diary facsimiles to illustrate the findings had the
potential unintended consequence of putting the protection of participants’ anonymity at
risk. Although the impact was considered to be low-risk and the data collected in this study
is not likely to have sensitive connotations, this does highlight ethical considerations that
researchers using diaries need to consider. While the professional affiliation of the first
author may have assisted in recruitment, it may also have impacted on participants willing-
ness to expose their practices, and to them making socially acceptable diary entries, unin-
tentionally imposing an imperative on diary completion, leaving a feeling of worry that
they must complete the diary and concerns that their diary entries may be wasting the
researcher’s time (Hinsliff-Smith and Spencer, 2016; Holloway and Fulbrook, 2001;
Johnson and Bytheway, 2001). However, these concerns have not only been found in
healthcare research. For example, Brownlie (2018) when researching acts of kindness
found that participants felt that the researcher would not be interested in their ‘mundane’
experiences. Indeed, this also underlines that the method presented in this study may be
equally applied to studies outside health research where the hidden, tacit, and mundane
activities of everyday life are of interest. While participants highlighted their concerns
about whether their entries would be of value to the researcher, there was limited data relat-
ing to socially acceptable diary entries and an imperative of diary completion one way or
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another. Power dynamics have also been referred to as impacting on participant experi-
ences and data collection when using interviews in healthcare research (Hewitt, 2007).
While participants may not feel able to expose their experiences especially if these are criti-
cal, the healthcare professional may equally not probe sufficiently when responses and
diary entries seemed ambiguous (Draper and Swift, 2011). Throughout the process, all
authors regularly critically reflected together on how our own positions as social science
researchers and the influence that a health professional background held by two of the
authors can have on data interpretation and analysis. Critical discussion of the data among
the team ensured that alternative interpretations were considered throughout the study.

Conclusion

This article has discussed the development of a diary-interview study and has illus-
trated the data provided by facsimiles of diaries neither of which are commonly
reported or included in diary research studies. Piloting and involvement of lay groups
in the study design ensured acceptability of the research tools which was a strength of
the study. The study had unintended consequences for some who said they had changed
their normal food practices. However, for the majority, completing the diary high-
lighted to them, as well as the researchers, the wide range of normally hidden and tacit
nutrition information they are exposed to everyday and which they identified as being
useful in managing their T2DM. There is potential for this method to be used in other
studies researching the tacit and mundane that are not health related, however, the
unintended consequences resulting in changes in behaviour and the shift of burden
from the researcher to the participant highlighted in this current study are worthy of
consideration in future studies of this type.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/
or publication of this article: Wendy Wills is part funded by the National Institute for Health
Research (NIHR) Applied Research Collaboration East of England. The views expressed are those
of the author(s) and not necessarily those of the NIHR or the Department of Health and Social Care.

ORCID iD
Jane McClinchy https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0043-2041

References

Alaszewski A (2006) Using Diaries for Social Research. London; Thousand Oaks, CA; New
Delhi, India: SAGE.

Barbour R (2014) Introducing Qualitative Research: A Student’s Guide. London: SAGE.

Bartlett R and Milligan C (2015) What Is Diary Method?. London and New York: Bloomsbury
Publishing.

Bava CM, Jaeger SR and Park J (2008) Constraints upon food provisioning practices in ‘busy’
women’s lives: Trade-offs which demand convenience. Appetite 50: 486—498.

Bernays S, Rhodes T and Jankovic Terzic K (2014) Embodied accounts of HIV and hope: Using
audio diaries with interviews. Qualitative Health Research 24: 629—640.


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0043-2041

18 Sociological Research Online 00(0)

Bodenheimer T, Lorig K, Holman H, et al. (2002) Patient self-management of chronic disease in
primary care. JAMA 288: 2469-2475.

Braun V and Clarke V (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology 3: 77-101.

Braun V and Clarke V (2013) Successful Qualitative Research.: A Practical Guide for Beginners.
London: SAGE.

Brinkmann S and Kvale S (2015) Interviews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research
Interviewing. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Brownlie J (2018) Out of the ordinary: Research participants’ experiences of sharing the ‘insignifi-
cant’. International Journal of Social Research Methodology 22(3): 257-269.

Case DO and Given LM (2016) Looking for Information: A Survey of Research on Information
Seeking, Needs, and Behavior (4th ed.). Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing Limited.

Charmaz K (1993) Good Days, Bad Days: The Self in Chronic Illness and Time. New Brunswick,
NIJ: Rutgers University Press.

Chisnell J, Marshall T, Hyde C, et al. (2017) A content analysis of the representation of statins in
the British newsprint media. BMJ Open 7: €012613.

Corti L (1993) Using Diaries in Social Research. Guildford: Social Research Update.

