Lecture 21 & 22: Notes

Using interviews

Overview

Interviews are one of the most widely used and most fundamental research techniques. They enable researchers to obtain information that they cannot gain by observation alone. That is why one sees so many studies by researchers involving interviews. This lecture and the following discuss the merits of the interviews, their types, planning procedures, question formats, transcribing and interviewing techniques. 

Review points:

1. What is an interview?

· An interview is an interchange of views between two or more people on a topic of mutual interest. It is a conversation between a researcher and an informant
· The term interview is related to the French term entrevue, which means “to see one another or meet”.
· A flexible tool for data collection, enabling multi-sensory channels to be used: verbal, non-verbal, spoken and heard.
2. Purpose of interview: The purposes of the interview are many and varied. For example:
· to evaluate or assess a person in some respect
· to select or promote an employee
· to effect therapeutic change, as in the psychiatric interview
· to test or develop hypotheses
· to gather data, as in surveys or experimental situations
· to sample respondents’ opinions, as in doorstep interviews.
3. Different concepts of the interview: Three are conceptions of an interview. 
· a potential means of pure information transfer: This view accords closely with that of the psychometricians> there is a relatively permanent, consistent, “core” to the personality, about which a person will give info. under certain conditions
· a transaction which inevitably has bias, that needs to be recognized and controlled. Each participant will define the situation in a particular way. 
·  an encounter necessarily sharing many of the features of everyday life. Interviewers and interviewee co-construct the interview
4. Different purposes of the interview:  The purposes of the interview are many and varied. For example:
· to evaluate or assess a person in some respect
· to select or promote an employee
· to effect therapeutic change, as in the psychiatric interview
· to test or develop hypotheses
· to gather data, as in surveys or experimental situations
· to sample respondents’ opinions, as in doorstep interviews.
5. Different type of interviews: 

· The structured interview: The content and procedures are organized in advance.
· The unstructured interview: is an open situation, having greater ﬂexibility and freedom.

· The non-directive interview: as a research technique derives from the therapeutic or psychiatric interview. The principal features of it are the minimal direction or control exhibited by the interviewer and the freedom the respondent has to express her/his subjective feelings as fully and as spontaneously as s/he chooses or is able.
· Focused interview: It focuses on a respondent’s subjective responses to a known situation in which he or she has been involved and which has been analyzed by the interviewer prior to the interview. 
6. Designing of interview: This involves translating the research objectives into the question that will make up the main body of the schedule. 
7. The essential guidelines for the conduct of interview:
· avoiding interruptions from outside (e.g. telephone calls, people knocking on the door)
· minimizing distractions
· minimizing the risk of ‘stage fright’ in interviewees and interviewers
· avoiding asking embarrassing or awkward questions
· jumping from one topic to another
· giving advice or opinions (rather than active listening)
· summarizing too early or closing off an interview too soon
· being too superﬁcial
· handling sensitive matters (e.g. legal matters, personal matters, emotional matters).
8. Transcribing the interview data:
· This is a crucial step in interviewing, for there is the potential for massive data loss, distortion and the reduction of complexity. It has been suggested throughout that the interview is a social encounter, not merely a data collection exercise; the problem with much transcription is that it becomes solely a record of data rather than a record of a social encounter. Transcriptions are decontextualized abstracted from time and space, from the dynamics of the situation, from the live form, and from the social, interactive, dynamic and ﬂuid dimensions of their source; they are frozen.
· Analyzing the data: Once data have been collected, the next stage involves analysing them, often by some form of coding or scoring. In qualitative data the data analysis here is almost inevitably interpretive, hence the data analysis is less a completely accurate representation (as in the numerical, positivist tradition) but more of a reﬂexive, reactive interaction between the researcher and the decontextualized data that are already interpretations of a social encounter. 

· The great tension in data analysis is between maintaining a sense of the holism of the interview and the tendency for analysis to atomize and fragment the data – to separate them into constituent elements, thereby losing the synergy of the whole, and in interviews often the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. 
9. Focus groups: 

· As an adjunct to group interviews, the use of focus groups is growing in educational research, albeit more slowly than, for instance, in business and political circles. Focus groups are a form of group interview, though not in the sense of a backwards and forwards between interviewer and group.
· Rather, the reliance is on the interaction within the group who discuss a topic supplied by the researcher (Morgan 1988: 9), yielding a collective rather than an individual view. 
· Hence the participants interact with each other rather than with the interviewer, such that the views of the participants can emerge – the participants’ rather than the researcher’s agenda can predominate.
· It is from the interaction of the group that the data emerge
10. The non-directive interview:

·  Originating from psychiatric and therapeutic ﬁelds with which it is most readily associated, the non-directive interview is characterized by a situation in which the respondents are responsible for initiating and directing the course of the encounter and for the attitudes they express in it, in contrast to the structured or research interview we have already considered, where the dominating role assumed by the interviewer results in ‘an asymmetry of commitment.
11. Telephonic interviewing: 

· The use of telephone interviewing has long been recognized as an important method of data collection and is common practice in survey research. 
· Telephone interviews do not feel like interviews, as both parties are deprived of several channels of communication and the establishment of a positive relationship (e.g. non-verbal). 
12. Ethical issues in interviewing: Interviews have an ethical dimension; they concern interpersonal interaction and produce information about the human condition. One can identify three main areas of ethical issues – informed consent, conﬁdentiality, and the consequences of the interviews
