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Abstract

This paper explores the value and limitations eflépth qualitative interviews as a research methitdin
healthcare practice and education. It challenges dcbmmon view that interviewing is a simple and
unproblematic approach to data collection and kigitd a range of structural, contextual, operationa
intrapersonal, interpersonal and ethical factorewthose intending to undertake such researchidhake into
consideration when planning interviews. It also bagises the fundamental need for those involved in
interviewing to develop critical reflexivity.
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Introduction interviewing as a research method within

Healthcare research aims to generate empiric@f?althCare practice and education.

data that can enable practitioners and educatdralue
alike to develop and enhance service provisi0|:1h

(Parahoo 2006). Interviews have been describg&ie interview 1S an important research tool

as one of the most widely employed dat ohen et al 2011); not least because skilful,

collection methods, especially within qualitative ensitive and insightful interviews generae
research (AIvessdn 2003ay Silverman 201 ich set of accounts of the interviewee's
Bryman 2016). Gray (2018’ 0.379) describe periences, knowledge, ideas and impressions’

interviewing as a basic form of human activit EAIvesson 2003a  p.168) and facilitate
. . 9 . y understanding of individuals’ public and private
in which language is used between two huma}n

beinas in the bursuit of cooperative inquirdhe  1VES (Kvale 2006) as well as their thoughts and
9 P P quiry’ emotions (Silverman 2013, Mears 2017).

use of more loosely structured (sometime .
y ( Mterview-based research may also enable the

f’amﬁd Igé?i?aati\r;eOrress’ir;r;?]trxsjgsgolr?tgg\gg\g)sardeveIOpment of new frameworks and theories to
9 xplain human behaviour (Anderson & Jack

gqr?gt(?]erspi(r:gécnall%o dgs;%r;e(tj attc:) Ieirnto \évgig e2r003)' In-depth interviewing is a flexible data
P W u pic, ISCOVEllection tool (Cohen et al 2011), which allows

and record what that person has experienceﬁ~| o :
what he or she thinks or feels about it, and Wh%,[e managed transition from one relevant topic to

significance or meaning it might havéMears nother (Ryan & Bernard 2003). It can be more

2017, p.183). The interview is often incorrectlyfggg;ryﬁg:,lz ”f:cccirr; ?Odiﬁd ex;Vrlrﬁgllg aarl]
regarded as a simple approach to data glenerat'e(:}ﬂnographic study and is well-suited to research

and insufficient attention given to the importamcgvhere the respondent's opinions are of greatest

of interview practices within studies (Alvesson . . .
2003b). This paper therefore examines the valumtereSt (Bryman 2016) and a rich picture is

limitations and considerations of using in-depthgOught (Gray 2018). Interviews have  the
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potential to capture verbal and non-verbal dataore likely to provide a richer understanding of
(Cohen et al 2011) and may be open tthe phenomenon being investigated (Miller &
gualitative and quantitative analysis (Feilzefsang 2010).

2010, Symonds & Gorard 2010). Indeed, Gra&onsent and other ethical consider ations

(2018 p.378) argues thathée interview may be

considered the most logical research techniquearticipants must give their informed consent to
where the objective of the research is largelpeing interviewed (Mears 2017, Gray 2018) but
exploratory’. securing genuine informed consent may not be

Kvale (2006 p.480) reports that interviewing iﬁs.'ter?ght;c\:\;nward ; e(sS:; r%iter 2\2/(;?[)“ sgsﬂea(lrz]gog;

often regarded a& democratic, emancipating acknowledges that it was not aiways clear

form of social researchsince it may provide an . . : . .
h y P interviewees were consenting to be interviewed

opportunity to present the views and experienc%% much as feeling they had no choice. Of equal

of those whose voices may otherwise fail to b . .
heard. Within healthcare such research may l%})ncern s the potential for more subtle

‘capable of overcoming alienation and changin anipulation of participants into giving their
P : 9 CNandiNgcormed consent and guestionable adherence by
social practice through a participatory

researchers to this principle. For example,

meaningful process of knowledge translatlo_nAIVesson (2003b p.28) comments that

(Corde!ro & Soares 2016, p.333), whilst Mhterviewers can modify the interviewee's
educational research there has been a growin

movement towards ensuring the student voice ?gsumption through framing the project in
9 Various ways’ whilst Kvale (2006 p.482) argues

