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This chapter will give an overview of what
gualitative interviews are and what klnd§ of
research they might be used for. Tt will consider
the different ways in which qualitative inter-
views are used (as a resource or a topic) and
will examine some of the ethical questions

- g . i e 1EWS.
raised by qualitative research using interviews

The chapter will also provide a practica].gui-de
to preparing for and conducting qua.htatwe
interviews, including questions of sampling and
access. 1t wili also consider what kinds of ques-
tions might be asked, how interviews shogldhe
recorded and questions of analysis of gualitative

interviews.

The learning outcomes of this chapter will = An understanding of the ethical issues involved in
include: qualitative interviewing.

+ Practical understanding of how o design and conduct

« Anunderstanding of what a qualitative interview is. qualitative interviews.

¢ An appreciation of what gualitative interviews

can (and cannot) tell us (epistemological = For a commentary on successful interviewing,
guestions). see Box 12.1.

To interview successiuily requires skill. But there are many different siyles of interviewing,
ranging from the friendly, informal, conversational approach to the more formal, controlled
style of questioning, and good interviewers eventually develop a variation of their methad
which, for them, brings the best results and suits thair personality. Thare are some essential
qualiies which the successiuf interviewsr must possess: an interest and respect for peopls
as individuais, and flexibiity in response o them: an ability to show understanding and .
symipathy for their point of view; and, above all, a willingriess to sit guietly and listen. People :
whe cannot stop talking themselves, or regist e tempiation to contradict or push an inform- :
ant with their own ideas, will take away information which is either useless or posiively
misieading. But most people can learn to interview wall, {Thompson, 1988: 196)

means that interviewing is a highly flexible but
‘ also somewhat unpredictable form of social
Interviews are most importantly a form of comi-  research. In everyday life, there are many differ-
munication, a means of producing different  ent forms of interviews, or conversations in
forms of information with individuals and  which information is being elicited and/or shared
groups. The interactive nature of their practice  with groups or individuals (see Box 12.2).

Market research surveys

Dactors’ consultations

Job ar universily interviews

Immigration interviews

Intervisws to receive welfare or social security
Journalists’ interviews
Television intarviews

Therapeutic interviews
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All of us will have experienced at least some of
thern, and we are also familiar with reading the
results of journalistic interviews, and perhaps
also published ‘conversations’ between acadern-
ics, as well as watching televised interviews. We
are also familiar with conversational forms,
which would not be considered as formal inter
views, where we share with greater or lesser
depth our feelings and views with friends, rela-
tives, lovers and also perhaps counseliors and
therapists. This experience tells us that the kind
of talk we do, or information and opinions we
share, varies widely depending on the context,
our mood and the nature of the encounter (see
Chapter 24 for an account of how to analyse
conversations). It also varies depending on how
familiar the form of encounter is to us — this is
likely to be affected by our gender, class and
cultural backgrounds. We are also aware that
sometimes we listen more carefully than others.
As Les Back argues, ‘Our culture is ope that
speaks rather than listens ... Listening to the
world is not an automatic faculty but a skill that
needs to be trained’ (2007: 7).

Therefore, in thinking about interviewing as a
to00l of social research, we need to be aware of
the many different variables which will affect the
outcome. These will include who is doing the
interviewing, who is being interviewed, the loca-
“tion in which the interview takes place and the
form of questioning. These factors need to be
thought about before and during research, but
they are also worth bearing in mind when reading
research based on interviews. Does the researcher
give you a sense of the interview content and
context, have they answered these questions for
you and have they taken them into account in the
analysis of their interview material?

Social research interviews range from the for-
mal, structured interviews at one end of the
spectrum  (see Chapter 11) to totally open-
ended interviews that might begin with a single
prompt such as “Tell me about your life’. The
term o« e . oAt generally refers to
in-depth, loosely or serni-structured interviews,

and these have been referred to as ‘conversations
with a purpose’ (Burgess, cited in Mason, 1996:

-38). They are often 1sed to encourage an inter-

viewee to talk, perhaps at some length, about a
particular issue or range of topics. This distin-
guishes them from the classical tradition of
social survey work represented by the sort of
interviews done by government social survey
organisations, such as the UK Office for National
Statistics, and the increasing number of tele-
phone and street surveys conducted for market-
ing purposes. As you saw in Chapter 11,
survey-based interviews tend to rely more on
closed questions which follow a structured for
mat in the form of an interview schedule and are
designed to elicit specific information or facts’
from the interviewees.

In a survey using structured interviews, the aim
is to standardise the interviews in order to claim
direct comparability between interviews with dif-
ferent people and to interview enough people so
that the results could be held to be statistically
representative of a particular population. The
intention, therefore, is that the interview should
be neutral {that is to say, not influenced by the
words, actions or position of the interviewer} and
generalisable (and therefore often quantifiable).
The emphasis is on data coliection and it is based
on a particular epistemological position taken in
the classical survey research tradition. Here, the
social world is assumed to have an existence that
is independent of the language used to describe it
(see Chapter 2). In contrast to this realist
approach, an idealist account would see interview
data as preseating one of many possible represen-
tations of the world. This latter approach tends to
view the interview as a process of <
rather than collection. In qualitative interviews,
the researcher is often regarded as a co-producer
of the data, which are produced as a result of an
interaction between researcher and interviewee(s)
{Mason, 1996: 36].

There are many different forms which qualita-
tive interviewing can take. These range from inter-
views following an interview schedule of topics or

from an ontal

themes to be covered in a loosely planned order, to
an invitation for the interviewee to talk on w};at—
ever they feel is relevant. Qualitative interviewing
may not only bie one-on-one interviewing. It can
also include focus group discussions that bring
together a group of interviewees to discuss a par-
ticular topic or range of issues. In these contexts
the interactions between participants can generaté
different data than would have emerged in a one-
on-one interview. Chapter 13 gives a full account
of focus group research.
Whilst qualitative interviews are often under-
taken as 2 result of a particular epistemnological

g

position taken by the researcher (as will be
explored below), they are also a flexible resource
which may be used in conjunction with other
research techniques. So, for example, in-depth
interviews may be used to explore in more detail
with specially selected interviewees questions
that have also been covered in a wider question-
naire-based survey. Equally, focus groups or one-
on-one interviews may be used as a part of an
ethnographic approach (see Box 12.3}. This
raises the question of why one would choose to
use qualitative interviews and what they offer
the researcher.

