Interview Tips

Interviews can be loosely structured, tightly structured, lengthy or short, in-person, over the phone, or via tele-conferencing.  

Goal: to generate rich qualitative data to give your research depth and breadth.  

Interviews can help clarify the subject’s views on a topic, and the constructs they use as a basis for their beliefs, including their worldview.  They often are essential for sensitive topics. Allows a “hhhmmmm” moment you can experience with the respondent. 

* Disadvantages: time-consuming, inconvenient, can introduce subjectivity and personal bias (which may be an advantage dependent upon your approach).

The Interview 
* Play your student card.  
* Name incentives for them up front. The more people have to gain from the research, the greater the likelihood they’ll cooperate with you. 
*  timing:  determine when it’s convenient for them- but offer suggestions
*  place: Wherever the subject will be at ease, will open up, and is accessible/safe for both. 
*  Do your homework!!  Know about the subject - Learn about the organization/issue to be discussed and the subject’s place in the hierarchy/network.    
*  Prepare detailed interview guide for yourself; prompts and skipping questions
*  PILOT YOUR QUESTIONS to make sure they give you the response you’re looking for and it Tests your own TIMING AND SKILLS 
*  Sending a letter in advance explaining the topic and including some questions may be helpful/appropriate
*  Don’t schedule interviews back to back if you can avoid it.  Particularly for introverts, interviewing is stressful.  The concentration and concurrent listening and thinking requires a substantial amount of energy. Also, interviews may take longer than you think.
*  GET INFORMED CONSENT! The form can be signed in advance or at the interview. Clarify with the interviewee in advance any issues regarding confidentiality.   If they insist on confidentiality or will only be interviewed “on background” or you agree to provide a copy of your interview notes or final product, your actions should reflect their request.  Be careful what you agree to:  too many restrictions on use of the data from an interview may make it worthless.

The Encounter
*  Dress appropriately. Wear what will help make the respondent be at ease. 
*  Be on time.
*  How to record?  Pen and paper; audio tape; each have advantages and disadvantages-be sensitive to the subject.  Many people hate being recorded, some don’t care.  The least obtrusive method is usually best; if you need extensive quotes, taping is superior. If you can’t tape record then invent your own short hand writing.   
*  Introduce yourself, explain the project; chit-chat a bit, but be careful with humor.


*  Questioning strategies:
# It’s usually best to start with easy questions, pack the tough ones in the middle, end with a light discussion.
	# funnel: general to specific (just like with surveys)
	# Inverted funnel: specific to general, a la Sherlock 	Holmes
 	# Sometimes beginning with a direct, provocative question 	works well 
*  Types of questions: it’s important-avoid ambiguity; make sure the question is understood
	# Direct, matter of fact
	# Devil’s advocate or what if
	# The “compliment, then crush” question
	# Story-- Create image or version of what happened

Prompts
* Dependent upon how structured your interviews are, you may need a set of prompts for each question. Use active listening techniques (carefully) to confirm important statements/revelations, being ever conscious of the possibility of bias; ask as a follow-up, “Can you explain a little more?” rather than “Why don’t you believe in equal rights for women?”
*  Use them as follow-up questions-to clarify, elaborate, encourage, get a better response without coercion.  
*  Watch your body language relevant to culture.
*  Avoid making the respondent feel like you are evaluating or testing him or her. 
*  For uncooperative subjects: do your best.
# Use silence (it can amplify their discomfort), wait after questions if they don’t answer right away- this also gives people time to think.
	# Smile as appropriate and stay in control
	# If it ain’t working—stop or skip.
*For people who can’t stop talking and digress…..control your head movements (nodding will encourage them to keep going) and politely interject a statement/question that will move the discussion back on track.  Watch out for professional digressors who use the technique to avoid telling you anything of substance

End
*  Thank them; don’t leave too quickly.  Put your paper and pen (or tape) away and just chat for a few minutes.  End on a friendly note (if possible) so both of you will feel comfortable repeating the encounter if necessary.

When done, IMMEDIATELY go over your notes, clarify your scribbles and write down more observations/impressions

Always send a thank you note to the person you interviewed. 
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