BS2016:  Qualitative Research Methods

The Interview:  1  Theoretical considerations

Types  of interview

	Structured Interviews
	Focused or semi-structured interviews
	Unstructured interviews

	
	
	

	Standardised interviews
	In-depth interviews
	In-depth interviews

	Survey interviews
	Survey interviews
	Clinical interviews

	Clinical history taking
	Group interviews
	Group interviews

	
	
	Oral/life history interviews


Structured Interviews

Questions are pre-set and in a set order.  The interviewer has some discretion how these might be elaborated/explained but the aim is to get standardisation of data as far as possible and to eliminate biases due to different wordings.  

Semi-structured Interviews

Questions follow a pattern but the interviewer has more discretion over their timing, content, issues raised etc.  In semi-structured interviews, the interviewer is encouraged to speak in their own words but the interviewer will have collected answers from a similar range of questions put to interviewees in the sample.

Unstructured interviews

This is a bit of a mis-nomer - ‘no set structure’ is a better formulation. The interviewer has a set of theoretical considerations in mind but is prepared to ‘depart from their script’ in order to answer the kind of interview questions that the interviewer has in mind.
Qualitative research interviews are most appropriate when:

· where a study focuses on the meaning of particular phenomena to the participants


· where individual perceptions of processes within a social unit (such as a work-group, department, or whole organisation) are to be studied using a series of interviews


· where individual historical accounts are required of how a particular phenomenon developed - for example, a new shift system


· where exploratory work is required before a quantitative study can be carried out.  For example, researchers examining the impact of new technology on social relationships in a workplace might use qualitative techniques to indicate the elements that any subsequent quantitative analysis might address.


· where a quantitative study has already been carried out and it is necessary to validate particular measures or to clarify and illustrate the meaning of the findings.  For example, people with high, medium and low stress scores on a new measure of stress at work might be interviewed to gain an insight into how these measures are achieved (as well as to triangulate or to validate the findings.
The interview and the overall research design

Notice how the interview needs to be placed into the overall context of a research design

Who gets selected for interview

- sampling


Why is the interview method chosen
- methodological justification


Combinations of methods


- triangulation

Analysis of data




- quantitative







-  illustrative








- on-going analysis


- 
Definition of the interview :  a conversation with a purpose

The purpose of the interview

Interviews are likely to be conducted when


(a)
the data is very intense, personal or liekly to be emotionally 

charged (reactions to bereavement)


(b)
you are interviewing for a person’s expert knowledge

Theoretical considerations

The data collected in interviews is not ‘cold’ but is always directed towards a purpose.  The interviewer will have a reason for asking the flow of questions and the justification for such questions may well come from the literature.

Hence there is always a tension between...


(a)
the categorisation that the interviewer has in their mind


(b)
the mind-set deployed by the interviewee.

The art of successful interviewing is to capture elements of data which help to answer the research questions which the interviewer has in mind whilst, at the same time, recognising the categorisations deployed by the interviewee.

Interviewing as a social situation

An interview is a social situation in miniature in which there are roles, statuses and pre-conceptions on each side.

Question:
How is your own gender, ethnic status, age etc. likely to 


affect the type of data that you are getting ?

Question:
What is the motivation of the person being interviewed in 


granting you an interview ?

Question:
How are you going to build up a rapport with the interviewer?

Question:
How do you know that the interview is going well ?

PAGE  
3