E;Z:; method is particularly useful for allowing participants to generate their own guestions
es ard concepts and to pursue their own priorities on their own terms, in their own’

vocabi
lary. Focus groups also enable researchers to examine people's different perspec-

tives as they operate within a social network.

Crucially, group work explores how accounts

are art
{e!afz:ifuiated, censurgd, gpposeé and changed through social interaction and how this
0 peer communication and group norms. (Barbour and Kitzinger, 1999: 5)

Qualitative interviewing is particularly useful as
a research method for accessing individuals” atti-
tudes and values — things that cannot necessarily
be observed or accommodated in a formal ques-
‘c.mnnaire. Open-ended and flexible questions are
likely to get a more considered response than
closed questions and therefore provide better
access 1o interviewees’ views, interpretations of
.evenE, understandings, experiences and opin-
Jons., fhey are also more open to hearing respond-
;.nf:s views ‘in their own words', which allows
a;’:j;z);;()j'&: c?rnp]ex analysis. Therefore, this

proach tends to be used by those who come

ogical position which respects

people’s knowledge, values and experiences as
meaningful and worthy of exploration. However,
as we shall see below, few researchers believej
‘that in the course of an interview, you are able to
get inside someone’s head’. What an interview
produces is a particular representation or account
of an individual's views and opinions.

One of the reasons why qualitative inter-
viewing is a particularly suitable method for
accessing complex issues such as values and
understanding is that it is a flexible medium
and, to a certain extent, allows interviewees to
speak in their own voices and with their own
language. Thus, qualitative interviewing has
been particularly attractive to researchers who
want to explore voices and experiences which

they believe have been ignored, misrepresented




or suppressed in the past. Feminists, for exam-
ple, have used qualitative interviewing as a way
of ‘giving voice” to women's experiences, and
much oral history is concerned with capturing
voices and experiences 'from below’. As we
shall see later, this raises important questions
about the dynamics of power in the interview
and research process.

A further advantage of using qualitative inter-
viewing as a research method is jts flexibility in
allowing research topics to be approached in a
variety of ways. Issues that might be of a sensi-
tive nature, for example experiences of violence,
“or which interviewees may be reluctant to talk
about (or unconscious of), such as racism or

other forms of prejudice, can bé approached
with sensitivity to open up dialogue and produce
fuller accounts. This again raises questions of
power and ethics in the research process {see
below and Chapter 5}.

Perhaps the most compelling advantage of
qualitative interviewing is that, when done well,
it is able to achieve a level of depth and com-
plexity that is not available to other, particularly
survey-based, approaches. The non-standardised
interview enables the researcher to become
attuned to subtle differences in people's posi-
tions and to respond accordingly, both at the
time of interviewing and in the subsequent
analysis (see Box 12.4).

A study by Chapple and Ziebland on the guestion of whether it was therapeutic for families fo view the
body of a loved one after a traumatic death which may have left the body damaged is a good example of
the power of qualitative interviewing. As a demonstration of the flexibility of qualitative interviewing, the
question of viewing the bady was not an important issue for the researchers at the outset, but rather one
which was raised by their interviewess. Nonetheless, the research can provide importance guidance for

doctors and other nurses who deal with bereaved families. The authors found it was significant fow the

bersaved talked about their dead relative (as ‘him’ or ‘her’, by name; of as ‘the body’ or it’), and found that
the most important factor was that families were given a choice in whether fo view or not view their loved
ane, and that being forced to view a body for means of identification could poteritially increase trauma.
The qualitative nature of the study was essential for buiiding trust and aliowing imerviewees to discuss

Access to attitudes, vaiues and feelings.
Flexibility.

Exploration of suppressed views.
Sensitive issues can be broached,
Achieve depth.

Reflect complexity.

Allow respondents to answer ‘in their words’,

How we answer these questions depends largely
on where we stand on the distinction between
data collection and data generation mentioned
earlier. In a realist approach, where the social
world is assumed to have an existence inde-
p.endent of language, accounts given by inter-
viewees are assessed according to how accurately
they reflect this real social world. Thus, in this
classical tradition, interviews are expected to
act as a resource, providing real ‘facts’ zhout the
social world. Thus interview data are scruti-
nised for bims — for the extent to which they

present a distortion of the truth. In contrast the
idealist position takes the interviewee’s acc:)unt
as one possible version of the social world.
Here, the interview tends to be treated more as
a social event in its own right, as a 1ol rather
than a resensce. In this approach, the researcher
might be interested in analysing, for example
how the speaker uses various rhetorical stra.te:
gies in order to achieve particular effects, or
how the speaker is using particular Ciecursive
reperioires in their account (see Box 12.6 and
Chapter 23).

difficult experiences in their own terms

Sourge: Chapple and Ziebland, 2010: 340:c2032

As we have seen, whilst qualitative interview-
ing offers particular advantages for researchers,
it also raises epistemological, methodological
and ethical issues for social rescarchers.
However, it is also worth noting that many of
these questions would also apply to other

research methods.

Epistemological questions raised by qualita-
tive interviewing centre around the status of the

material produced:

= What can interviewees telt us and what do they not
tell us?

»  How do we assess and analyse the interview data?

Box 12.5 looks at what qualitative interviews

can offer.

