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Part 1: Introduction to
qualitative interviewing:
Principles and benefits
Types of interview
Sampling and interview relationships

Interviewing
“Interviewing is rather like a
marriage: everybody knows what it
is, an awful lot of people do it, and
yet behind each closed door there is
a world of secrets.”
(Oakley 1981: 41)

Why qualitative interviews?
•
•
•
•

Interviews are the most widely used method in qualitative research
An interview is “an extended conversation” (Rubin and Rubin 2005)
Understandings of qualitative interviews have shifted over time in
relation to different philosophical approaches to understanding the
social world
Leads to changing ideas about the role of the interviewer:
– As objective bystander who can access objective knowledge
about the social world from the interviewee
– As influenced by the interview which impacts on the
knowledge produced
– As “giving a voice” to interviewees

Principles 1
•

•
•

Interpretivist: draws on
different phenomenological
approaches:
– I.e. constructivism,
symbolic interactionism,
ethnomethodology, etc.
Theoretically driven
Explores how individuals
interpret and make sense of
their day-to-day lives and
interactions

Philosophical
approaches
Philosophical approaches to research
result in issues such as:
•
•
•
•
•

What should the relationship be
between researchers, the
researched and the research?
Foundations and truth
Bias and standardization
Reflexivity and construction
Difference and power

Principles 2
•

•

•

Qualitative interviews co-construct
knowledge via the interaction between
interviewer and interviewee (Kvale 2007)
Feminism and the reflexive turn
reshaped how we do qualitative
interviews
Terms which apply to qualitative
interviewing include: in-depth, informal,
non-directed, open-ended,
conversational, naturalistic, narrative,
biographical, oral or life history, and
ethnographic

Principles 3
All qualitative and semi-structured interviewing includes:
•
•
•
•
•

•

Interactional exchange of dialogue (between two or more participants, in
face-to-face or other contexts)
Thematic, topical, biographical or narrative approach where researcher
has topics, themes or issues they wish to cover
Fluid and flexible structure
Perspective which views knowledge as situated and contextual
Requires researcher to ensure that contexts are brought into focus so that
situated knowledge can be produced
Meanings and understandings are created in an interaction, which is a coproduction of knowledge
(see Mason 2002: 62)

Benefits

Types of interview
Interviews range on a continuum:
From structured >
to semi-structured >
to unstructured

Structured interviews
• At the quantitative end of the continuum
• Used in survey approaches and based on a
questionnaire
• Sequence of questions is asked in the same
order and way in all interviews
• Interviewer must remain neutral in order to
obtain comparable information from a large
number of interviewees
• Positivist approach: use of interviews
involves gathering data because the material
is seen as a report on a reality that is
independent of the interviewee:
• Results are subjected to statistical analysis

Semi-structured interviews
• Researcher has a list of questions or series of topics they want to cover
(i.e. in an interview schedule)
• Flexibility in how and when the questions are put and how the
interviewee can respond
• Interviewer can probe answers, pursuing a line of discussion opened
up by interviewee, and a dialogue can ensue
• Provides space for interviewees to answer on their own terms
• Also provides some structure for comparison across interviewees in a
study by covering the same topics, and often by using the same
questions

Unstructured interviews
• A method used to ‘elicit people’s social realities’ (Zhang and
Wildemuth 2009)
• Characterized by flexibility and lack of structure (Edwards and
Holland 2013)
• Researcher has aims for the research, but wants to allow
interviewee to talk from their own perspective
• A ‘conversation with a purpose’ (Burgess 1984: 102)
• Develops unexpected themes
• Interviewer adjusts content of interviews and possible focus of
research as a result of issues that emerge
• Aide memoire or a single question can begin the interview

Types of
unstructured
interview

Narrative interview

In-depth interview

Biographical / life
history interview

Informal
conversational
interview

Feminist interview
Ethnographic
interview

Non-standardized
interview

Sampling in qualitative research
•
•

•
•
•

Empirical purpose: sample must provide the data you need to answer your
research questions
Theoretical purpose: selection is made on the basis of relevance for your theory, in
order to produce a sample that will enable you to develop the theoretical ideas
that will be emerging (Edwards and Holland 2013)
Purposive or purposeful sampling: sample is intentionally selected depending on
the needs of a study
Snowball sampling: contact is made with participants through whatever access
route you can find and via these first participants you are introduced to others
Convenience sampling: when participants are available by means of accessibility
(i.e. university students)

How many interviews
is enough?
•

•
•
•

Depends on the nature and design of
the study including:
– Practical issues
– Aims and research questions
– Philosophical position adopted
Sample size will be built as study
develops
Until you reach saturation?
‘It depends’ (Baker and Edwards
2010) – ranges between 12 and 60
interviewees

Interview relationships
•

•

Researchers pay attention to the dynamics of
power and emotions in interviews
Reflexive turn in social research methods
(Lumsden 2019)
Social positions and and inequalities can shape
and be traced in interview interactions
The ‘interview dance’ (Hoffman 2007):

•
•
•

Building rapport with interviewee is key
Marginality and elite group membership
Are you an insider or outsider?

