Techniques of interviewing

A successful interview means that the interviewer (you!) has obtained the information they need, while the interviewee does not feel uncomfortable or that you have wasted your (and their) time.

Interviews require good organisational skills. Think ahead and plan ahead!
Plan ahead in: 

· Choosing your interviewees

· Developing questions and preparing for follow-up questions that may be needed.

· Setting up and managing the interview situation

Choosing interviewees

You may need to select people from different age groups e.g. fellow teenager, parent/adult, grandparent/ older adult, to provide a range of responses. Your interviewees should be selected according to the purpose of the interview and the information you hope to collect, not just because you happen to know them. If possible choose someone who is fairly articulate. Speak to your teacher or teacher librarian if you are unsure how to make contact with suitable interviewees.
Developing questions

Your brief is to elicit opinions and reactions to aspects of your chosen issue. Unless you are contacting an expert in the field, you cannot expect to receive factual information. You should be able to incorporate any interview material in your final report. Note any contextual detail that will assist your overall understanding of what is said in the interview. It will also help put your subject at ease if you build up to specific questions with more general ones. Some closed questions may help to set the context but ‘open’ questions’ will produce longer and more useful reponses.
An interview is a dynamic situation and cannot be fully scripted. The questions that you write down will not be the only ones you ask, or the only things you say. Be prepared if necessary to rephrase your question/s. Have follow-up or further questions ready to use if necessary.

Setting up the interview situation 

How are you going to record the interview? 

Using an audio-tape recorder is perhaps the best choice, as it doesn’t interrupt the flow of the interview, yet provides a reliable record.

· Know how to operate the equipment.

· Ensure equipment is available and in working order.

· Ensure batteries/power supply is OK.

· Obtain interviewee’s permission and make them feel comfortable with its use e.g. trial run.

· Offer opportunity to listen to finished tape/see finished product.

· Use equipment unobtrusively.

Your place or theirs?

Organise a venue where you will both be free of interruptions and feel comfortable for the period of the interview.

· Make sure it is available, reasonably quiet and comfortable.

· Confirm time and other arrangements just before interview. 

· Give them some idea how long it will take. Try not to go beyond that as it may cause resentment or inconvenience. Half an hour to one hour should be sufficient for each interview.

· Sit where you can hear and make sure you can be heard.

Communication skills

Speaking 

It is better to speak too slowly than too fast. Listen to yourself on tape; practice!

· Check volume of your voice/s and adjust recording volume if necessary.

· Clarity of voice is very important – don’t mumble into your page of questions!

· Observe the response and adjust the pitch/tone of voice to suit.

· Repeat or rephrase questions depending on response. Be aware of your own pronunciation idiosyncracies or use of slang or jargon!

· Use appropriate and meaningful language – don’t use words they will not understand, or ask long complex questions. Use short sentences or phrases with single ideas.

· Use pauses positively. Don’t fill every gap with your voice. Allow the respondent time to collect their thoughts, to remember. 
· Recap or paraphrase some responses as you go or at the end of the interview.

Listening
· Avoid interrupting the response to a question, let the speaker finish before rephrasing the question, following up with another one or moving on to the next question. Give them time to respond fully to your question.
· Look at the respondent while s/he is speaking. Maintaining eye contact shows your interest and alertness and you can also pick up non-verbal signals.

· You can give evaluative comment or feedback but not until the respondent has finished. Be patient and don’t channel their responses too much.

Remembering

It is vital that you not only hear but listen, not only listen but remember! 

· Don’t try to recall every little detail (that’s why you are recording it!) but try to understand the essentials, and follow your interviewee’s line of thought.  

· Try to detect the sequencing, ordering and structuring in what is said. 

· You may want to jot down your own thoughts and ideas as you hear and react to the responses. You can refer to these notes and ask follow-up questions before the interviewee leaves.
Feedback

· Give feedback only when wanted – do not dominate with your ideas and opinions

· Withholding comment until after the respondent has finished allows you to hear the whole reply and remember it better. You may pick up discrepancies or shifts in attitude – note these but do not make judgements and perhaps save comments until later.

Questions

· If you do not understand the response ask for clarification.

· Your core questions should be open-ended and require more than a yes or no response. Seek further detail or clarification; follow new avenues of thought (without getting off the topic of childhood). Do this by:

Silent probe – wait for the respondent to go on

Encouragement – signals that you are listening and want to hear more e.g. ‘I see…’  ‘Huh, huh…’
Mutation – using a following question in order to shift to a new topic.

Immediate or retrospective elaboration -  e.g. ‘Can you tell me more about….’
Immediate or retrospective clarification - e.g. ‘Earlier you said….’
People skills

Establish rapport 

· Start with your first contact, when arranging interview.

· Give a clear explanation of the purpose and value of this interview to you.

· Use non-verbal indicators of your good intentions e.g. smile!

Empathy

You don’t have to agree with their opinion but you should be able to see things from your interviewee’s point of view. That can help you formulate productive questions.

· Do not confuse this with sympathy.

· Tolerate differences, withhold explicit value judgements (especially negative ones!). Starting an argument is counter-productive.
Approach

Take yourself and the task seriously. A too-casual attitude will produce casual and inadequate responses.

Courtesy encourages cooperation.
· Be polite when requesting the interview

· Be polite when confirming interview details

· Give them a copy of your main questions beforehand (but mention you may ask other questions as a follow up to their responses).

· Make sure you formally thank interviewees for their cooperation after the interview e.g. a thankyou letter.

· Show or inform your interviewees of the end result.
REMINDER : 

These interviews are important. Successful interviews will supply you with invaluable raw material for your research.

It is recommended that you also document your progress - what you write as the interviews are set up and conducted should include your observations on how you and your interviewees handle the process.
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