Ruth i i i i
g f;a;tzn?tal{g ;;;terwewed white wornien in the United States in order o expflore their experiences of
cially hierarchical society. She identified different ‘di i i
: A Iscursive repertoires’, or ways in whi
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Thus, Frankenber i inj ifyi
. g was Interested in identifying when her respond i i
. e ! l
Course, as where interviewee Ginny Rodd saig: i 1o were sing s nd of ds-

To me. they ars like me or a i '
3 vong af - 5 R irne e Dt L
g i s — they're human — s like | lold my Kids, they work

ving like s ; cause ha K i
W0 hike we do. Jus! because Hay are Black is no saying their food is give o them

[5iC5 1 vou oo i .
G you ol hem. they bleed red blood, same 28 we do (1952 143)

S,

3 Continued
e R . ( )




(Confinued)

Frankenberg contrasts the

se kinds of statements with those who she saw as drawing on a discourse of

‘race cognizance’, as in the words of interviewee Chris Patterson:

When | look back, | think of myself as such a nafve white girl. Not gven just raive — naive by
isolation, by separation. Alsc coming from the while, privileged class ... Msans you de{wt
Kave 1o look at anything else. You are naver forcad to uniil you choose fo, because your life

is $0 unaffected by things like racism. {1983 181)

In practice, researchers are often using interview
material both as resource and a topic. Interviews
are often analysed both for what interviewees say
about their lives and experiences (the interview
as resource) and for how the information is com-
municated and the accounts are told (the inter-
view as topic). Therefore it is not always possible
to completely sidestep issues of ‘truth’ and reli-
ability. Analysis of accounts is likely to need to
consider some notion of how accurate the
account is. If for example, something is being
misrepresented ~ a number or period of years
being over-estimated -~ why does this happen?
Why are certain things remembered more than
others? Why is it more difficult to talk about
certain subjects than others? As Luisa Passerini

argues:

There is no ‘work of memory without a
corresponding ‘work of forgetting’ ... So often
forgetting indicates suffering, be it of the
woman who ‘does not remember” her house-
work because she has never been allowed to
consider it important, or the silences of those
whe do not want to speak about the daily
oppression of fascism and the massacres of
Nazism, (1991: 194)

This ‘work of forgetting’ may be more interesting
to the researcher than what is remembered, but
interviews can only ever offer a partial view into
the process. Of course qualitative interviews, by
their nature, are reliant on people talking; how-
ever, some issues may be difficult to talk about.

As Kathy Charmaz writes, reflecting on her
experience of research with people with chronic

illnesses:

[Nlot all experiences are storied, nor are all
experiences stored for ready recall. Silences
have meaning, tco. Certainly, silences
derive from what people forget or do not
know, understand, or take into account.
Other silences occur when people grope for
words to say something on the edge of aware-
ness that had been unclear and unstated. And
some sitences result from people’s awareness
of and actions toward their situations. Such
silences may either be intended or iniposed:
Some people are silenced. (2002: 305)

The interactive nature of the interview process
can be the basis of many of its advantages as a
research tool in that it allows for flexibility: the
researcher can adapt in response to the reactions
and responses of the interviewee Whilst the
nature of communication means that we can
never be sure that two people’s understandings
of terms and concepts is exactly the same, the
qualitative interview offers the possibility of
exploring the interviewee's understanding in a
more meaningful way than would be allowed by
2 Jess flexible survey questionnaire. However, the

nature of interaction during fnterviews also
raises some of the most critical questions that
need to be dealt with by qualitative researchers.

Janet Holland and Caroline Ramazanoglu
characterise interviews as ‘stylized social events’
and argue that ‘differences such as age, class, gen-
der, ethnicity and refigion impinge on the possi-
bifities of interaction and interpretation, and so
on how the social world is known’ {1994). This
underlines the need to acknowledge and address
difficult questions of rofic

evivine. Reflexivity
involves critical sell-scrutiny on the part of
researchers, who need, at all stages of the research
process, to ask themselves about their role in the
research. Reflexivity involves a move away from
the idea of the neutral, detached observer that is
implied in much classical survey work. It involves
acknowledging that the researcher approaches
the research from a specific position and this
affects the approach taken, the questions asked
and the analysis produced. In the immediate con-
text of the interview, reflexivity involves reflec-
tion on the impact of the researcher on the
interaction with the interviewee.

Feminist researchers have been particularly
alive to these questions. Ann Qakley wrote an
influential critique of traditional standardised,
structured interviews where these were based on
the idea of a detached and neutral researcher
who maintains control of the interview. Instead,
Oakley argued that it

becomes clear that, in most cascs, the goal of
finding out about people is best achieved
when the relationship of the terviewer—
interviewee is non-hierarchical and when the
interviewer is prepared to invest his or her
own personal identity in the relationship ...
Personal involvement is more than just
dangerous bias — it Is the condition under
which people come to know each other and
0 admit others into their lives. (1981 41, 38)

Thus Oakley advocates the proffering of friend-
ship and exchange within the interview process.

However, this may not always be possible or
even desirable for either party involved. As Jane
Ribbens points out, in some situations, the
attempt of the researcher to place herself and
give personal information may be seen as an
imposition rather than as a2 welcome offer of
friendship: 'After all, is not part of the rescarch
exchange that 1 have expressed an interest in
hearing about the interviewees' lives?” {1989:
584]). In addition, there is a risk that it is assumed
that only women researchers should interview
women respondents if they are to gain authentic
accounts [see also Chapter 3). This overlooks
other differences which may influence the inter-
action, such as age, social class and ethnicity.
Thus in her article ‘When gender is not enough:
women interviewing women’, Cathy Riessman
contrasts her experience of interviewing middle-
class Anglo women with that of interviewing
working-class Puerto Rican women. Riessman
found that in the interviews between an Anglo
researcher and Puerto Rican interviewees, the
interview ‘was hindered by a lack of shared cul-
tural and class assumptions’ {1987: 190).