•
•

– Minimal structure of an in-depth qualitative
interview enables multi-faceted power shifts across
the course of an interview

Interviewing people you know
• ‘Acquaintance interviews’ with friends, colleagues,
housemates, etc. (Garton and Copland 2010)
• Don’t use pre-existing relationships to pressurize
people to participate
• Keep anything said during interviews as confidential
and stays in that context
• Don’t gloss over information that isn’t new to you (see
Braun and Clarke 2013)

Interviewing strangers
• Can be easier than interviewing people you know
because not managing a dual relationship
• More difficult to establish rapport and feel comfortable
• Make sure that the participant has more time than the
interview will take so you don’t need to ‘jump into it’:
– ‘Rapport-building pre-interview chit-chat’ (Braun and
Clarke 2013: 88)

• Where will the interview take place?
– I.e. safety considerations if visiting them in their home

Interviewing across difference
• Some argue participants feel more comfortable
disclosing personal information to someone who
shares their characteristics (i.e. gender) (Sawyer et al.
1995)
• But matching is rarely possible or practical in smallscale studies
• ‘Interviewing across difference is a complex issue’
(Braun and Clarke 2013: 88)
• Sensitivities needed when interviewing those who are
marginalized

Power dynamics
• Power relationships shape interviewing
• Do participants perceive you as an ‘expert’?
• ‘Empathic interviewing’: building empathy,
rapport and reciprocity in interviews (Oakley
1981)
• Interviewing people who have societally higher or
lower status than you:
– Consider in advance of the interview how you might
manage any power differences

Ethical considerations
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gaining ethical approval from university
ethics committee
Participant information form and consent
forms
Sign-posting to support organizations (if
relevant)
Benefits and risks for interviewees?
Confidentiality and anonymity
Right to withdraw
Who can and should consent?
Conducting research on sensitive topics
Emotional or physical risks to the
researcher?

Participant distress and vulnerabilities
• Manage this by acknowledging participant distress during
the interview (Braun and Clarke 2013)
• Allow them to express it, but contain it within the context
of the interview
• People might need to express themselves, take a moment
to collect themselves
• Perhaps back off from topic (and return to it later in the
interview)
• Interviewing vulnerable groups requires additional skills
and experience (i.e. children, older people with dementia,
people with learning difficulties, victims of crime)

Morning break

Part 2: Designing an interview schedule and
topic guide

Designing an interview schedule and topic
guide
• Interview schedule (or guide): outline specific questions, order and
prompts, with suggested wording:
– Examples of hate crime and BBN interview schedules (handouts 2
and 3)
• Topic guide: lists a range of topics that serve as a check for an
interview:
– Can be very specific covering types of questions and how they
should be asked, or very general
– Example of police topic guide (handout 1)
• Consider typologies/categories of questions and their ordering

Structure 1
• Main questions: aim for around 7 main questions/topics:
– Each introduces a new topic
– Broad at first
– Try to avoid using ’why’ and ‘do you?’
– Can have sub-questions stemming out from these main questions
to give more detail if required
• Probes: help manage depth, provide direction and focus
• Follow-up questions: pursue themes and concepts introduced by
interviewee

Structure 2

Take into account:
•
•

Focus of inquiry
What you want to learn from the
person
• How much time you have
available
• The kind of access you have
• How much they already know
about the research topic

Questioning: open
and closed
•

•

Avoid closed and leading questions:
– Do not use questions which invite a ‘yes’ or ‘no’
answer
– Only for clarification purposes
Use open questions:
– Phrased in such a way as to encourage the
interviewee to speak in their own words
– Encourages people to speak freely
– Rather than ask, ‘That must have been terrible’ ask
‘How did you feel about that?’
– May have to use prompts, probe or ask follow up
questions

Sequencing
of
questions

• Organise them so that they flow
logically and cluster into topic-based
sections
• Early questions should be less
probing, sensitive and direct than
later questions
• Begin with ‘gentle’ questions
• ‘Funnel’ your questions (see Braun
and Clarke 2013)

6 kinds of questions (see Patton 2002)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Experience and behavior questions
Opinion and values questions
Feeling questions
Knowledge questions
Sensory questions
Background / demographic questions

