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Checklist for the productioh‘of a que§tionnaire
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@  Has the quéstionnaire been piloted?

Is the layout clear?

Has the questionnairé got a suitable cover page?

Is there an explanation of the purpose of the questionnaire?

"Is there a return address on the questionnaire?

©@ ®© 0 00O

Have thanks been expressed to the respondents?

@ Are there assurances abotit confidentiality of information or
- occanonymity? oo : RS g

@ Have serial numbers been given to the questionnaires?
© Are the pages numbered?
@ Are the coding boxes neatly placed in an answer column?

@ Are there clear and explicit instructions on how the
questions are to be completed?

@ Have the questions been checked to avoid any duplication?
@ Are the questions clear and unambiguous?

@ Are the essential questions included?

@ Are the non-essential questions excluded?

@ Are the questions in the right order?

@ Has the questionnaire been checked for spelling and
typographical errors?
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INTERVIEWS

Interviews are an attractive proposition for the project researcher. At first
glance, they'do not involve much technical paraphernalia in order to collect
the information — perhaps ‘a notepad and a portable tape-recorder ~ and the
basic technique ‘draws on a skill that researchers already have — the ability to
conduct a:conversation. No complex equipment and no need to spend time
learning new skills: this is a particularly enticing recipe.

The reality, though, is not quite so simplé. Although there are a lot of super-
ficial similarities between a conversation and-an interview, interviews are actu-
ally something imore than just a conversation. Interviews involve a set of
assumptions and understandings about the situation which are not normally
associated ‘with a casual conversation (Denscombe 1983; Silverman 1985).
When someone agrees to take part in a research interview:

» There is consent to take part. From the researcher’s point of view this is par-
ticularly important in relation to fesearch ethics:An agreement to be inter-
viewed generally means that there is informed consent. The interview is not
done by secret recording of discussions or-the use of casual conversations

 as research data. It is-openly a meeting intended to produce material that

. will be used: for research purposes — and the interviewee understands this

and agrees toit. - SRR S b

B The interviewee's words can be treated as ‘on the record’ and ‘for the record’. In
the research interview there is a general understanding (a) that the words
can be used by the researcher at some later date and (b) that the talk can

© be taken as a genuine reflection of the person’s thoughts, rather than being
. ajoke or a ‘wind up’. It is, of course, possible for the interyiewee to stipu-
Jate that his or her words are not.to be attributed to him or her, or ot o
¢ made publicly available. The point is, though, that unless the inter-
viewee specifies to the 1e interview talk is ‘on record’ and ‘for

the record’. It is to be taken seriously. S S
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Y The agenda for the discussion is set by the researcher. There is a tacit a
built into the notion of being interviewed that the proceedrngs
agenda for the discussion will be controlled by the researcher. The
of control exercised by the researcher will vary according to the
interviewing, and there are occasions when interviewees might try
control of proceedings, but there is none the less some implied agree
at the outset of the research interview that the researcher is given t
to control the proceedings and the direction of the discussion.

These assumptions do not apply during the course of a normal convers
The research interview does not happen by chance; it is arranged. T
cussion is not arbitrary or at the whim of one of the parties; it is dedic
investigating a given topic. The flow of the discussion is rarely free form,
normally monitored and follows an agenda set by the researcher.

A Caution

The superficial similarity between an interview and a conversation can
ate an illusion of simplicity: We:all have conversations and it is likel
most of us do not have too much difficulty with them. So an interview:sho
be fairly straightforward. As long as.we know to whom we are going:to
and what we want to ask, the rest should be plain sailing. Here li¢s
problem. The researcher can be lulled into a sense of false security. The su
ficial similarity can encourage a’ relaxed attitude to the planning, preparat
and conduct of the method that would be unlikely were it to involve qu
tionnaires -or .experiments. In reality, -interviewing is no- easy -option.; I
fraught with hidden dangers and can fail miserably unless there is:good pl
ning, proper preparation and a sensitivity to the complex nature of interact
during the interview itself. s s

1 When is it approprlate to use interviews for research7

Whether it is large-scale research or small—scale research the nature of the daf
collection depends on the amount of resources available. There are inevitabl
restrictions on the time and the money that can be used and, for'the researche
this means that choices need to be made - often difficult choices - about-h
to make the best use of the resources. In practrce, the crucial choice as far a
whether or not to use 1ntervrews is concerned is between on the one hanc
gathering more superficial 1nformat10n from a large number of people an;
the other hand, collectrng more detailed mformatron from a srnaller numb.
of people The use of interviews norrnally means that the researcher has reache
the decision that for the purposes of the partrcular pro' ct in mrnd theérese TC

To reach this decision, the social researcher needs to consrder the follo W rng
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two questions and be persuaded that, overall, interviews are a reasonable option
to pursue in terms of the desirability of the particular type of data they produce.

» Does the research really require the kmd of detailed information that inter-
views supply?

b Is it reasonable to rely on information gathered from a small number of
informants?

The researcher ought to be able to justify the decision to go for depth rather
than breadth in the material as being best suited to the specific needs to the
project. Such a justification is likely to incorporate reference to:

» Data based on emotlons, experzences and feelings. If the researcher wishes to
investigate emotions, experiences and feelings rather than more straight-
forward factual matters, then he or she may be justified in preferrrng inter-
views to the use Of questronnarres The nature of emotrons experiences and

i feehngs is such that they need to be explored’ rather than simply reported
in a word or two.

» Data based on sensitive issues. When the research covers issues that might
be consrdered sensrtrve or rather personal there is a case to. be made for
usmg 1nterv1ews 'Such things call for careful handhng and perhaps some
coaxing in order to get the informant to be open and honest Any justifi-
cation along these lines, however, will also need to recognize the problems
that mightarise from ‘the inteiviewer effect’ (see below) and argue that, on
balance, the face-to-face approach will produce better data. :

» Data based on privileged information. Here, the justification for interviews is
based on the value of contact with key players in the field who can give
privileged information. The depth of information provided by interviews
can produce best ‘value for money’ if the informants are willing and able
to give information that others could not — when what they offer is an
insight they have as people in a special position ‘to know'.

The decrsron to use interviews also needs to take account of their feasibility.
Before embarking ¢ on a prograrnme of 1nterv1ews the researcher needs to feel
assured about the followmg two questrons.\ o

> Is zt po‘ srble to gazn dzrect a cess to the prospectzve mtervrewees? There 1s obvr-

and that some agreement Can be obtarned from all the partres mvolved rn
, the re ] arch ‘

> Are the rntervzews vzable in terms of the costs in ttme and travel mvolved? Wrth
“-limited-resources, the researcher needs 'to'ensure that the people are:not
drstrrbuted too'widely across a large:geographical area and that conductrng
the interviews will not incur prohibitive costs.
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hat kinds of data are collected by mtervuews"

Intervrew data can be used in a variety of ways and for a vanety o
purposes, depending on the background of the researcher and the
which the interview occurs. For project researchers, by far the mos
use will be as a source of information. Interviews can be a very effective
used in this way. For this purpose, the contents of the interview are
less taken at face value for what they have to tell the researcher abotit the p:
ticular topic being discussed. Although the interviewer will want t
check for accuracy, the data themselves consist of the mformatron
in the informant’s words.

As an information-gathering tool, the interview lends itself to bem
alongside other methods as a way of supplementing their data - addin
and depth. It is, indeed, frequently used by way of:

» Preparation for a questzonnazre To fine-tune the questions and concepts
will appear in a widely circulated questionnaire, researchers can use
views to supply the detail and depth needed to ensure that the qu
naire asks valid questions.