Some might therefore argue that there should
always be ‘race’, gender and class matching
between respondents and researchers. However,
exactly matching all the characteristics of
respondents and interviewers is likely to be very
difficult and would restrict many research
projects. Ann Phoenix, reflecting on her research
experience on two studies — one on young moth-
ers and the other on social identities in young
people — argues that

prescriptions for matching the ‘race’ and/or
gender of interviewers and respondents
are ... too simplistic . I different types of
accounts about ‘race” and racism are produced
with black and white interviewers this is in
itsclf imporiant data and mav be good reason
tor using  interviewers of hoth  colours
whenever possible since it illustrates the
ways in which knowledges are situated
(Phoenix, 1994 49, t6)




Reflexivity in research requirés that the impact
of both similarities and differences on the
research processes be examined. The impact of
the social positioning of the researcher needs
to be thought through and will be more sig-
nificant to some research topics than others.
For example, it might be more important to
match gender when interviewing women
about domestic violence. Questions about rac-
ism are likely to produce different responses
depending on the racial identity of both inter-
viewers and interviewees; being aware of when
matching occurs or does not occur might be
important in interpreting responses an such a
research study. )

The research relationship raises other ethical
questions that need to be addressed {see also
Chapter 5). Thus it is important to protect
respondents from harm in the research process
as well as to consider questions of disclosure,

rped comsent

consent and anonymity. in
should be obtained from interviewees wherever
possible. This can be verbal, but should ideally
be written, where interviewees are able to keep
a copy of the agreement they have signed,
including a statement aborit any questions of the
copyright of the interview. It should also be clear
to interviewees that they can stop the interview
at any point if they want to. Depending on the
research subject, it might be important to con-
sider the extent to which interviewees are capa-
ble of giving informed consent. Do they
understand the concept of research and what
you are doing? Are they able to think through
the implications? Should a third person be giving
consent for thern? This is particularly relevant to
conducting research with children, but may also
apply to others.

It is usual to offer anonymity to research
respondents. But ensuring anonymity is not
always a straightforward process. This is par-
ticularly true when dealing with in-depth bio-
graphical material which might be recognisable
1o friends and family unless some details are
changed. Measures may also need to be tzken

in the recording and labelling of data to ensure 7
that anonymity is preserved. Researchers
aeed to think about where and how they will
record and store their data during the research
and writing-up process. It is important to sepa-
rate the interview material from the real
names of the interviewees at an early stage, for
instance on the labelling of tapes and tran-
scriptions.

British Sociological Association {BSA) guide-
lines on the ethical conduct of research studies
state that:

Sociologists have a responsibility to ensure
that the physical, social and psychological
well-being of research participants is not
adversely affected by the research. {www.
britsoc.co.uk/equality/Statement+ Ethical+
Practice.htm)

It should be clear that research should not
inflict harm on interviewees, but in some cases
the subject matter may be such that it is difhi-
cult to predict what is going to cause distress,
and how much distress will be caused by taking
part in an interview. Discussing violence,
trauma, accidents, illegal activity and mistakes
might all cause distress to interviewees.
Researchers should ask themselves at all times
if they are pushing too far in the questioning. In
addition, they need to be aware that the inter-
viewee might be saying too much — or things
that they will regret disclosing, If you build up
2 good rapport with your interviewee it may
start to feel like a counselling session, a role
which the researcher is not necessarily trained
to undertake. Where it is possible to predict
that interviewees might become distressed by
the interviews, it would be useful to have
already researched the contact details of
resources that might be availzhle to them, such
as support groups or sources of counselling
which you can pass on.

Box 12.7 gives an example of ethical issues in

interviews.

In one study of the experience of sexual abuse, the researcher, Catherine Kirkwood, asked her respond-
ents what they felt about the interview process. Of the 16 interviewed, three felt that ii:\e interviews L?Sh d
thgm too deeply into the emotional responses to abuse, leading to nightmares for two of them : d E
third being unable to finish the interviews (Kirkwood, 1993: 34-5). e
Some people are clearly more vuinerable than others and some subjects mare difficult to deal with
and careful consideration should be given o the likely impact of interviews on respondents. -

This section will examine some basic questions
that peed to be addressed when undertaking
research using qualitative interviewing. These
include:

»  Who do you interview (including how many people
and how you contact them)? ’

= Where do you interview them?
= What do you ask them?
+ How are you going to record the interviews?

»  How will they be anatysed?

Answering all of these questions requires for-
ward planming and in particular will depend on
establishing a clear sense of why you are con-
ducting the interviews in the first place.

Before you can plan your research, you need to
llaye as clear 2 sense as possible about why you are
proposing to undertake the research in a particular
way and what you hope to achieve by it. This
involves having at least a preliminary idea of how
you will analyse your material (although in quali-
tative research this will often be a flexible process
and subject to change). You can ask yourself:

fs your aim to use the interview as an exercise in data
generation or data cofleciion? Related to this is the

issue of whether you will be treating the interview as
fopic or resource — or both.

+« Are interviews the best way of conducting the
research or are there other scurces which wouild be
more efficient ways of getting the information?
Perhaps you should be pursuing the interviews in
conjunction with other sources for your research, 7

+ s your aim to test or develop theoretical propositions?

= What kinds of comparisons are you likely to wani to
make?

The different answers that you have for these
questions should help you frame both who you
should interview and how you plan and conduct
the interviews themselves.

Wha do you inferview?

Qualitative interviewing is, by its very nature,
relatively time-consuming compared to survey
interviewing. Tom Wengraf argues that semi-
structured interviews are ‘high-preparation,
high-risk, high-gain, and high-analysis opera-

" tions’ (2001: 5). The time involved Hmits the

possibilities for covering large samples, and this
is one reason why few attempts are made to
achieve random or probability samples in quali-
tative interviews, although they may be con-
ducted in conjunction with wider representative
samples {see Chapter 9 for a discussion of this
kind of sampling). So whilst the aim may not
be statistical generalisation, there is still the
need to consider who should he interviewed in




order to achieve a good understanding of the
issue under research.