The timeframe
of questions

Wording of questions
• “Asking questions is an art” (Payne 1951)
• How a question is worded directly influences how an interviewee responds
• Ask truly open-ended questions, i.e.
– How do you feel about -----?
– What is your opinion of -----?
– What do you think of ------?
• Avoid dichotomous (yes/no) questions which can turn it into an interrogation
• Ask singular questions (i.e. do not ask about more than one ‘thing’ or ask
multiple parts in one question)
• Ask clear questions – find out appropriate terms used by participants

Take care when asking ‘why’ questions
•
•
•
•

‘Why’ questions presume cause-effect relationships and an ordered world
However there are problems deducing casual inferences (Patton 2002)
I.e. the infinite regression of ‘why’ questions when parents try to explain the world
to their children
Instead, we can ask in a way which does not involve using the word ‘why’:
–
–

•

I.e. instead of – “Why did you register for today’s course?”
Ask – “What was it about today’s course that attracted you to it?”

If asked as a probe, ‘why’ questions can give the impression that their answer was
inappropriate:
–
–

Instead, of asking – “Why did you do that?”
We can ask – “Tell me more, about your thinking on ____”

Starting the interview
1.

Start the conversation about the topic of the research with ‘the
hook’ (Luker 2018):
– How you explain the study to the people you are about to
interview
2. Ask if the interviewee has any questions about the interview
before you begin
3. Open the interview ‘proper’ by asking general questions of the
‘grand tour’ type (Edwards and Holland 2013):
– I.e. ‘can you tell me how you got into yoga?’

Listening, probing and following up
4.

‘Turn signals’: between different aspects of the research project
that comprise the interview:
– Alerts the interviewee that you are shifting from the issue that you have
just asked them about, to another area of the research
– ‘Up to now, we’ve been talking about your childhood. Now I’d like to ask
you about [fill in the blank]’ (Luker 2008: 170–171)

5.
6.

Listen: be attuned, alert and attentive to what the interviewee is
telling you, or not telling you
Probing and following up: attempt to get interviewee to open up,
provide more information, expand on what they have said

Silence
Echo

7 ways of
probing

Uh-huh
Tell me more
Long question
Leading
Baiting

(see Bernard 2000)

Further considerations
• Research questions are not interview questions
• Watch for socially desirable answers (i.e. participants telling you
what they think you want to hear)
• You will need to draft and redraft your interview guide
• Pilot and practice questions on colleagues or a trusted friend
• Your qualitative interview guide doesn’t need to be treated as
‘fixed’ and can evolve as the project progresses (Charmaz 2002)

Concluding the interview
‘Cool down’ to ‘finish up and let go of
the interview’ (Luker 2008):

Enables interviewer and interviewee to detach
themselves from each other gradually

Final questions that focus on the future or ask interviewee to review their
experience or identify the most important thing they feel they have discussed

Thank the interviewee

Keep audio recorder handy because sometimes interviewees can start opening
up again after the recorder has been turned off (however consider ethics)

Workshop 2:
Designing a qualitative
interview schedule

Instructions: design a semi-structured
interview schedule
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Read the examples of interview schedules and topic guide provided for you and
briefly discuss these in your groups (see Handouts 1-3)
Select an area of research to design a semi-structured interview schedule on (note:
this should by hypothetical and not a study you are currently working on)
Design an interview schedule to use in workshop 3 when you will conduct a
qualitative interview with each other
Aim for 4/5 main questions/topics and think about the ordering and wording of your
questions
I will then ask you to share your work with the rest of the group

Lunch break

Part 3: How to conduct a qualitative
interview

Preparing for an interview (1)
• Confirm timeframe and anticipated length of interview
– 60-90 minutes on average
– Consider conducting a series of shorter interviews
• Confirm setting for the interview
• Design and pilot interview schedule / questions
• Send out participant information form, consent form, etc.
• Schedule a test call with participant to test ICT before the interview if
conducting interviews online

Preparing for an interview (2)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Schedule interviews at a suitable time for the participant
Consider use of other materials in the interview – i.e. visuals,
vignettes
Establish protocols for the interview, including logistics and ground
rules (including if online interview)
Consider if you will share interview questions with participants
beforehand
Consider building in rest break/s
Consider how you will build rapport with the interviewee
Consider how you will start and finish the interview

The interview setting: face-to-face
• Find a space that is available, convenient and accessible where you
can avoid interruption and record the conversation
• Public space – safer, but possibly noisy, and ethical issue if
researching a sensitive subject
• Private space – quieter, but safety issues for the interviewer
• Be aware of how the space used will impact on power and
positionality
• Gatekeepers’ influence? (I.e. in organizational research)
• How the interview setting might impact on the answers given
• Walking interviews and ‘mobile methods’ – the ‘go-along method’
(Kusenbach 2003; Clark and Emmel 2010)

Recording equipment
Pros:

Cons:

• Allows for concentration on what the
interviewee is saying
• Cost effective and efficient
• Records words and emotional timbre
and tone of voice (Luker 2018)
• Allows for detailed transcription and
revisiting of data at a later date
• If online interview can record and
transcribe via MS Teams, etc.