» Follow-up to a questionngire. Where the questronnalre mlght have t
up some interesting lines of enquiry, researchers can use interviey
pursue these in greater detail and depth The 1nterv1ew data comple
the questronnarre data.

Y Triangulation with other methods Rather than interviews being regarde
competing with other methods, they can be combined in order to corro
orate facts using a different approach.

3 Types of research interview

Structured interviews

Structured interviews involve tight control over the format of the questidns .
and answers. In essence, the structured mtervrew islikea questronna' re wh
is administered face to face with a respondent. The researcher has a ‘predeter-
mined list of questions, to which the respondent is invited to offer limited:
option responses. The tlght control over the wordrng of the questrons the
order in which the questions occur and the fange of answers that are on offer
have the advantage of ‘standardization’. Each respondent is faced with iden-
tical questions. And the range of pre-coded answers on offer to respondents
ensures that data analysis is relatively easy. The structured interview, in thls
respect, lends itself to the collection of quantitative data. . SIS

Structured interviews - are -:often :associated . with. social surveys where
researchers are-trying.to. collect large volumes of dataifrom.a:wide range of
respondents. Here, we are witnessing the:replacement of.interviewers: armed
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th clipboards .and paper questionnaires with interviewers using laptop
omputers to input information direct into a suitable software program. Such
omputer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI) has the advantage of using soft-

\ware with'built-in checks to eliminate errors in the collection of data, and it

llows quick apalysis of the data. However, its relatively large initial costs,

caused by the purchase of the laptop computers, the development of suitable
software and the training involved, means that CAPI is better suited to large-
pudget, large-number surveys than to small-scale research.

Link up with Questionnaires, p. 87

. Whether using a laptop computer, telephone or printed schedule of ques-

tions, the structured interview, in spirit, bears more resemblance to question-
naire methods than to the other ‘types of .interviews. For this Teason, this

chapter: focuses -on sem1~stmctured and unstructured interviews rather than struc-
tured questzonnmres

Semr-structured interviews

With semr-structured interviews, the interviewer still has a clear list of issues
to be addressed and questions to be answered. However, with the semi-struc-
tured interview the interviewer is prepared to be flexible in terms of the order
in which the topics are considered, and, perhaps more significantly, to let the
interviewee develop ideas and speak more widely on the issues raised by the
researcher. The answers are open-ended, and there is more emphas1s on the
1nterv1ewee elaboratmg points of interest. ~

Unstructured lntervrews

Unstructured interviews go further in the extent to wh1ch emphasis is placed
on the interviewee’s thoughts. The researcher’s role is to be as unintrusive as
possible ~ to 'start the ‘ball rolling by introducing a ‘theme or topic and then
letting the interviewee develop his or her ideas and pursue his or her train of
thought.

Semi-structured and unstmctured 1nterv1ews are really on a continuum and,
in practrce, it 1s hkely that any 1nterv1ew will shde back and forth along the
scale, What they have in common, and what separates them from structured
interviews, is their wﬂhngness to allow interviewees to tse the’rk own words
and develop their own thoughts. Allowing interviewees to ‘speak their minds’
isa  better way of drscovenng things about complex issues and, generally, semi-
structured ‘and ‘unstructured interviews have as their aim ‘discovery” rather
then“checking’. They lerid themselves to in-depth’ 1nvest1gat10ns parhcularly
those which ‘explore personal accounts of experiences and feelings.
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What distinguishes structured from seml-structu
unstructured interviews is the degree of control exercised
the researcher over the nature of the responses and.
length of the answers allowed by the respondent.

One-to-one interviews

The most common form of semi-structured or unstructured. int
one-to-one variety, which involves a meeting between one resear
informant. One reason for its popularity is that it is relatively easy.
Only two people’s diaries need to coincide: Another. advantage:
opinions and views expressed throughout the interview stem from:on
the interviewee. This makes it fairly straightforward for the researcher
specific ideas with specific people. A third advantage is that the on
interview is relatively easy to control. The researcher only: has.on
ideas dto grasp and mterrogate, and one person to guide through the i
agenda

Group interviews . .

Sometimes research can involve the use of more than one informan
numbers involved in such group interviewing, normally about. fohr
people, really reflect the practical matter of how difficult it is to get pe
together to discuss matters on one occasion, and how many voices can ¢
tribute to the discussion during any one interview. But the crucial thing
bear in mind here is that a group interview is not an opportunity for.t
researcher to pose questions to a sequence of individuals, taking turns ar
a-table. The term ‘group’ is crucial here, because it tells us that those. pr
during the interview will interact with one another and that the discuss
will operate at the level of the group. As Lewrs notes:

Group interviews have several advantages over individual interviews. I
particular, they help to reveal consensus vrews, may gen
responses by allowing partrc1pants to challenge one anothi
be used to verify research ideas of data garned through other
may enhance the rehabrhty of e responses

(Lewrs 1992 413)

Werghed agarnst thls of course, group 1nterv1ews hold the prospect of drown
ing out:certain views; especially those of ‘quieter”. ‘people: Certain, members .
of the group might.dominate the talk, while others might; struggle to .get -
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mselves heard. There is a gender issue here: it is men who tend to hog the
tre stage in group discussions, it is women whose opinions mrght tend to
et passed over in terms of data from such interviews.

Another potential disadvantage of group interviews is that the opinions that
¢ expressed ‘are ones that are perceived to be ‘acceptable’ within the group.
here group members regard their opinions as contrary to prevailing opinion
ithin the group, they might be inclined to keep quiet, or moderate their

views somewhat. The privacy of the one-to-one interview does not pose this

* Focus groups have become an extremely popular form of interview technique.

Their extensive use in the worlds of market research and advertising has spread
to social research more generally in recent years. Focus groups consist of a
small group of ‘people, usually between six and nine in number, who are
brought'together by a trained ‘moderator’ (the researcher) to explore attitudes
and ‘perceptions, feelings and ideas about a topic. The three distinctive and
vital points about focus groups are that:

P the sessions usually revolve around a prompt, a trigger, some stimulus
introduced by the moderator in order to ‘focus’ the discussion; :

> there is less emphasrs on the need for the moderator to adopt a neutral role
_in ‘the proceedlngs than is normally the case with other interview tech-

“niques;

» they place particular value on the interaction within the group as a means
for eliciting iniformation, rather than just collecting each individual’s point
of view — there is a special value placed on the collectrve view, rather than

the aggregate view.

Focus groups are generally regarded as a useful way of exploring attitudes
on non-sensitive, non-controversial topics. They can excite contributions
from interviewees who might otherwise be reluctant to contrrbute and,’
through their relatively informal interchanges, focus groups can lead to
insights that might not otherwise have come to light through the one-to-one
conventional interview. Werghed against this; it is difficult to record the dis-
cussron that takes place, as speakers interrupt one another and talk simul-
taneously It sh“uld be recogmzed that, as with all group interviews, there is
the possrbrhty that people will be reluctant to dxsclose thoughts on sensitive,
personal political or emotional matters in the company of others, or that
extrovert characters can dominate the ‘proceedirigs and bully more timid
members“of the focus ‘group into ‘expressing opinions they would not admit
to i 'private."Of course, the moderator ought to manage the ‘event to avoid
thrs happening, but this calls for experience on theé part of the moderator and
ajudicious:selection of people to-participate in-the focus group.: s
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what can be done about this. There are limits to the extent that researchers
-an disguise their ‘self’ during interviews. We bring to interviews certain per-
sonal attributes which are ‘givens’ and which cannot be altered on whim to
uit the needs of the research interview. Qur sex, our age, our ethnic origin, our
ccent, even our occupational status, all are aspects of our ‘self’ which, for practical
purposes, cannot be changed. We can make efforts to be polite and punctual,
receptlve and neutral, in order to encourage the right climate for an inter-
viewee to feel comfortable and provide honest answers. What we cannot do
is change these personal attributes.