As with more stringent versions of sampling,
you need to begin by identifying the wider
population from which you will select your
interviewees. For instance, are you interested in
researching the experiences of black women
under 20? Of foothall supporters? Or of social
workers who work in: fostering and adoption? Or
the whole population of people who live in a
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interviewing, it is hot common.

T

set of people. This approach allows for the in-depth examination of a particular set of social processes
in a particufar context. However, vou need to be able to argue how this narrow example relates to a

1 A representative relationship (as in probability sampling). This requires the se!ectio_n of a sample
which is repiesentative of the total empirical population that the siudy refers to. !t requires knowledge
of the nature of the total population — so that proportions of soctal characteristics such as age, genéer,
ethnicity, class in the wider population can be mirrored in the sample. This requires the use of statisti-
cal conventions o enable you to argue that the general patierns discovered in the sample are i_'ep.re-
sentative of the wider population. As mentioned above, whilst this approach can be used in qualitative

2 A relatiohship designed to provide a close-up, detailed or meficulous view of a particular experience.
This could be as narrow as selecting the iife and narrative of a particular person for scrutiny, or a small

particular area of a large city? What is your par-
ticular interest in this population and how does
it relate to your research? You will then need to
make a selection of research participants or
interviewees from this broader population. In
order to do this, you heed to establish a relation-
ship between the selection and the wider popu-
lation. There are several different types of
relationship that can be established. These are
outlined in Box 12.8.

S G

wider population and how the interviewees do, or do not, compare with each other.

:- 3 A relationship that covers a relevant range of people in relationship to a wider population, but is not
designed to represent it directly. This does not mean an ad hoc sample, but involves a strategy of

selection which ensures that a relevant range is covered.

Source: adapted from Mason, 1996: 9182

Additionally, theoretical sampling is a conunon
approach to selecting individuals for qualitative
interviews. Here, people are selected according
to how likely it is that their interview will con-
tribute to the development of an emerging the-
ory. The relationship of this to some population
is generally not known. Theoretical sampling is
discussed in Chapters 9 and 22. Roger Hewitt’s
experience in a study of processes of racism is
helpful in showing how sampling decisions can
be made in a qualitative interviewing study

(Box 12.9).

The size and nature of your sample will
depend partly on how it is designed to relate to
the wider population (and the nature of that
wider population). It will also be affected by the
resources available to you. Identifying and
gaining the cooperation of interviewees and con-
ducting the interviews themselves are ail time-
consurning processes. But they are likely to be
outweighed by the time spent listening to and
annotating or transcribing the interviews and
analysing the results. You should start out with a
target number of interviewees which you think is

suitable for your project. This may include target
numbers of different people who have the
required characteristics to supply the range of
people who you want to interview. It might be
helpful to set up a table of target interviewees
who fulfil certain criteria (as in quota sampling —
seée Chapter 9). However (to introduce an ele-

ment of theoretical sampling) this should be used

flexibly by allowing for the development of new

criteria and selection strategies as the research
proceeds. For instance, you may realise after a
while that there is a different group who provide
a 'negative’ comparison o those who form the
bulk of your interviewees. It may be important to
investigate this group. Or you may decide to fol-
fow up fewer interviewees but do so in more
depth than originally planned, or conversely,
increase your target number of interviews.

S

We were concerned to build up a picture not simply of racial attitudes but of how young
people who expressed racist opinions made the move into perpetrating racist acts. While we
regarded understanding the experience of victims as ceniral, it was the perpetraiors of racist
actions who were the major focus of our attention. At the same time, we were anxious to fing
out about those people who formetd the social and family network of perpetraiors, What did
they think about racism and racist attacks? How did people in any neighbourhood aliow
harassment to go on? Who knew about i? What did they say io each other about §7 This
was part of what we called ‘the social basis of racist action’. We belisved thai perpetratorns
of racist harassment probably did not behave in & social vacuum. | was soinehow sither
aliowed or even encouraged by gihers, and thers was somsthing in the focal community that

ailowed it to happen.

I order to investigate the social basis of racist action, we interviewed as many young
people as well as adult professionals including youth and community workers, teachers and
the police. We attended community groups and othar such meetings, talked to a wide range
of adults in different neighbourhoods and interviewed both boys and girls — in groups in

schools and youth clubs,

Source: Hewitt, 1996: 2

Once you have outlired your target selection,
you then need to find the people and get them to
talk to you. This can be a nerve-wracking process,
but it is often surprising how willing people are
to give you their time if approached in the right
way. You need to think about how to contact
potential interviewees. Are there organisations
which will give you access to a certain population
or specific ways of contacting them? For instance,
if your target group is social workers working on
adeption and fostering, are there professional

bodies you can approach to help you find inter
viewees? Can you identify the agencies in which
they work and approach them directly? Are there
professional journals or magazines which also
might help you locate interviewees? But you also
need to think about how the route taken for your
approach to interviewees may influence who you
eventually interview. For instance, if you wanted
to interview fathers who bring up single-headed
families, you could contact the campaign groups
that represent them. However, the men that are




involved in these groups may have characteristics
that are not shared by other men in similar situ-
ations. For instance, they might tend to have dif-
ferent class characteristics, or be more unhappy
with their situations. fa this case, if you were
concerned to represent a full range of fathers in
this position, you would need to develop alterna-
tive strategies for contacting single fathers who
had different characteristics.

Sometimes getting access to interviewees
requires going through intermediaries or gate-
keepers {sée also Chapter 14). For instance, if
you want to interview elderly people, you might
choose to approach a pursing home or social
group for pensioners. You will need to get the

_permission of the head of the nursing home or
group organiser. You will also want to ensure that
the gatekeepers are not putting pressure on peo-
ple to participate, and try to judge whether being
introduced in a particular way by a person per-
haps in authority may affect the interviewees
and what they say. .

