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An interview is the other main type of survey. They consist of an interviewer asking the participant (the interviewee) to 

answer a series of questions in a face-to-face verbal situation. Having an interview allows both the interviewer and the 

interviewee to expand on, or clarify the questions. There are three main types of interview: 

1 a structured interview follows a set format, where a questionnaire has been set by an individual and those 

questions are to be asked of the participant – some clarification on the questions is possible 

2 a semi-structured interview consists of a series of set questions, but the interviewer is able to probe the 

participant into expanding on their answers when necessary, and can also add in a few extra questions to obtain 

more information 

3 an unstructured interview follows no set format, so the questions are not predesigned – this allows the 

interviewer to structure the interview entirely around the participant’s answers 

The data obtained from an interview is essentially all qualitative. There might be a certain number of dichotomies in an 

interview, but generally the questions are open-ended. 

An interviewer is able to make notes throughout the interview, but a preferred 

method of recording is to use, for example, a dictaphone or video camera, so a hard 

copy of the interview is permanently available for the researcher’s use. Either way, 

the notes or recordings must be transcribed later on – this is, writing them out in full 

so that the interview can be properly analysed, linking back to your aims and 

hypotheses. This is time-consuming but is a crutial part of the interview process. 

An interview, among any other form of data collection, has to be ethical, and these are some of the steps a researcher 

has to follow to make sure it is: 

 the respondents must see the interview schedule before the interview begins, so that they know what the 

interview is regarding and are prepared to respond to the questions asked 

 the respondents must know about and agree to the chosen method(s) of recording the interview 

 after the interview has taken place and it has been transcribed by the researcher, the respondent must see a 

copy of the transcript to confirm that is what was said or what happened 

SUBJECTIVITY / OBJECTIVITY 

As with any other method of research, an interview has its fair share of bias. Like in a questionnaire, there is room for 

the methods of “lying” such as social desirability and response bias. But also, with an interview, the researcher 

themselves is able to affect the answers from the interviewee. They can do this in the interview by using facial 

expressions to mentally ‘judge’ the respondent; and they can do it outside of the interview by interpreting the results 

using their own views and judgements. 

The term subjectivity refers to the idea of results analysis being affected by the input of the researcher. This means that 

they cannot be directly verified by someone outside of the research team. Whereas objectivity means that there is no 

bias affecting the result – this means that the researcher has not included their own judgement and views in the data. 

An objective study has findings which are easily verifiable by somebody who is outside of the study team. All scientific 

studies should be objective.  

Interviews can be objective by ensuring that the researcher is not affected by whether they like, or agree, with the 

interviewee. A full transcript should be produced so the researcher cannot choose what to include. Also, they should 

have one other researcher look at the results. An interview which is not objective gives findings which are not useful. 

Planning and carrying out interviews to obtain qualitative data Social Approach 
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Some of the strengths and weaknesses of interview are outlined below: 

 The interviewer is able to explain what the question 
wants, and can explore further into their opinions 
by asking further questions, whereas a 
questionnaire is limited to the questions set 

 Contain in-depth and detailed data is produced 
which is usually valid – the respondents can talk in 
their own words and are not restricted – because 
the data is “real life” and “true” it is likely to be 
valid 

 An interviewer can find it hard not to influence the 
answers of the respondent, based on how they ask 
questions or where they put emphasis on, e.g. by 
asking “You are not prejudiced, are you?” 

 Interviewees may respond differently to different 
interviewers, for example, giving different answers 
to a man or woman interviewer (researcher bias) 

 The researcher can put their own interpretation 
into the data analysis and can quickly form themes 
in their mind which they analyse all data to 

 

A COMPARISON OF QUESTIONNAIRES AND INTERVIEWS 

 Questionnaires Interviews 

Reliability 
Structured questions are set the same for each 
respondent, so the research is easily repeated 
and therefore likely to be reliable 

Each respondent is interviewed in a different place 
at different times, and often by a different person. 
This makes it difficult to replicate the interview 
process exactly as before, so testing for reliability 
becomes difficult 

Validity 

Set questions with forced multiple-choice 
answers are likely to gain “untrue” answers 
from the respondent by not offering a choice 
that they perhaps wish to give, making the 
data not valid 

Questions can be explained and explored in more 
detail. The interviewer is able to probe the 
respondent for as much information into their 
“true” opnions as possible – making the data 
obtained valid 

Subjectivity 

Follow a structured format and are less open 
to researcher bias in the data analysis – these 
mainly consist of closed questions which do 
not require researcher interpretation, and the 
open questions yield fairly short answers, 
making themes in the respondents’ answers 
more easy to spot 

Definitely open to researcher bias in the data 
analysis because generating themes in the findings 
requires some interpretation. The data is very 
open to subjectivity, but the analysis can be 
objective by making sure that the steps are clear 
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