47 he interviewer effect

Personal 1dent1ty

Research on interviewing has demonstrated fairly conclusively that
respond differently depending on how they perceive the person:as
questions.

In particular, the sex, the age and the ethnic origins of the mterv
abearing on the amount of information people are willing to divulge a
honesty about what they reveal. The data, in other words, are affected
personal identity of the researcher. k

The impact of the researcher’s personal identity, of course, will. depe
who is being interviewed. It is not, strictly speaking, the 1dent1ty m it
right that affects the data, but what the researcher’s identity mear
the person being interviewed is concerned. Interviewees, and intervi
to that, have their own preferences and prejudices, and these are likely.to ha
impact on the chances of developing rapport and trust during an interview.

The effect of the researcher’s identity, of course, will also depe
nature of the topic being discussed. On sensitive issues or on matters r
as rather personal, the interviewer’s identity assumes particular impor
If the research is dealing with religious beliefs, with earnings, with.
relationships, with personal health or any of a host of similar issues,.the
age and ethnicity of the interviewer in relation to the sex, age and ethn
of the interviewee is very likely to influence the nature of the dat
emerges — their fullness and their honesty On some questions peop
embarrassed. They can feel awkward or defensive. Whenever this is £
there is the possibility that interviewees might supply answers which th
fit in with what the researcher expects from them - fulfilling the perce
expectations of the researcher. Or the answers might tend to be tailore
match what the interviewee suspects is the researcher’s point of view, kee
the researcher happy. Either way, the quality of the data suffers..

From the perspective of the small-scale project researcher, there is a limit t

Self-presentation

Conventlonal adv1ce to researchers has been geared to mmlmlzmg the impact
of researchers on the outcome of the research by having them adopt a passive
and neutral stance. The idea i 1s ‘that the researcher:

» presents hxmself or herself in a hght which is de51gned not to antagonize
or upset the interviewee (conventional clothes, courtesy etc.);

» remains neutral and non-committal on the statements made during the
interview by the interviewee.

Passivity and neutrality are the order of the day. The researcher’s ‘self’, adopt-
ing this approach, is kept firmly hidden beneath a’ cloak of cordiality and
receptiveness to the words of the interviewee. To a certain degree, this is sound
advice. The researcher, after all, is there to listen and learn, not'to preach. The
pointis to get the interviewee to open up, not to provoke hostlhty or put the
interviewee on the defensive.

» How should | adjust my appearance so that l best fitin with those bemg
interviewed?

» How can | avoid being dragged into agreelng with views | find distaste-
ful w1thout antagomzmg the mtervrewee or engaging in‘a debate"

P Is there likely to be an age gap between myself and the mtervuewee(s) .
and, if so, how will this affect the interview?

P Inthe hght of the tOplC | propose to research, will interviewing some
of the opposite sex or a d/fferent ethnic ongm have an lmpact on
her wﬂhngness to respond7

Personal involvement

One line of reasoning argues that a cold and calculating style of interviewing
reinforces-a gulf between the researcher and the informant, and does little to
help or.empower the informant.. Now, if the aims of the research are specific-
ally to help or empower the people being researched,. rather than dispassion-
ately.learn from them, then the approach of the interviewer will need:to alter
accordingly: (Gakley ;1981). Under these-circumstances, the researcher will be

> What are the social status, educat/onal qua/lf/catlons and professwnal
expertise of the people | propose to interview, and how do these compare
with my own? Is this likely to affect the interviewerinterviewee relation-
ship in a positive or negati rrganner’
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» Do I wish to adopt a style of interviewing which empowers or hel
people | hope to interview? B

> Will those who read the research recognize and apprecnate my inv
ment with the interviewees as a reasoned departure from the conve
tion, rather than treat it as plain bad practice?

inclined to show emotion, to respond with feeling and to engageina;
logue with the interviewee. The researcher will become fully involve
person with feelings, with expenences and with’ knowledge whic
shared with the interviewee. A word of warnmg, though. This style
viewing remains ‘unconventional’, and the researcher needs to be
and committed to make it work. The researcher also needs to feel sure tha
or her audience understand and share the’ underlying logic of the appr
rather than expecting the researcher to adopt the cool and dlspassxonate st

5 Planning and preparatlon for mtervnews

The toprcs for drscussron C

With the use of unstructured 1nterv1ews itmight be argued that the researc
should not have preconceived ideas about the crucial issues and directior th
interview should take. In practice, however, it is not very often that research:
operate at the extreme end of the continuum with unstructured intervi
In the vast majority of cases, researchers approach an 1nterv1ew with
agenda and with some game-plan in ‘mind. In such ¢ases it would be'tér
ing fate to proceed to a research interview without having devoted consider
able time to thinking through the key points that warrant attention. This doe
not necessarily mean that the researcher needs to have a rigid framework
questions and issues in mind ~ though this will be the case when using st i
tured mtervrews It does mean ‘that there is hkely to be more benefit from th
interview if he or she is well informed about the topic and has done the neces
sary homework on the issues that are likely to arise during the interview.

Choice of informants

In principle, there is nothmg to stop researchers from selectmg informants o
the basis of random’ samphng In ‘practice,'though, this is unlikely ito ‘happen
Interviews ‘are-generally ‘conducted: with lower riumbers ‘than ‘would be the
case with questronnarre surveys, and this means that the selection of people
to-interview is-more likely-to-beé:based-on non-probability- sampling.~People
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tend to be chosen deliberately because they have some special:contribution
to.make; because they have some unique insight or because of the position
they hold. It is worth emphasizing, though, that there is no hard and fast rule
on this. It depends on whether the overall aim of the research is to produce
results which are generalizable (in which case the emphasis will be on choos-
ing a representative sample of people to interview) or the aim is to delve in
depth into a particular situation with a view:to exploring the specifics (in
which case the emphasis will be on choosing key players in the field).

~In the case of group interviews, researchers can decide to select interviewees
in order to.get a cross-section. of opinion within the group, or, perhaps, to
ensure that group members hold opposing views on the topic for discussion.

Authdriiation

In many, if not most rese"trch srtuatlons it will be necessary to get approval
from relevant ‘authorities’. This will be necessary in any instance of research
where the people selected to participate in the interviews are either:

» working within an organization where they are accountable to others higher
up. the chain of command;

» orpotentially vulnerable, and therefore protected by responsible others — the
young, the infirm arid some other groups are under the protection of others
whose permission must be sought (e.g. school children). :

Organizations or authorities that grant permission will wish to be persuaded
that it is bona fide research, and they will also be influenced by the per-
sonal/research credentials of the researcher. Letters of contact, therefore,
should spell out the range of factors which will persuade the organization or
authority that the researcher is both (a) trustworthy and (b) capable. Research
which can call on suitable referees or which will be conducted under the aus-
pices of a suitable organization (e.g. a university) is at an advantage for these.