Cox AM (2012) An exploration of the practice approach and its place in information science.
Journal of Information Science 38: 176—188.

Cradock KA, Quinlan LR, Finucane FM, et al. (2021) Identifying barriers and facilitators to diet
and physical activity behaviour change in type 2 diabetes using a design probe methodology.
Journal of Personalized Medicine 11(2): 72.

Deakin T (2016) Diet, education and behaviour in type 2 diabetes. In: Goff L and Dyson P
(eds) Advanced Nutrition and Dietetics in Diabetes. Chichester: John Wiley and Sons Ltd,
pp- 129-137.

Diabetes UK Nutrition Working Group (2018) Evidence-Based Nutrition Guidelines for the
Prevention and Management of Diabetes. London: Diabetes UK.

Dickinson A (2003) The use of diaries to study the everyday food life of older people. In: Bytheway
B (ed.) Everyday Living in Later Life. London: Centre for Policy on Ageing, pp. 49—66.
Draper A and Swift JA (2011) Qualitative research in nutrition and dietetics: Data collection

issues. Journal of Human Nutrition and Dietetics 24: 3—12.

Feng Y (2019) The enhanced participant-driven photo elicitation method for everyday life health
information behaviour research. Aslib Journal of Information Management 71: 720-738.

Fischler C (1988) Food, self and identity. Social Science Information 27: 275-292.

Ford N (2015) Introduction to Information Behaviour. London: Facet Publishing.

Graffigna G, Barello S, Libreri C, et al. (2014) How to engage type-2 diabetic patients in their own
health management: Implications for clinical practice. BMC Public Health 14: 648.

Hewitt J (2007) Ethical components of researcher — researched relationships in qualitative inter-
viewing. Qualitative Health Research 17: 1149—1159.

Hinsliff-Smith K and Spencer R (2016) Researcher perspectives from a study of women’s experi-
ences of breastfeeding. Nurse Researcher 23: 13—17.

Hislop J, Arber S, Meadows R, et al. (2005) Narratives of the night: The use of audio diaries in
researching sleep. Sociological Research Online 10: 1-13.

Holloway I and Fulbrook P (2001) Revisiting qualitative inquiry: Interviewing in nursing and
midwifery research. NT Research 6: 539-550.

Hurst G (2016) An exploration of the health information seeking behaviours of older people.
Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire.

Hyers LL (2018) Diary Methods. New York: Oxford University Press.

Johnson J and Bytheway B (2001) An evaluation of the use of diaries in a study of medication in
later life. International Journal of Social Research Methodology 4: 183-204.



McClinchy et al. 19

Johnson JD and Case DO (2012) Health Information Seeking (Health Communication). New
York: Peter Lang Publishing Inc.

Kaziunas E, Ackerman MS and Veinot TCE (2013) Localizing chronic disease management:
Information work and health translations. Proceedings of the Association for Information
Science and Technology 50(1): 1-10.

Keleher HM and Verrinder GK (2003) Health diaries in a rural Australian study. Qualitative
Health Research 13: 435-443.

Kenten C (2010) Narrating oneself: Reflections on the use of solicited diaries with diary inter-
views. Forum: Qualitative Social Research Sozialforschung 11(2): 1-19.

Kneck A, Klang B and Fagerberg I (2012) Learning to live with diabetes — integrating an illness or
objectifying a disease. Journal of Advanced Nursing 68: 2486-2495.

Lawton J, Fox A, Fox C, et al. (2003) Participating in the United Kingdom prospective diabe-
tes study (UKPDS): A qualitative study of patients’ experiences. British Journal of General
Practice 53: 394-398.

Lloyd A (2010) Corporeality and practice theory: Exploring emerging research agendas for infor-
mation literacy. Information Research 15: 15-13.

Longo D, Schubert S, Wright B, et al. (2010) Health information seeking, receipt, and use in dia-
betes self-management. Annals of Family Medicine 8(4): 334-340.

MacDonald S, Murphy S and Elliott E (2018) Controlling food, controlling relationships: Exploring
the meanings and dynamics of family food practices through the diary-interview approach.
Sociology of Health and Illness 40: 779-792.

McKenzie PJ (2003) A model of information practices in accounts of everyday-life information
seeking. Journal of Documentation 59: 19—40.

Merleau-Ponty M (1962) Phenomenology of Perception. Milton: Taylor & Francis Group.

Meth P (2003) Entries and omissions: Using solicited diaries in geographical research. Area 35:
195-205.

Meyfroidt S, Aeyels D, Van Audenhove C, et al. (2013) How do patients with uncontrolled dia-
betes in the Brussels-capital region seek and use information sources for their diet? Primary
Health Care Research & Development 14: 229-239.