As is shown in Chapter 9, another method of
finding interviewees is to snowhsll, where you ask
people you have interviewed to suggest friends or
colleagues to interview. This can be a very success-
ful method of making contacts, but it is likely only
to introduce you to people who are similar to
those you have already interviewed. It can be
helpful to get a sense of networks or the ways in
which people in similar situations use the same
discursive repertoires. However, it is not likely to
enable you to cover people across a range of dif-
ferences (there is 2 tendency for people to know
and introduce you to others who are broadly
similar to themselves). In addition, it makes you
dependent on your interviewees’ choices of who
yout should talk to. They may have different selec-
tion criteria from you — for instance, suggesting
people with unusual experiences where you want
to interview more ‘normal’ cases.

Howiver you contact your interviewees, you
have to remain reflexive during this process,
which is likely to happen over a period of time.
You need to be aware of how your sample is
developing and how it compares with your

targets. Are there reasons for your changes to
original plans? If certain people are particutarly
difficult to reach, can you find new approaches
(see Chapter 31 on what to do "When things go
wrong’)? If you are finding it difficult to find
interviewees, this may add to your understanding
of what you are trying to research. For example,
it is often hard to find people for interviews
about the experience of certain ilinesses (eg.
HIV/AIDS), whereas others have conditions that
they are more happy to discuss (e.g. heart dis-
ease). This may reflect the fact that some condi-
tions attract more social stigma than others.

Where do you inferview?

In most qualitative interviewing, the interview
takes place face to face. Howevey, in some con-
texts, it may be impossible to meet with your
interviewees. Telephone interviews are possible,
although you will need to establish a way to
record the interview (with appropriate consent).
You also need to consider what is lost through the
lonig-distance encounter. In particular, non-verbal
cues and body language will be absent and you are
less able to ensure that your respondent is not
distracted. Finally, it is difficult to get people to
settle down to a long conversation with someone
that they do not know on the telephone. Some
internet- and email-based research may involve
interviewing (see Chapter 11). Even in face-to-
face interviews, the setting in which you interview
may also make a difference. For instance, you
could get different responses from teenagers if
you interview them in a classroom rather than a
familiar café. You should therefore give some
thought to where the interviews are conducted.
1deally, you need a space where you and the inter-
viewee {or group) will be relaxed, able to talk and
be undisturbed. This can sometimes be difficult to
achieve. Often interviews are conducted in peo-
ple’s own homes as this is most convenient for
them. However, this can have implications for
privacy if other family members are arcund. You
also need to have proper consideration of your

own safety. Do you feel that this is a safe environ-
ment to go into? You should always have a
responsible person who knows where you are
going and when you expect to be finished. You
should make an arrangement with that person
that once you are out of an interview, you will call
them to confirm your safety. Meeting in public
places or at workplaces may influence the tone of
the resulting interview in certain ways,

e

Qualitative interviews can be experienced by
the intérviewee as very similar to an informal
conversation. However, this does not mean that

First trying marijuana.

2 Circumstances surrounding first contact.
3 Btate of being following first contact.

4 Conditions for continual use.

& Conditions for curtailment or stoppage.
5 Present situatton.

7 Current attitudes towards usage.

Expansion of section 5 Conditions for curtailment or stoppage:

{&} Why did you decide to stop or cut down?

¢

o} Was the drug still relafively accessible to you? '

they influence you?

Source: quoted in Lofland, 1971: 78-9

15} What was happening to you at this time (e.g. were you still in school, working efc.}?

T t!Z;ld your demsion' .to stop have anything tq do with what was taking place in your life/career (i.e. was
e us;ge of marijuana on a reguiar basis becoming too great a rigk in moral, social or legat terms)?

Did any particular person or persons influence your decision to stop or cut down? Who, and how did

- {To be asked of Iﬁose Whg havg stopped completely] Since having given up marijuana, have you felt
any strong.yeammg to try it again or resume your use of it? Tell me about it (times, occasions, place
and so on in which yearning is experienced). How do you handle these feelings wr;en ou e‘rjti ”
what do you tell yourself or do in order to resist the desire? e o

they are totally unstructured or unplanned. Like
sampling, the conduct of the interview needs to
be planned, but it must also be responsive and,
as the gquotation from Paul Thompson in Box
12.T suggests, it iz a skill that needs to be learned.
The key to a good interview is to adjust your
approach so that the interviewee is encouraged
to talk, but crucially o talk about subjects that
you are interested in researching, You should also
pilot {trial run) your approach or questions so
that you know that they make sense to inter-
viewees. Your questions need to be clear and in a
style of language that your respondent under-
stands. It is often best to keep questions simple
(this can avoid the problem of asking more than
one question in a single sentence).
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Different researchers and research projects will
adopt different approaches to qualitative inter-
viewing, At one end of the spectrum would be
conducting interviews with reference to a rela-
tively structured topic guide, such as that in Box
12.10 which is taken from a study of people who
had ceased using marijuana.

At the other extreme is the single»question
induced narrative approach developed by Tom
Wengraf (2001}. Wengrafl aims to elicit stories
from the interviewee with a single guestion such
as “Tell me the whole story of your life” and no
further questions except for clasification. Clearly,
this is appropriate for some research projects,
but not all.

Most qualitative interviewing falls somewhere
between the single question and the relatively
structured topic guide. They will involve the
researcher having planned in advance the way in
which he .or she intends to introduce and open
the interview and a range of topics which they
hope to cover. Qualitative interviewing is a
skilled process, as you need to develop the ability
t listen carefully to what you are being told at
the same time as you consider how to take the
interview forward and what your next question
will be. You also need to be aware of body lan-
guage and other non-verbal signals that you are
being given, as well as to attend to your means of
recording the interview, either by taking notes or
by making sure the recording equipment is still
working. Juggling all these tasks takes practice.