To emphasize what ought to be obvious, such ‘authorization to conduct the
interviews 'must be igained before the interviews take place

Arrangmg the venue

Securing an agreement to be 1nterv1ewed is often easier if the prospectrve inter-
viewee is contacted in advance. This also allows both parties to arrange a mutu-
ally convenient time for the interview. At this point, of course, the Tesearcher
will probably be asked how long the interview will take, and should therefore
be in‘a position to respond. It is most unlikely that busy people will feel com-
fortable with a. suggestion that the interview will ‘take as long as it takes’ The
researcher needs to make a bid for.an agreed Iength of -time. whether it be 15
mrnutes, half an hour 45 minutes or an hour. ,

Whiere the interview is‘to take place in the field, the researcher losés much
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control over the arrangement. This means there is an added danger thatit
can go wrong. Through whatever means, though, the researcher need
to get a location for the interview in which they will not be disturbéd;
offers privacy, which has fairly good acoustics and which is reasonably gt
This ‘can prove to be a pretty tall order in places like busy organizations
schools, hospitals and so on. But at least the desirability of such'a Ve
should be conveyed to the person arranging the interview room.
Within the interview room, it is important to be able to set up the s
arrangements in a way that allows comfortable interaction betwee
researcher and the interviewee(s). In a one-to-one interview the rtesearc
should try to arrange seating so that the two parties are at a 90 degree’ angl
to each other. This allows for eye contact without the confrontational fee
arising from sitting directly opposite the other person. With group inter
it is important to arrange the seating to allow contact between all
without putting the researcher in a focal position and without hiding in
viduals at the back of the group or outside the group. R

6 Recording the interview
The researcher wishing to capture the discussion that happened during th
interview can tely .on memory. However, the human memory is rathenn”
reliable as-a research instrument. It is prone to partial recall, bias and error, a
any psychologist will testify. Interviewers, instead, can call on other more pe
manent records of what was said.

Fiéld notés \

Under certain circumstances researchers will need to rely on field notes writte

soon after. the interview or actually.during the interview. Sometimes-inter:
viewees will decline to be tape-recorded. This means that what was actually
said will always remain a matter of recollection and interpretation. There will
never be an objective record of the discussion. This suits the needs of certain
interviewees, particularly where the discussion touches on sensitive issues, -
‘comumercially, politically or even personally. Notes taken during the interview,
however, offer a compromise in such situations. The interviewer isleft with
some permanent record of his or her interpretation of what was said, and can
refer back to this at various later stages to refresh the memory. The notes also

Field notes S g
“These ‘can be ‘made during ‘the " interview itself or, if the S
situation 'demands, immediately afterwards. -7ttt

Checklist: preparation for interviews

@ s the interview.method appropriate in terms of:
p the topic of the research? =
» the need for detailed information?

- i 'akccekss':t\o informants?

| nécesSary time and funding for the interviews?

@ Do | have a clear vision of the issues to be discussed during
the interview?

© Can the interviews be scheduled in good time to allow for
the subsequent transcription and analysis of the data?

@ "Am | Confident that “self’ and personal identity (age, Sex
etc.) will not prove a major obstacle to getting informants
to respond openly and honestly during interviews?

© Have | obtained atithorization from the appropriate
% authorities to conduct the interviews? o
‘@ . Am.| clear about what criterion has been used for the
selection of informdnts (random selection,key informants)?

@ Has a suitable time and place-for the interview been
. -arranged (privacy, acoustics etc.)? :

@ :Is there a definite time limit for the interviews and are all
parties to the interview aware of this limit?

; @ ‘Has ‘considé‘ratior‘x been given to the most suitable mode of
self-presentation (style.of clothes, degree of formality etc.)?

© M. Denscombe, The Good Research Guide. Open’ Un?versity' P?es;.
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act as som form of permanent record. However, from the interviewee!

can fill in some of the relevant information that the audio tape TeCOI¢
alone might miss. Field notes can cover information relating to the contexi
of the location, the climate and atmosphere under which the interview w:
conducted, clues about the intent behind the statements and comments o
aspects of non-verbal communication as they were deemed relevant to the
interview.

Tape-recording

Audio tape-recording offers a permanent record.and one that is complete 1n
terms of the speech that occurs. It lends itself to berng checked by other
researchers. However, it captures only speech, and misses _non-verbal, com~ :
munication and other contextual factors. | » i

Audio tape- recordmg
This is the standard method of captunng mtervrew data

Video tape-recording requires.more bulky equipment and tends to be+ ‘Inore
intrusive in terms of the interview setting. It captures many non-verbal as well
as verbal communications, and offers the most complete record of events
clunng the interview. As with audio recording, it provrdes a permanent record
which can be checked by other researchers.

In practice, most research interviewers rely on audzo tape-recording backed
up by written field notes.' While some tesearchers ‘can muster'the resources and
the enthusiasm to make vided recordings, 'their use- strll tends to be the excep-
tion rather than the rule. It i -the cost factor explains this, be
video cameras are not prohrbmvely expensrve Generally, it is the mtrusrve-
ness of video recording on the setting. Audio tape-recording can be discon-
certing enough for informants, and the researcher needs to proceed with
caution when broaching the issue of using the tape-recorder during the inter-
view. At first people can feel rather threatened by it. Most people ease up after
an initial period of hesitancy and, when used sensitively, the audio’ tape does
not pose too much of a disturbance to most interview situations. It is worth
stressing, though that the disturbance will depend on each distinct sitaation
and the researcher needs to make an assessment of its feasibility béfore
embarking on its use. Video recordmg has all the more potential to disturb
the setting — especially Where the interviews take place ‘in‘the field’.
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Equrpment

Itisa cardlnal sin to start an interview without having thoroughly checked
out the equipment. This sounds obvious, but in the run-up to an interview it
is all too easy to overlook such a basic-chore. Remember, an'interview is a one-
off situation. If the equipment fails 'you can hardly expect the interviewee to
run through the whole discussion again!

if the equipment fails, the interview fails.

Audio tape-recorders and video ¢ameras need a dependable power souice.
In most cases of conducting interviews, particularly in ‘the field, it is ot pos-
sible 1o rely on a mains supply. Unless'you can be positive that there is a suit-
able mains socket close by, it is'best to plan on’ using ‘batteries. The researcher
should have a good stpply-of batteries and, most 1mportantly, bes sure that the
batteries are fully charged for each new interview.

The equipment itself needs to'be of a good enough quality to give the best
possible réproduction of sound (and picture). Efforts to transcribe a tape will
be confounded where the recording is faint, fuzzy and full of hisses.