Milligan C, Bingley A and Gatrell A (2005) Digging deep: Using diary techniques to explore
the place of health and well-being amongst older people. Social Science & Medicine 61:
1882-1892.

Mupambireyi Z and Bernays S (2019) Reflections on the use of audio diaries to access young
people’s lived experiences of HIV in Zimbabwe. Qualitative Health Research 29: 680—692.

NICE (2015) NG28 Type 2 Diabetes in Adults: Management. London: NICE.

O’Connell R (2013) The use of visual methods with children in a mixed methods study of family
food practices. International Journal of Social Research Methodology 16: 31-46.

Patient Information Forum (2013) Making the Case for Information. London: Patient Information
Forum.

Plummer K (2001) Documents of Life 2: An Invitation to Critical Humanism. London; Thousand
Oaks, CA; New Delhi, India: SAGE.

Plummer K (2003) Introduction: Stories of ‘everyday living in later life’. In: Plummer K (ed.)
Everyday Living in Later Life. London; Thousand Oaks, CA; New Delhi, India: Centre for
Policy on Ageing.

Power EM (2003) De-Centering the text: Exploring the potential for visual methods in the sociol-
ogy of food. Journal for the Study of Food and Society 6: 9-20.

Savolainen R (2008) Everyday Information Practices. Plymouth: Scarecrow Press Inc.

Sheridan R, Martin-Kerry J, Hudson J, et al. (2020) Why do patients take part in research? An
overview of systematic reviews of psychosocial barriers and facilitators. Trials 21: 259.



20 Sociological Research Online 00(0)

Sillence E, Briggs P, Harris PR, et al. (2007) How do patients evaluate and make use of online
health information? Social Science & Medicine 64: 1853—1862.

Silverman D (2006) Interpreting Qualitative Data; Methods for Analysing Talk, Text and
Interaction. 3rd ed. London: SAGE.

Spink A (2010) Information Behavior: An Evolutionary Instinct. Heidelberg; Dordrecht; London;
New York: Springer Science & Business Media.

Spowart L and Nairn K (2014) (Re)performing emotions in diary-interviews. Qualitative Research
14: 327-340.

Townsend A and Cox SM (2013) Accessing health services through the back door: A qualitative
interview study investigating reasons why people participate in health research in Canada.
BMC Medical Ethics 14: 40.

van Smoorenburg AN, Hertroijs DFL, Dekkers T, et al. (2019) Patients’ perspective on self-man-
agement: Type 2 diabetes in daily life. BMC Health Services Research 19: 605.

Williamson I, Leeming D, Lyttle S, et al. (2012) ‘It should be the most natural thing in the world’:
Exploring first-time mothers’ breastfeeding difficulties in the UK using audio-diaries and
interviews. Maternal & Child Nutrition 8: 434—447.

Wills W, Meah A, Dickinson A, et al. (2013) Domestic kitchen practices: Findings from the
‘Kitchen Life’ study. Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire on Behalf of the Social Science
Research Unit of the Food Standards Agency.

Wills WJ (2012) Using spoken and written qualitative methods to explore children’s and young
people’s food and eating practices. Sociological Research Online 17: 1-10.

Wills WJ, Dickinson AM, Meah A, et al. (2016) Reflections on the use of visual methods in a
qualitative study of domestic kitchen practices. Sociology 50: 470—485.

Zimmerman DH and Wieder L (1977) The diary: ‘Diary-Interview Method’. Urban Life (Now
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography) 5: 479-498.

Author biographies

Jane McClinchy leads Nutrition and Dietetics in the School of Life and Medical Sciences at the
University of Hertfordshire. Jane’s research interests focus on the use of qualitative methods and
applied nutrition research and her doctorate is exploring nutrition information practice in people
with Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus.

Angela Dickinson is Senior Research Fellow in Older People’s Health and Well-being in the Centre
for Research in Public Health and Community Care at the University of Hertfordshire. Angela has
over 20 years of experience in qualitative research methods with specific expertise in mixed meth-
ods, evaluation and using visual and creative research methods to explore food practices, eating
and vulnerability in older age.

Wendy Wills is Professor of Food and Public Health and Director of the Centre for Research in
Public Health and Community Care at the University of Hertfordshire. She leads the Prevention
and Early Detection in Health and Social Care theme of the NIHR Applied Research Collaboration
for the East of England and is co-Chief Investigator of an NIHR-funded Public Health Interventions
Responsive Studies Team (PHIRST). She has led several major grants funded by the ESRC and
Food Standards Agencies (FSA) that have used qualitative and visual methods to investigate the
wider determinants of food, eating and health related practices.

Date submitted 15 May 2020
Date accepted 8 October 2021