As should be clear, conducting interviews is
not the same as merely taking part in a conversa-
tion. It needs a different kind of listening and
different responses. You need to take more care
not to interrupt your interviewee’s speech than
you might in a normal conversation. Qualitative
interviews generally concentrate on open-ended
or ‘non-directive’ questions which reguire more
response than a simple ‘ves’ or ‘no’. There are
various ways to encourage your iaterviewees to
carry on talking or expand on what they are say-
ing. Sometimes simply not rushing in with
ancther question will give them time to reflect

on what they have said and say some more, espe-
cially if you are giving encouraging semi-verbal
cues such as ‘ub-hub’ and nodding encourage-
ment. You can also repeat statements back to the
interviewer in the form of a question. For exam-
ple, if someone says ‘When I was young, I didn’t
have much of a relationship with my sister,’ you
can ask them again as a question You say you
didn’t have much of a relationship with your
sister? as an encouragement to talk further
about this topic.

In some cases, gualitative interviews may be
covering quite sensitive material, or issues that
the interviewees do not particularly want to talk
about. It is important to raise sensitive issues in
ways that make interviewees stiil feel comforta-
ble about discussing them. This may involve
using indirect questions. For example, rather
than asking a white interviewee directly about
their own attitudes — “What do you think of
Black people?’ — it might be more productive to
ask more general questions such as ‘Do you think
there is a problem of racism in this country?’.
Interviews may also place researchers in a dis-
turbing position where they have to respond to
statements and opinions with which they disa-
gree or even find offensive. There is no single
appropriate response to these situations. You
may need, for example, to weigh up your ethical
and political desire to combat prejudice wher-
ever you encounter it with a desire to maintain a
good relationship with your interviewee. On the
other hand, sometimes a more combative
response may produce a discussion which is use-
ful for your research (see Back, 1996; Wetherell
and Potter, 1992: 99).

5 . T P I, Prvvape
How do you record nterviews?

You need to think about how the interview mate-
rial will be recorded and transcribed. This may
depend in part on the form your analysis will
take. For example, do you need exact transcrip-
tion of the interviews {more important perhaps

for discourse and conversation analysis)? Or will
more summary notes be sufficient for your analy-
sis? Will you be using a computer program to
help you code your data? In this case, you will
need to have all your material in electronic form,
and this has important implications for the
amount of time that the analysis will take.

The need to concéntrate on what the inter
viewee is saying and how to respond and adapt
to this is easier if you do not have to take notes
of what is being said as you go along. This means
that audio recording of interviews is often desir-
able, although it requires specific consent from

the interviewee and may not be suitable in 2f}
cases. Recording also entails more post-interview
work, as you will need to listen again to the
interview and perhaps transcribe it

Whether the actual interview is recorded elec-
tronically or not, it is wise, once the interview is
over, to make field notes of the encounter. Often
these will record aspects of the interaction and
your sense of the interview, not otherwise
included in your interview notes or transcript.
This can be very helpful in reminding you of

important things when you analyse the material
{(Box 12.11).

Janet Holland and Caroline Ramazanoglu stressed the importance of field notes to accompany mterwew

data in their work on young people’s sexualiies:

Obviously the text of a transcript doas not reveal alf that went on in the interview: language
was not the only thing exchanged. Body language, non-vetbal exchanges, distress and
laughter are afl part of that interchange, and ali nead to be taken into account in undsrstand-
ing and interpreting what the young woren and young men were irying to communicate

about their sexualities. (1394: 141)

They feel that these field notes helped analysis by reminding them about each interview:

Since no researcher can gain more than a ghimpse of other people’s lives through accounts
given in an interview, much of the ‘skill’ of interview-based research lies in what sense we
make of the interview after the subject has gone — how we interpret our imerview texts.

(1994: 126)

Lhmass obp nmar B § e 5 73
SO GO YOU analyse interviews?

This section is short, but this does not reflect the
importance of thinking about analysis: many
chapters in the rest of this book guide you in
doing this, since the considerations that apply to
the analysis of qualitative interviews are really

no different (and no less complex) than those
that apply to other kinds of qualitative material.
Thus, an interview might be analysed using
quafitative thematic analysis (Chapter 21), as a

part of a project in which grounded theory is
being generated (Chapter 22), or using discourse
analysis (Chapter 23], narrative analysis or inter-
pretative phenomenological analysis (Chapter
25), content or linguistic analysis (Chapter 26)
or {very occasionally) conversation analysis
(Chapter 24). Combining qualitative with quan-
titative analysis (Chapter 27) may also be appro-
priate in some circumstances.

. The distinction between analysis of inter
view material asa - . ora . .. s keyto




understanding different approaches. Here,
the basic decision is whether to ‘read’ inter-
views as a report of experience (the resource
approach], or whether to treat them as events
in their own right so that they become occa-
sions that are observed (the topic approach).
Qualitative thematic analysis often involves
treating the interview as a resource; discourse
analysis is one example of an approach which
topicalises the interview, and occasional con-
versation analyses of interview data also do
this. This distinction was also discussed in the

section earlier on the epistemological status of

interviews.

This chapter has reviewed both practical
considerations of qualitative interviewing and

methodological issues that concern the underly-

_ing epistemological and political considerations
that lie behind the use of this kind of material -

for research purposes. It should have equipped
vou both to do and to think about qualitative

~interviews, If you use this method, it is impor-

tant to keep a note of all the decisions you make
in planning and undertaking the interviews. This
will help you when you come to writing up your
research and providing a rationale for the way
vou have proceeded.

Finally, consider whether it is appropriate to
have any follow-up with your interviewees.
This might involve sending out a letter which
tefls them the results or progress of your
research, or éven giving a workshop or presen-
tation where you éxplain the results of your
research to a group of respondents and give
them a chance to comment on what you have
found.
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Hevisw gueshons

What is a qualitative interview, how does it differ from other kinds of interview, and what different
approaches fo carrying out qualitative interviews exist?
What kinds of research study are gualitative interviews best suited for?




3 What does it mean to say that an interview is treated as a topic rather ihan & resource at the analysis

stage? o .
4 What kinds of ethical issues may arise in doing qualitative interviews?

5 What consideration arise when deciding who to interview, where to interview, what to ask and how fo

record qualitative interviews?