Audio tapes should be chosen so that they do not come to the end of a side
in the middle of an interview. It is disconcerting and disruptive ‘for the
researcher to stop the interview so that he or she can change the tape. To do
this ‘also sérves to remind the 1nterv1ewee ‘about the presence of the tape-
recorder just at'a stage when he or she’ mrght be relaxrng and opening up. The
advice here is to use tapes that are long enough on each side to’cope with' the
planned duration of the mtervrew Dictaphone (miniature) tapes can pose a
problem here. There is a case to be made for using equrpment which uses the
larger standard audio tapes that cover 45 minutes a side'(i.e. 90-minute tapes)

‘Hard ‘and ‘fast advice on tapes and equipment is difficult to give, because
technologrcal advances can make such ‘advice quickly out of date. What can
be sard ata general level is that the researcher should '

> use equipment which is good enough to supply adequate sound (and
vrsual) reproductron, :

> be certam that therr equrpment is functronrng well before the mtervrew
». have a reliable power source plus-back-up in-case of emergency, ,

» choose tapes which ; are long enough on each side’ to ‘cover the planned
duratron of the 1nterv1ew wrthout the need to reload’ the recorder

The process of recording *
Atone level, theéaudio tapelrecorder and the video ¢aniera are reliable research
instruments;They ‘capture the'proceedings on a pefiriarient record; and they
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provide an objective record of the proceedings in the sense that
selves, they have no values and no vested interest in the outcome of
view. These research instruments do not interpret the events, they simply:sto
However, it would be naive to assume that they therefore have no
on the nature of what emerges as the ‘interview data’. They do have a
in two ways. First, they are selective in terms of what they capture, A
only capture the verbal utterances and necessarily miss any non-verb:
munication and visual signals which occur during the interview. That
researchers are encouraged to make field notes to fill in the missing bits
as possible. Video-recording manages to capture more of the totality
interview. Yet, even here, the camera cannot capture all the actio
tion of the camera, its breadth of focus etc. will still impose limi
how far this method can store a complete record of events. o
Second, the very presence of the recording equipment can have ar
on the interview situation. Informants will vary in the extent to which.th
affected by the tape-recorder or camera. Some will be shy and nervou
less so. It is generally the case that people become less conscious of the,
ing equipment the longer the interview lasts. None the less, the process of r
ing has a bearing on the freedom with which people speak, and the visual appear,
of the equipment serves to remind informants of the fact that they are being re

7 Interview skills

The good interviewér needs. to be attentive. This may sound obvious, bu
too easy to lose the thread .of the discussion because the researcher . n
be monitoring a few other, things while listening closely to what the in
mant has to say: writing the field notes, looking for relevant non-verbal co
munication, checking that the tape-recorder is working. e

The good interviewer is sensitive to the feelings of the informant. This is not,
a matter of social courtesy, though that is certainly a worthy aspect of it.
also a skill which is necessary for getting the best out of an interview., Wher'
the interviewer is able to empathize with the informant and to gauge the fee
ings of the informant, he or she will be in a better position to coax out the
most relevant information. : .

The good interviewer is able to tolerate silences during the talk, and knows when
to shut up and say nothing. Anxiety is the main danger. Fearing that the inter-
view might be on the verge of breaking down, the researcher can feel thé need .
to say something quickly to kick-start the discussion. Worrying about cram#
ming in every possible gem of wisdom in the allotted time, the intervie
can be inclined to rush the informant on quickly to the next point. But, most
of all, feeling uncomfortable when the conversation lapses into silence, the
interviewer can be all too quick to say something when a more experienced
iriterviewer would know that the silence can be usedas-a wonderful resource
during interviews (see below). : :

The.good interviewer is adept.at using prompts. Although silences can be: proz
ductive, the interviewer-needs to exercise judgement on this. There are times
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during an interview when the researcher may feel that it is necessary to spur
the informant to speak. Listed below are some examples of how this can be
done. What the examples share is-a degree of subtlety. It is not normally
acceptable for research interviewers to demand that the informant answers the
questions. Research interviews are not police interviews. The idea is to nudge
the informant gently into revealing their knowledge or thoughts on a specific
point. ‘ :

The good interviewer is adept at using probes. There are occasions during inter-
view when the researcher might want to delve deeper into a topic rather than
let the discussion flow on to the next point. An informant might make a point
in passing which the researcher thinks should be explored in more detail.
Some explanation might be called for, or some justification for a comment.
Some apparent inconsistency in the informant’s line of reasoning might be
detected, an inconsistency which needs unravelling. Examples of how this can
be done are listed below. Again, they attempt to be subtle and avoid an aggres-
sive stance. .. . . Lo sk . .

The good interviewer is adept at using checks. One of the major advantages of
interviews‘ is that they offer the researcher the opportunity to check that he
or she has understood the informant correctly. As an ongoing part of the
normal talk during interviews, the researcher can present.a summary of what
he or she thinks the informant has said, which the informant can then
confirm as an accurate understanding, or can correct it if it is felt to be a mis-
understanding of what has been said. Such checks can be used at strategic
points during the interview as a way of concluding discussion on one aspect
of the topic. )

With group interviews, the good researcher manages to let everyone have a say. It
is vital to avoid the situation where a dominant personality hogs the dis-
cussion and bullies others in the group to agree with his (less often her)
opinion.

Remain silent (prompt)
Repeat the question (prompt)
Repeat the last few words spoken by the informant (prompt)
Offer some examples \ (prombt)
Ask for an éxarﬁplé (probe)
Ask for clarification (probe)
Ask for more details (probe)
Summarize their thoughts - (check)

~+ (‘So, if I understand you correctly . . . G

. What this means, then, s that . ..")
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The good interviewer is non-judgemental, As the researcher enters the inter
situation he or she should, as far as is possible, suspend personal values;
adopt a non-judgemental stance in ‘relation to the topics covered durin
interview. This means not only biting your lip on occasion, but also:ti
care not to reveal disgust, surprise or pleasure through facial gestures
good researcher must also respect the rights of the interviewee. This means acce
ing if a person simply does not wish to tell you something and knowing: :
to back off if the discussion is beginning to cause the interviewee part 4l
embarrassment or stress. Thrs is a point of personal sensmvrty and Teseéar
ethics. ‘

8 Conducting the interview

In the intensity of a research'interview it is not easy to attend to all the poin
that should be remembered and, in any case, interviews are ‘live’ events whi
require the interviewer to ‘adjust plans-as things progress. Nevertheless the
are some pretty basic formalities which need to be observed. There are a
number of skills the researcher should exercise and, despite the fluid natu
of interviews, it is worth spelling out'a list of things that go towards a goc
interview.

Introduction and formalities

At the beginning there should be the opportunrty to say ‘Hello’, to do some :
1ntroductrons to talk about the aims of the research and to’ say somethrng
about the origins of the researcher’s own interest in the topic. During the
initial phase, there should also be confirmation that you have permission to
tape-record the discussion and reassurances about the confidentiality of com:
ments made during the interview. The aim is to set the tone for the rest of
the interview — normally a relaxed atmosphere in which the interviewee feels
free to open up on the topic under consideration. Trust and rapport are the
keywords.

During the pre-interview phase, the interviewer should do two other things:

> prepare the recording equiprllent;

P as far as possible, arrange the seating positions to best advantage.

Starting the interview

The first question takes on a particular srgmﬁcance for the interview. It
should offer the interviewee the chance to settle down and relax. For this
reason it is normally good practice to kick oﬁ‘ with an easy question: sorme-
thing on which the interviewee might-be expected:-to-have well formulated
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views and something that is quite near the forefront of their -mind. Two
tactrcs mrght help here.

) Ask respondents, ina general way, about themselves and therr role as it
relates to the overall area of the interview. This allows ‘the researcher to
collect valuable background. znfonnatzon about informants whrle at the same
time, letting informants start off by covering familiar territory.

» Use some ‘trigger’ or ‘stimulus’ material, so that the discussion can relate to
something concrete, rather than launch straight into abstract ideas.

