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In-depth Interview

Definition

The in-depth interview (also called “unstructured,” “exploratory” or “open-ended” interview) is one of the most often used qualitative research methods in the social sciences. Generally speaking, an interview is a social interaction between two people, with one person gathering information from the other. The interaction is what differentiates the interview from the questionnaire, even when the questions posed are identical. Thus, this type of research method is used when seeking a narrative response to questions, as opposed to the specific answers gathered from a more structured (or closed) interview format. 
Aspects of the In-Depth Interview

This method is most advantageous (and most often used) when topics are sensitive, when the respondents come from different groups, and/or when the researcher is able to do his/her own interviewing, or has the resources to hire trained interviewers. The interviewer should have skill in listening, remembering, paying attention to verbal and non-verbal cues, and be familiar with the practicalities of interviewing (i.e., how to react if the interviewee becomes tense, or how to handle equipment malfunctions). 

Though the in-depth interview can be viewed as a “conversation,” it does not allow the interviewer to be unprepared or unaware of the challenges of this research method. The following aspects should be considered when defining a strategy for the interview:

*the questions should make sense and be meaningful to the interviewee(s)

*the questions should be related to the interviewee(s) experiences based on what is already known about them


*the interviewer must take care to be sensitive to the needs of the interviewee(s)

*the interviewer should be aware of the flow of the interview interaction by attempting to move seamlessly between topics and questions

*the interviewer needs to focus on issues and topics that are relevant to the research problem and questions (Mason, 1996)

 Ethical Considerations
 One ethical issue involves the depth to which an interviewer should go in probing interviewee’s answers (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002). As noted above, it is important for the interviewer to be aware of the flow of the interaction and to focus on the research problem; however, it may be difficult for an interviewer to fully anticipate the consequences of probing and this may affect the needs and reaction of the interviewee. 

Another issue involves the protection of the subjects. It is important to accurately reflect the attitudes and feelings of the interviewees when interpreting the data. This can be more difficult in qualitative research; for example, how should non-verbal data be interpreted? 

Comparison to Focus Groups
 It has been suggested that in-depth interviews offer more quality information when compared to focus groups (Palmerino, 1999). Without the influence of the opinions of other people, the interviewer is receiving the opinions of only the interviewee; in-depth interviews lack the possibility of “group-think” that can be seen in focus groups. Also, since the interviews are one-on-one, the interviewer receives more information from the respondent from one interview, than he/she would from a focus group of 10 people, where some of the participants might not contribute. 
One of the disadvantages is time; it takes time to schedule and conduct several in-depth interviews, whereas a focus group is over in one session. Another drawback is that a greater emphasis is placed on having a skilled and experienced interviewer, and this may require a high cost.
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