+ The aim of this exercise is to produce interview data on students’ experiences of studying and thus t:
experience some of the problems of asking questions and understanding answers in an unstructure

interview.
- {a} The workshop should be divided into groups. of three or four.

{b} Each group should draw up a short fopic guide for unstructured inferviews with other students.
‘ Focus on a speciic aspect of experience {e.g. reasons for coming to university, financial problems,

{th The interviewer should interview the interviewee using the topic guide. The observer shc?u:d w.'rlte
down as much as they can of what the interviewee says.’Then. change roles z,md do another in en::v. |
{=} Compare the two interviews and discuss what you have found out. ansn.der the Iangua-ge [+ ;t:
questions. What do these take for granted? How far is the interviewer sharing uhderstandings wi

2 Read the transcript of an interview with Joanna, an Australian woman interviewed for a resecarch

. Workshop and discussion exercises

reactions to lectures and classes) and work out some questions.
{c} Each group shouid choose an interviewer, an interviewee and one or two obsearvers.

the interviewee? How could the interview be improved?

project concerning mothers’ experiences of child day care centres (Box 12.1 2).

i ionship between interviewer and respondent?
{a} How would you characierise the relationship

{b} What does this interview tell us about what has happened to Joanna and her child? Construct a iist

{2} Whai does this interview tell us about the person Joanna wanis 1o be, and about the child tha: sr;i
wants Jared to be? Construct a list of key themes relating to this and say which segments of ta

K
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of key themes relating to this and say which segments of falic illusirate each theme.

illustrate each theme.
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Interview with Joanna, separated, about Jared, aged 18 months, who has been going to a childcare day
centre for three months:

1

2
3
4
5
[§]
-
8

(@3

Joanna:

How did you feel during the first week or so that Jared was in

day care?

Ah 1 worried. | worried a lot because he was very young then about
three or four months old. Um but then i used to go and visit him say
after two because | had a break and I'd go and visit him in between and
he wasn’t even interested in ... 1 stopped doing it because I'd go in

and after I'd been there an hour and a haif two hours to play with him
and he was busily involved in something else and um wasn't grizzly

i
i
i
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Joanna:

Joanna:

Joanna

@

Joanna:

Joanna:

enough to want me.

You said you were rather worried, What were you worried

about? ) -

Um | was worried that it was going to affect him not

being with me — that he wouldn’t get the same love and attention — that
he'd ory and miss me and but now i think it's ah | worry more about me
missing him than him missing me.

How long has Jared been in day care now?

Since he was three months. So about a year and a bit.

He virtually been going there really since he was abaut two months. |

have found though that when we shifted from the country up here he didn't

go for about eight weeks and he was ... used o ory all the time for the

first week or two um then | started to take him back to going into

creche,

You found it difficelt leaving him after?

Yes | found it difficult | don’l know if it was a stage he was

going through. That clingy stage or whether he just got s0 used to being
with mie he didn’t want to .

Was that hard for you?

Yes terribly hard. [ don't know i [ could leave him if he was

the type that cried all the time that i left him because | just ... it

makss me feel sick. | worry about him being away from me the whole
time that he is away ... s0 'm really glad that he's happy and laughing
when he walks in.

Have yc;ur emotions changed since the first weeks Jared was in day
care? If so — how? ‘

Woell | think ve got a really positive outlook for it now | reafly

feel that it's a really good thing for him to be going to day care as an
only chiid — he doesn’t have any brothers and sisters to mix with — it
teaches him sharing and not being the centre of attention. Um and how
1o get on with other children and | think it's really important. And |
think maybe an only child doesn’t leam that early enough if they
don't go to something where they are mixing with other children so |
think really even if | didn’t have to he would go at least a couple
of times a week into a local childcare centre. .
And if you were perfectly free to choose, how would you have arranged
your life since the birth of Jared?
Yd have a nanny ... if | was really going to choose anything I'd
have a nannyfhousekeeper [Jared appeared with something that he
shouldn't have had — mother quickly rermnoved it — Jared started to cryf.

{Contintued)
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i find he get very bored if he’s at home with me | usually by ten o’clock
have got to go down the street because he get so restless.
How about in the future if you were perfectly free to choose?

i’d stifl have him go into a creche maybe not quite as much as he
does at the moment um and | think | would prefer to have more help at a
night fime.
So you'd still like a nanny?
A nanny/housekeeper. | mean | wouldn't like her to be bringing him

up. But | suppose um somebody who could replace because my parents
grem’t up here. Somebbdy who would replace his grandmother | suppose.
Somebody ah who 1 could just ... more of a grandmother figure | suppose.
Um just somebody who could help out occasionally a bit ... li's very hard
when you've got no ... I've got girffriends up here but none of them

have got children so it's very hard to ... yeah some are having children at
the moment so itll be different once they have them. But | wouldn't ’
jeave him with someone who didn’t have children because it might peut
them off.

Is there anything else you would like io add?

Well | actually feel that it doesn’t hurt any child going to

child care | think it does depend on the child care centre um and 'vé
been really lucky with both centres he’s been 1o they've been really
good. Really good in the way that they're brand new. So they have

been very clean bright and new facilities bright windows & good
piaygrouhd which is really important. And the staff have afl

been new so they're all really enthusiastic um and they really fike

what they're doing and um ['ve found aiso that the children that go to
them have been really nice types, and that makes a difference. And um
Pm not being classist or anything but 'm not sure if | was living in

a housing commission area and going 10 creche there in those areas |
would find a difference. But both times he’s been in really nice where

thie parents are nice types and ah it does affect even on really young
children you can teli about the parents. In both the creches he’s

been in there have been no children swearing being naughty they've been
taught discipline and | think that's good and actually the creche is good

it teaches them a litile more discipline than | do in a way.

Sitting when he's eating and things like that where as a sole parent |

can get a little bit soft on him so i's good that he does have a litlle

stern-ness.

Source: Reproduced with kind permission of Lyn Richards
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