Monitoring progress

Durmg the mtervrew, the researcher should keep a dlscreet eye on the time.
The good researcher needs to wind things up within the allotted time and will
have covered most of the key issues during that time. While doing this, the
good interviewer also needs to attend to the following things during the
progress of the interview itself. o ‘

» Identify the main points bezng stated by the interviewee and ‘the priorities as
expressed by the interviewee. With group 1nterv1ewers what consensus is
emerging about the key pornts7

» Look for the underlymg logrc of what is bemg sard by the mformant The
,mterwewer needs to ‘read between the lines’ to, decrpher the rationale lying
beneath the surface of what is being said. The interviewer should ask ‘What
are they really telhng me here?’ and, perhaps more srgruﬁcantly, ‘What are
they not mentronrng7'

» Look for inconsistencies in the position being outlined by the respondent If
such inconsistencies exist, this does not invalidate the position. Most,
people have inconsistencies in their opinions and feelings on many toprcs
However, such inconsistencies will be worth probing as the interview pro-
gresses to see what they reveal.

» Pick up clues about whether the informant’s answers 1nvolve an element
of baastmg or are answers mtended to please the mtervzewer

> Be constantly on the look out for the kind of answer; whzch is a fob-off.

» Get a feel forthe context inwhich the discussion is'taking place. The pri-
worities expressed-by:the interviewee might reflect'éventsimmediately prior
to the intérview; ‘or things.about to happen in the'near future: They might
be ‘issues’ of the moment’, 'which would not assume such importance were
the interview to be conducted a few weeks later: The researcher needs to be
sensitive to this possibility and find out from the mtervrewee 1f there are
events ‘which are influencing priorities in-this-way. -
> Keep a suitable‘leve] of eye coritact’ throughout the interview 'and make a
‘noteof non-verbal commumcatwn whrch mrght help a later mterpreta ion of
the‘interview talk. - e
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Finishing the interview

Interviews can come to an end because the interviewee has run out of th
to say and the interviewer cannot goad any more information from
person. This is not a good state of affairs unless the interview has no outsid
time limit. It is better for the interview to comie to a close in some orderly
fashion guided by the interviewer. Having kept an eye on the time, and hav g
ensured that most of the required areas for discussion have been covered,ith
interviewer should draw events to a close making sure that:

P the interviewee is invited to raise any points that they think st111 need to
be covered and have not been covered so far;

P normal courtesies are extended to the interviewee for having given up the
tlme to participate in the interview.

Notes on the interview

Researchers should make notes on an interview as a complement to a tap
recordmg During the interview itself, if it is p0551ble, the researcher shduld
write down as field notes any impressions he or she might have about the situs
ation. The ambience, significant bits of non-verbal communication, the things
the tape-récorder cannot capture: these are the things that need to be noted

by the researcher and kept along51de the tape whén it comes to using that tape
for ana1y51s. As soon as possible after the interview, notés should be written
up covering the physical context of the interview and any other i 1mpressxons
the researcher mlght have about the interview and the situation.

9 Transcribing the interview

Audio tapes

There might be a temptation to regard transcribing audio tapes as a straight-
forward process. In practice, researchers soon find that it is not. First of all, it
is very time-consuming. For every hour of talk on a tape it will take several
more to transcribe it. The actual time will depend on the clarity -of the tape:
recording itself, the availability -of transcription equipment and-the typing
speed of the researcher. When you are planning interview research, it is impor-
tant to bear this in mind. From the point of view of the project researcher, the
process of transcribing needs to be recognized as a substantial part of the method

. . Transcription of the tapes is generally far more :time-
consummg than the actual collectlon of the data

€@ Were the necessary formalities observed at the start
(introductions, confidentiality etc.)?

Were the rights of the informant respected
(consent sensitivity)? .

Were relevant details about the informant collected? D
Did 1 exercise a suitable level of control over the progress |
of the interview (time, agenda)?

Was a non-judgemental stance maintained towards the D
informant’s answers?

@@e@@

Was the discussion monitored appropriately in terms of:
informant’s key points?

reading between the lines?

trying to ldentlfy any lnconSIStenqes7

bemg aware of the ’fob off’ answer?

Iookung for boastful or exaggerated answers?

looking ;for the answer simply aimed to please
the interviewer?,

C00000

~V‘VVVVV

@ \Were field notes taken about:
» the impact of the context?
» relevant non-verbal communication (gestures etc.)?

Were prompts, probes and checks used to good effect
where approprlate7

0 OO0

© Were the appropriate courtesies gwen at the end
(thanks reassurances)7 . ‘

© M. Denscombe, The Good Réet:;éh Gliide. Open U‘hiver's‘ity Press.
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of interviewing and not to be treated as some trivial chore to be tagged on
the real busmess of ; nterv1ewmg has been completed

The value of transcription

The process of transcription is certainly laborious. However, it is also a very va
able part of the research, because it brings the researcher ‘close to the data’, T
process brings the talk to life again, and is a real asset when it comes to using
interviews for qualitative data. Added to this, the end-product of the proces
prowdes the researcher with a form of data that is far easier to analyse than
audio tape. It is easier to flick through pages of text to pick out the mterestm
sections than it is to move back and forth through a tape-recording. When the
tape has been transcribed into-a text file; there are-a growing number of ¢om.
puter packages specifically designed to help the researcher to analyse the data

Link up with Computer-aided analysis of qualitative data, p. 218

Annotatlons

When transcnbmg a tape, the researcher should put mformal notes and com-
ments alongside the interviewee’s words These annotatxons can be based on -
the memories that come ﬂoodmg back dunng the process of transcnbmg
They should also draw on field riotes taken during the interview or notes made
soon afterwards about the initerview. Theéy should include observations about
the ambience of the interview and things like gestures, outside interferences,
uncomfortable silences or other feelings that give a richer meaning to, the
words that were spoken. These annotations should be placed in'a spec1a1
column on the page.

I;ine numbering and coding

Each line in the transcript is given a unique line number, so that parts of the
data can be identified and located precisely and quickly, The researcher ¢odes
the material, and it is useful to leave a column on the. sheet of paper to allow
for this. There can be. more.than one.code placed against.a piece of. speech. if
the words cover more than one area Wthh the researcher has identified as ‘of
interest’ and which has been allocated a unique code to represent an issue, a
topic or a meaning.

Problems of transcription

The difficulty of transcribing a taped interview stems pnnapally from three
things.
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Line of the : Code Notes
transcript for the
) ‘content
4& Interwewer Do you feel under,_pressure to drink
47 when you go out with your mates because they
48 are drinking?
49 ' ' : Jeimes looked
50 | James: Yeh, butit’s not always . .:(untrqnscribable) annoyed as lise
51 |- Jand Gordon
52 . ,Elise: |t’s worse w;th the lads, Ithmk because calked over him.
53
54 Gordon .. lwas on hohday and ! don’tllke beer,
55 and all my friends were dnnkmg 1was drmkmg ;
56 half a glass and 1 thought | can stick that out |08
57 because | dont like it at all. 1 was drinking it and
58 thinking .this is horrible, just to look like one of Gordon says
59 the crowd, because | felt a bit left out. My Later that he
60 brother came up to me in front of the crowd drinks beer
6Y and said ‘Gordon you don't like lager!’ So all My |15 |regedarty non.
g2+ 1 friends found out; ‘and” ‘they said ‘Look, we | ‘
63 ‘| * undérstand if you don't like it~ “and some ‘of
64 the ‘people there were jUSt like me, they dldn't
65 like it. ‘ :

Part of'the\‘tfahs‘cript ofa group interview cohdUCted with 15-16-year-olds -
about peer pressure and alcohol consumption. The names have been
changed.

