Focused and unfocused interviews

The basic rationale of ethnographic research is to attempt to see and understand the world from the point of view of the subject or participant in that world. 

Focused (semi-structured) interviews are used when the researcher wants to collect qualitative data from a respondent. They set up a situation which allows the respondent time and scope to talk about and develop their opinions on a particular subject.

The focus of the interview is decided by the researcher which is why it is called a semi-structured interview. 

The basic objective is to understand the respondent’s point of view rather than make generalisations about people’s behaviour. As such, it is a technique that involves the extensive use of open-ended questions, some of which are suggested by the researcher and some arise naturally out of the conversation. 

In order to get the respondent to reveal information about themselves,  the researcher must build up a rapport with the person being interviewed. The research objective of establishing a rapport with the respondent relates to data-validity; that is we assume that people who trust and respect us are more likely to tell the truth as they see it. 

The setting of the interview, the building up of trust and the personal demeanour of the interviewer are all vital to the success of the interview. 

1. Avoids the problem of pre-judging and pre-determining what will be in the interview.

2. The interviewer can probe into areas they had no prior knowledge of.

3. More scope and depth

4. Interviewer can explain questions and give guidance

5. Practicality: not as reliable as questionnaires and not as valid as PO but simple, efficient and practical

BUT

1. Not reliable

2. need interviewer with interview skills

3. recording information – may be ethical problems

4. Validity: respondent may be lying, have imperfect recall or explaining their behaviour with the benefit of hindsight

Unfocused interviews

Here the researcher only goes in with the general topic they want to talk about.    The main objective, as with focused interviews, is for the researcher to record a respondent’s views about a particular topic and they do this by encouraging the respondent to talk… 
Unlike a "real conversation", the researcher's contribution is fairly minimal, since the basic aim is to record what is being said without influencing a respondent's ideas. If you were to observe this type of interview taking place, all you would probably see would be someone talking (the respondent) whilst the researcher provides various non-verbal cues (nodding, smiling and so forth) in order to keep the respondent talking. Silence is used as a tool to get the respondent to talk.
USES

1. Validity: minimal intervention of researcher -  respondent leads

2. No pre-judgements – describes reality on respondent’s terms.

LIMITATIONS

1. Interviewer needs a lot of skill

2. Lots of useless information
Many of the points I've just noted relate to potential problems of bias in interviews. That is, the idea that for one reason or another the researcher is receiving distorted data and we can develop this in the following section by looking more closely at potential problems of biased data from two main points of view:

· Firstly, we can look at possible problems of unintentional bias.

· Secondly, however, we will look at the idea of inherent bias.
            Sources of Unintentional Bias.
The ability to conduct an interview successfully involves a great deal of skill on the researcher's part and an unskilful interviewer can easily allow the intrusion of bias into the interview process. A biased interview will, of course, produce invalid data and since bias can creep into the process in a number of different ways, it might be useful to have a brief look at various potential sources of bias in more detail.

1. tone of voice, general demeanour
2. leading the respondent ‘so what you really mean is…’

3. pleasing the researcher by giving them the answers you think they want

4. embarrassing disclosures

5. boasting

Inherent bias: the interviewer effect

The act of interviewing people involves a series of subtle and not so subtle ways of manipulating an interview so that people effectively tell us what we want to hear.
1. The interviewer comes to the interview with a set of questions to which they want answers which will confirm their view of the world. The interviewer gives the respondent clues as to the desired answers.
2. The interview effect. The respondents will give answers they think the interviewer will want. 

For critics of interviews as a method there is a problem with methodology. According to Goffmann interviews involve negotiation, manipulation and impression management and the respondent will be aware of the social consequences of what they say. In an interview the respondent will be attempting to present themselves in a way they want to be viewed. This undermines the validity of interviews. 





















