Madolyn Nichols

Interviewing techniques


Assuming a conceptual familiarity with interviewing as a method of analysis, the following report serves more as a reference tool for future interviewers. Interviewing is perhaps the most common method of data collection, or at least the one with which most people feel a natural facility.  There are, however, several techniques that are perhaps not entirely clear to the novice social scientist; I have listed them here as a reference guide.
Though most of us use causal interviewing techniques on an almost daily basis, it may rarely occur to us that factors like question wording (and, consequently, clarity), question order, and  interviewee rapport all play a role in the quality of data we receive.  In his interview/survey study, Bryman finds that the top three sources of error in research are all the result of poor communication between the interviewer and interviewee.  These are problems that can easily be obviated by careful wording and attention to detail.  Bryman suggests that, especially in terms of the standardized (structured) interview, the researcher should think of the interview process as a sort of performative questionnaire that states questions succinctly and allows very little room for variation.  
Filter questions
Filter questions allow researchers to ask more tailored, appropriate questions of each subject.  For instance, in a study about American voting behavior, there is no point in asking nineteen year-olds if they voted for George Bush in the last presidential election.   It would be better to filter out all US citizens who have only voted in the last mid-term election, and then have a separate list of questions that pertain to them.  If respondents are to skip a certain block of questions, however, the researcher needs to respond to this variation appropriately so that all alternative questions are answered, limiting the margin of error.
Question order
Perhaps one of the most important aspects of interviewing, question order can have a profound influence on the responses provided.  Keep the following in mind:

1. Never vary question order.  Variations in question order can result in omitted questions.  
2. Order variation can also impact the types of responses supplied by the interviewee: if the subject senses that previous interview questions have focused on conservative issues, she is less likely to indicate her true leftist ideology.  
3. Make sure that early questions relate directly to the established research topic.  Respondents may doubt the relevancy of generalized questions (i.e., age, income).
4. When asking questions related to your topic, ask general questions first: “Have you heard of X?” then, “What are your views about X?” then “Are you in favor of X?” so that there is a clear progression in questioning about the topic.
Rapport.  Establish a friendly rapport with your subject, but not so much as to influence the answers you receive.  Studies have shown that respondents are sensitive to the social desirability of their responses and are reluctant to indicate support for something that is not mandated by the mainstream, thereby risking the disapproval of the interviewer.
Probing. When probing a subject (say, in a situation where she doesn’t understand the question), keep comments as brief and non-directive as possible.  Researchers can repeat questions, emphasizing options, or ask, “could you expand on that?”
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