Notice how, typical of a group interview, more than one person is trying to -
talk at once. Elise cuts across James, and then gets interrupted in turn by
Gordon, who manages to. hold- the spotlight for.a moment or two. When
more than one person is talking at a time it makes transcription difficult,
because it is hard to capture on tape what is being sald It tends to become
somethmg of a cacophony

The recorded talk is not always easy to hear

Especially with group interviews; but also' with one-to-one versions; there can
be occasions-when more than one person speaks at the same time; where outside
noises inteérfere:or where poor:audio quality itself makes transcribing'the words
very-difficult. There is afine dividing lirie‘here bétween ‘the fieed to:ditch these
parts of the interview records and disregard them as worthwhile-data, and the
need to exercise some reasonable:interpretation:about:what-was actually said.




132 Methods of social research

Transcription is not a mechanical process of putting tape-
recorded talk into written sentences. The talk needs to be
‘tidied up’ and edited a little to put it in a forrmat on the
written page that is understandable to the reader. Inevitably,
it loses some authenticity through this process.

People do not always speak in nice finite sentences

Normally, the researcher needs to add punctuation and a sentéfice structure
to the talk, so that a reader can understand the sequence of words. The talk,
in a sense, needs to be reconstriicted so that it makes sense in a written form.
This process takes time — and it also. means that the crude data get cleaned up
a little by the researcher so that they can be mtelhg1b1e toa readershlp who
were not present. at the tlme of the recordmg

Intonatzon emphasis and accents used in speech are hard to depict on a
tmnscrzpt

There are established conventlons Wthh allow these to be added to a written
transcript, but the project researcher is unlikely to be able to devote the neces-
sary time to learning these conventions. The result is that interview transcripts
in small-scale research are generally based on the words and the words alone,
with little attempt ‘to show intonation, emphasis and accents. This conse-
quence is that, in practice, the data are strxpped of some of thelr meaning in
transcription. '

10 How do you know if the mformant is tellmg the truth7

ThlS is'a crucial question facmg the résearcher who uses inteiview data When
the interview is concerned with gathenng information of ‘a factual nature, the
researcher can inake some ¢hecks'to’see if the information is broadly corrobo-
rated by other people and other sources. When the interview ‘toncerns matters
such.as the emotions,.feelings.and- .experiences -of the :interviewee, it is:a lot
more difficult to make such checks. Ultimately, there is no absolute way of veri-
fying what someone tells you about their thoughts and feehngs Researchers are
not ‘mind readers’. But there are still sore practicai checks researchers can make
to gauge: the credibility. of what. they ‘have been told.: It:should bestressed,
though, .that-these are not watettight ‘methods .of .detecting false statements
given during interviews. They:are practical ways of: ‘helping the:researcher to
avoid being a gullible dupe who accepts.all that he or'she.is told at face value:
They:help:the researcher to,‘smell-a.rat’:i By the same token,.if the follow=
ing checks are used, the:researcher;can have greater:confidence in the inter-
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view data, knowmg that some effort has been made to ensure the vahdlty of
the data. :

Checking the transcript with the informant

Where possible, the researcher should go back to the interviewee with the
transcript to check with that person that it is an accurate statement. Now, of
course, checking for accuracy is not strictly what is going on here. Unless the
interviewer ‘also sends a copy of the tape, the interviewee has no way of
knowing if what appears on the transcript is actually what was'said. The:point
of the exercise is more to do with ‘putting the record stralght' If the researcher
is solely concerned with gathering facts:from'the 1qterv1ew, this is an oppor—
tunity to ensure that the facts are correct'and that the interviewer has got th.e
correct information. That is-a nice safeguard. If, alternatively, the interview is
concerned with a person’s emotions, opinions and experiences, the exercise
invites the interviewee to confirm that what was said at the time of the inter-
view was what was really meant, and not said “in‘the heat of ‘the! moment'
Elthet way, there is an initial check on the accuracy of the data.

Check the data w1th other sources

The researcher should make efforts to ‘corroborate the interview data with
other sources of informatién ori the topic. Triangulation should be used: Docu-
ments‘and observations can provide some back-up for the content of the inter-
view, or can cast somé doubt on how seriously the interview data should be
taken. Interview content can even be checked against other interviews to see
if there is some level of consistency. The point is that interview data should
not be taken at face value if it is at all possible to confirm or dispute the state-
ments using alternative sources. :

Link up-with Triangulation, p. 83

Check the plausibility of the data - -

Some people are interviewed specifically because they are in a position to
know about the things that interest the researcher. The ‘key players’ are
picked out precisely’! because they are spec1ahsts, experts, h1gh1y expenenced
— and their testimony carries with it a high degree of credibility. This is not
necessarily the case’ with those.chosen-foriinterview on'some other grounds:
"When assessing the credibility:of information contained in-an interview, the
researcher:neéds'to gauge-how:far ainformant:might:be-expected-to be in
possessionof the'facts:andto know.about:the:topi¢ being discussed.-The
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researcher should ask if it is reasonable to suppose that such a person would
be in a position to comment authoritatively on the topic - or is there a
chance that they are talking about something of which they have little
knowledge?

Look for themes in the transcript(s)

Where possible, avoid basing findings on one interview — look for themes
emerging from a number of interviews. Where themes emerge across a number
of interviews, the researcher does not have to rely on any one transcript as the
sole source of what is ‘real’ or ‘correct’. A recurrent theme in interviews indi-
cates that the idea/issue is something which is shared among-a wider group,
and therefore the researcher can refer to it with rather more confidence than
any idea/issue which stems from:the words of one individual. . .

11 The analysis of interview data

After having transcribed the audio-recording and made some checks on the
validity of the data, the researcher is faced with the task of analysing the
material. This means deciding what meaning can be attributed to the words
and what implications the words have in relation to the topic that is being
investigated. If the researcher prefers to use.a quantitative approach to the
analysis of the transcript; he:or she will useicontent analysis.:

If, on the other hand, the researcher prefers to use a qualitative approach
he or she can use the procedures outlined in Chapter 11.

5&% Link up with Content analysis, p. 167

When analysing the data, the researcher should be aware of the role of the
‘self’ in the interview process. The researcher inevitably useés some amount of
judgement and interpretive skills throughout the whole process of interview-
ing: in the conduct of the interview itself, in the transformation of the dis-
cussion into transcript data and.in the analysis of the data. This is why if is
good research practice to acknowledge the impact of the researcher’s own identity and
values in the analysis of interview data.

12 The use of lntervnew extracts in research reports

Extracts from transcrrpts can be used to good effect in socral research For one
thing, they:can be. interesting in their-own right, giving the reader.a flavour
of the data:and letting the reader ‘hear’ .the:points: as;stated:by the.informants.
For another, they can be used asa piece.of evidence: supportlng the argument
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that is being constructed in the report by the researcher. It is very unlikely;
however, that an extract from an interview transcript can be’ presented as
proof of a point. There are two reasons for this.