• Not always practical (i.e. in a noisy
public setting)
• Interviewee might not be comfortable
being recorded
• Recording device doesn’t work
• Does it mean we become less attentive
as observers? (Back 2010)

Use of technology
•

Online interviews: i.e. via Skype, MS
Teams or Zoom:
– Enables transcendence of boundaries of
time and space, reaching beyond the
constraints of face-to-face contact
– Can obscure the socio-emotional signals
between interviewer and interviewee
that take place in face-to-face
interactions

•

•

Email interviews: no constraints of
time/space, provides a gap between
question and answer, avoids
transcription
Telephone interviews: for participants
not able to take part in face-to-face
interviews

Online research during Covid-19
•

•
•
•
•

See list of resources on my website:
https://thequalitativeresearcher.com/2021/06/12/resources-for-doing-onlinequalitative-research-during-covid-19/
Ability to conduct research with participants over a large geographical spread
(Archibald et al. 2019)
BUT - selection bias: individuals who do not have internet access or knowledge /
confidence using audiovisual conferencing technologies
Online methods can replicate, complement, and possibly improve upon traditional
methods, including in-person interviews (Braun, Clarke and Gray 2017)
For participants, online methods may be more attractive than in-person interviews
due to convenience, efficiency, cost-effectiveness and flexibility (Hewson 2008)

Digital
qualitative
interviews

1.

Synchronous: participants are interviewed
by the researcher at the same time:
–
Chat via text or audiovisual
conferencing
2. Asynchronous: participants reply to
questions at different times:
–
Email communication or on an online
chat/text forum
•
Are you combining online interviews with
other methods?
–
Online observations or analysis of
text/documents
–
Will observations of online behaviour
inform interviews or vice-versa?

Face-to-face
versus digital
interviewing

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

”In-person face-to-face interviewing is often believed
to be the ‘gold standard’ in qualitive research.”
(Krouwel, Jolly and Greenfield 2019)
Data quality: based on richness in qualitative
studies, not only length/amount of data
Comparison of in-person interviews with video call
interviews identified that both produced a similar
volume of data (words) and a similar breadth of
topics (codes) (ibid)
However, in-person interviewees tended to make
more individual points (statements)
The researchers neither experienced nor noted any
consistent difference between the nature and
character of the interviews by mode
Rapport which some have anticipate as being
inhibited by the camera did not appear to be
different
Technical issues occurred during the study, such as
dropped calls and frozen screens (ibid)

Other interview tools 1
• Vignettes: short stories with a purpose; about characters in
hypothetical but realistic circumstances or dilemmas relevant to the
research:
– Useful in in aiding interview discussion where topics are
sensitive and interviewees may feel awkward talking about
particular issues (Edwards and Holland 2013)
• Diaries: completed prior to the interview
• Photo elicitation: ask participants to take photographs of
themselves or family members at home, working or playing with
technology, communities, etc.

Interview tools 2
• Graphic elicitation: timelines, maps,
memory books, animation, storyboards
• Smartphones, mobile phones and Apps
• Mood boards
• Sensory material
• Audio
• Card sorting

1.

10 criteria
of a
successful
researcher

2.

3.
4.
5.

Knowledgeable: is thoroughly familiar with
the focus of the interview
Structuring: gives purpose for the interview;
rounds it off; asks whether interviewee has
questions
Clear: asks simple, easy, short questions;
does not use jargon
Gentle: lets people finish; gives them time to
think; tolerates pauses
Sensitive: listens attentively to what is said
and how it is said; is empathetic in dealing
with the interviewee (see Kvale 1996)

1.

10 criteria
of a
successful
researcher

2.
3.
4.
5.

Open: responds to what is important to
interviewee and is flexible
Steering: knows what he or she wants to
find out
Critical: is prepared to challenge what is
said - for example, dealing with
inconsistencies in interviewees’ responses
Remembering: relates what is said to what
has previously been said
Interpreting: clarifies and extends
meanings of interviewees’ statements, but
without imposing meaning on them (see
Kvale 1996)

Workshop 3:
Conducting a qualitative
interview

Instructions
In pairs, use the interview schedules that you designed to interview each other:
1. Conduct a 20 minute interview
2. 5 minute discussion and reflections
3. 5 minute break
4. 20 minute interview
5. 5 minute discussion and reflections
6. Note down three main observations / lessons learned to share with us
7. We will then reflect on the interviews together
8. Note: interviews are not to be shared outside of today’s course

DISCUSSION OF
WORKSHOP 3

Reflections on the day and
final questions
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