» The significance of extracts from transcripts is always limited by the fact that
they are, to some extent, presented out of context. Extracts, as the very word
itself suggests, are pieces of the data that are plucked from their context
within the rest of the taped interview. This opens up the possibility that
the quote could be taken ‘out of context’. Everyone knows the danger of
being quoted out of context. The meaning of the words is changed by the
fact that they are not linked to what came before and what was said after.
The shrewd researcher will try to explain to the reader the context within

"which the extract arose but, inevitably, there is limited opportumty to'do
this in research reports

» The process: of selecting ‘extracts involves a level of judgement and discretion on
the part of the researcher. The selection of which parts of the transcript to
include is entirely at the drscretron of the researcher and thlS rnevrtably
limits the significance which can be attached to any one extract. Tt is an
‘editorial'decision which reflects the needs of the particular research report:

- 'How does the reader kriow that it was a fair’ selectron, representatlve of the
overall'picture? -

As a result, in the vast.majority of reports produced by project researchers
extracts will serve.as illustrations of a point and supporting evidence for an
argument - nothing more and nothing less. It is important.that the project
researcher is aware of this when using extracts, and avoids the temptation to
present quotes from interviewees as though they stand in therr own right as

unequivocal proof of the point being discussed.
Having made this point,.there are some thrngs the researcher can do:to get

the best out of the extracts that are selected. :

> Use quotes and extracts verbatrm Desprte the pomts above about the diffi-
culty of transcnbmg tapes, the researcher should be. as hteral as possible
when quoting people. Use the exact words.

» Change the names to ensure anonymity (unless you have their explicit per-
mission to reveal the person’s identity).

» Provide some details about the person you are quoting, without endanger-
;ing:their anonymity. The general best-advice here'is:to provide sufficient
» detailto.distinguish informants from one anotherand to'provide the reader
»with'some idea of relevantibackground: factors associated with-the:person,
"+ butto protect'the identityof theiperson you Guoteby restricting how:much
vinformation is given (e.g. teacher A, female;: school 4;: geography, mrd—
career).
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B Try to give some indication of the context in which the quotation aro
Within the confines of a research report, try to provide some indicatio!
the context of the extract so that the meaning as intended comes throu
As far as it is feasible, the researcher should address the inevitable problem
of taking the extract ‘out of context’ by giving the reader some guidanc:
on the background within which the statement arose. ~

13 Advantages of interviews

B Depth of information. Interviews are particularly . good at producingt‘d:at,
. which deal with topics in depth and in detail. Subjects can be probe

issues pursued and lines of investigation followed over a relatlvely lengthy‘

period.

b Insights. The researcher is likely to gain valuable insights based on the depth
of the information gathered and the wisdom of ‘key informants’."

» Equipment. Interviews require only 51mple equ1pment and build on conk

" versation skills wh1ch researchers already have.

B Informants’ pnonhes Interv1ews are .a good method for producmg data
based on informants’ priorities, opinions.and ideas. Informants have the
opportunity to expand their ideas, explain their views and identify What
they regard as the crucial factors

P Flexibility. As a method for data collection, interviews are probably the most
flexible: Adjustments to the lines of enquiry can be made during the inter-
view itself. Interv1ew1ng allows for a developing hne of enqulry ‘

» Validity. Direct. contact at the pomt of the 1nterv1ew means that data can
be checked for accuracy and relevance as they are collected.

» High response rate. Interviews are generally prearranged and scheduled for a
convenient time and location. This ensures arelatively high response rate.

» Therapeutic. Interviews can be a rewarding experience for the informant.
Compared ‘with questiorinaires, observation’ and expenments, there is a
' more personal element to the méthod, and people tend to enjoy. the rather
rare chance to talk about their ideas at length to a person whose purpose

is to listen and note the ideas without being critical.

14 Dlsadvantages of lnterVIews

> sze-consumzng Analy51s of data can be dlfﬁcult and tlme consummg Data

preparation and.analysis is ‘end-loaded’ compared with; forinstance, ques-

tionnaires which ‘are:pre-coded and where data are'ready for analysis once

- they'have:been collected: The transcribing and coding ofiinterview:data is

‘. a-major-task for-the researcher which ‘occurs after the data have been col-
lected. BT

>

Interviews 137

rod ce o standard

not pre-coded and have a relati ely open form

Reliability. The impact of the interviewer and of the context’ mieans that
consistency and objectivity are hard to achieve. The data collected are, to
an extent, unique owing to the spec1ﬁc context and the spec1ﬁc individuals
involved. This has an adverse effect on reliability.

Interviewer effect. The data from interviews:are based on what peoplesay
rather than whit they do: The two may not tally. What people say they do,
what they say they prefer and what they say they think cannot automati-
cally be assumed to reflect the truth. In particular, 1nterv1ewee statements
can be affected by the ideritity of the fesearcher.

Inhibitions. The tape-recorder (or video-recorder) can inhibit the informant.
Although the impact of the recording device tends to wear off quite quickly,
this'is not always the case. The.interview is an artificial situation (as, of
course, are experiments) where people are speaking for the record and on
the record, and this can be daunting for certain kinds of people. :

Invasion of privacy. Tactless interviewing can be an ‘invasion of privacy
and/or upsetting for the informant. While interviews can be en]oyable the
other side of the com is that the personal element of being 1nterv1ewed
carries its own kinds of dangers as - well.

Resources. The costs of interviewer’s time, of travel and of transcnptlon can
be relatively high if the informants are geographically widespread.




Checkllst for the use of interview data

>> D> g

@ Have relevant detarls been glven about the context of the
interviews (location, prior events, ambience etc.)?

® Has consideration been given to the effect of the recordi
) : rding
equipment on the openness with which informants replied? O BS ERVATI O N
- @ Was it possible to transcribe the interview talk without too
many gaps and without too much ‘tidying up’ of the talk to .
make it intelligible?

O Has the transCriptioh of the interview been checked for
accuracy and meaning with the interviewee?

Observation offers the social researcher a distinct way of collecting data. It
does not rely on what people say they.do, or what they say they think. It is
more direct than that. Instead, it draws on the direct evidence of the eye to
witness events first hand. It is based on the premise that, for certain purposes,
it is best to observe what actually happens.

There are essentially two kinds of observation; research used in the soc1a1 sci-
ences. The first of these is systematic. observation. Systematic.observation has
its origins in social psychology = in particular the study. of interaction in:set-
tings such as school classrooms (Flanders 1970; Simon and Boyer 1970; Croll
1986). It is normally linked with the production of quantitative data and the
use of statistical analysis. The second is participant observation. This is mainly
associated with sociology and anthropology, and is-used by researchers to infil-
trate situations, sometimes as an undercover operation, to understand the
culture-and processes of the groups bemg 1nvest1gated It usually produces
quahtanve data.

» These two methods might seem poles apart in terms of thelr origins and
their-use in current social research, but they share some vital.characteristics.

© s the analysis based on ‘themes’ running through a
y number of interviews? )

(6 8 Are the quotatrons used in the report of the research
attributéd to'a category of person wnthout reveahng
specific |dentmes of the mformants7

@ Are the quotatlons that are used in the report of the
research presented in the context:

» of the surrounding talk?
P of the social situation of the interview itself?

(3 Hes an account of the researcher’s self been provided
with a consideration of how it might have affected the:

» interaction during the interview?
P interpretation of the data?

-
o ————
© M. Denscombe, The Good Research Guide. Open University Press.

» Direct observation. The obvious connection is that they both rely on direct
. observation. In this respect-they.stand together, in contrast.to. methods
such ;as questionnaires and interviews, which base -their.data on what
_.informants -tell the. researcher, and.in contrast.to documents where the
_researcher tends to be one step removed from the action.

| Fteldwork The second common factor is theu: dedlca’aon to collectmg data

‘than relymg on secondary sources.