;iz(;?{;ésne?hég(;?&%irn; t ziltitzu %%78) abna(ljsidirﬁgnts%at deadlines may lead researchers to ethically
P stretch subjects’ privacy to get some printable

are proposed as a V'tal. link bet_ween th?nformation on tape’.Given that respondents

environment and their learning experience, the ay be asked'to confess their innermost

it seems important to consider thefWoolner et thoughts and emotiongSilverman 2013, p.51)

al 2010, p.3). and may not feel clear and confident regarding

Accessto appropriate participants how their interview data will be used (Alvesson

Whilst there may be considerable value in usin 003b), it is perhaps unsurprising t'hat they may
e reluctant to talk about some subjects (Bryman

interviews as a data collection method, vario 016) and ulimately regret what they have
practical issues may complicate this activity. For. y reg y

example, securing an adequate sample QPCIOSGd (Kvale 2006).

respondents can be problematic. Access tdore concerningly, interviewees may be
suitable interviewees may be restricted bwgdversely affected by the experience of
gatekeepers (Miltiades 2008). For example, themembering (Perks & Thomson 2003). Even
involvement of key stakeholders such as servisghen a study does not directly ask sensitive
users, practitioners and healthcare students ingaestions, encouraging service users,
research study normally requires approval from @ractitioners or healthcare students to reflect on
research ethics committee and the organisationgre experiences may trigger traumatic
involved. Moreover, interviewees may bememories. One should also not overlook the
dispersed across a large geographical aramapact upon interviewers who maface difficult
(Morgan et al 2016) making access both difficulsituations, emotional distress and psychological
and time-consuming (Bryman 2016). pressure’ (Bocci et al 2002, p.299), so
Mears (2017) suggests that an in-depth interviei(/r(\?sisirgvr:fnr; n:ﬂfj[ngg?gl d(ta? hg\r/]vdt(erg?rkitug;ﬁg;h
sample can be deemed adequate when enm}%‘ict all participants (Mears 2017) and how they

data has been collected to represent t Il support any individuals who display distress
experience under investigation and saturation (W. Supp y . who display
grising from recollection during interviews.

the point at which no fresh data is evident) i
achieved, but the type of sampling considerelchterview structure and the complexity of
appropriate  will be determined by thelanguage

philosophical perspective which underpins ths}ffedive interviewing depends on a well-
I

research. For example, from a Critical Reali anned interview guide(Mears 2017, p.185)

perspectiveintentional (or purposivg sampling that is long enough to address all the issues of
is considered desirable since it is regarded as

www.internationaljournalofcaringsciences.org
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interest to the researcher, avoids irrelevantorks’ (Bryman 2016, p.471) but also select an
guestions and provides a degree of flexibility tinterview environmentto exploit its capacity to
accommodate exploration of unexpectetbreak down common power structures’
opportunities (Arksey & Knight 1999). Devising (Anderson & Jones 2009, p.292).

an interview guide with these qualities, howevetrhe time of day in which interviews are

may be difficult. Words can have multiple . .
. ) scheduled may further affect interviewee
meanings (Graneheim & Lundman 2004), b(ll"esponses due, for example, to specific work

interpreted differently by different people (Gray, .. .. : . . ;
ctivities, social commitments, domestic routines
2018) and are affected by context (Mears 201  fatigue (Ball 1990, Arksey & Knight, 1999,

Ir?am%ri]slljjgis (tgf; 2'8;%;’ :\;\:aseglﬁgﬁgfrrfa 2{3 iltiades 2008). For example, a researcher may
9 y Y Ne&hedule interviews to take place in healthcare

to learn the language employed within a SIOecif'gnvironment at a time chosen by the respondent
discipline or organisation and formulate

; . in the expectation that this approach will best
culturally-approprlate_ questions (Bryman 2016)help put individuals at ease and encourage their
The seguence in V.Vh'Ch questions are asked m sponses to be geographically located. Using
also affect interviewee responses (Sllvermag

. . . uch environments for this purpose, however,
2013). Reflecting on his own research, Morrlsse%ay mean that the researcher cannot control the

t(gggr?()er rzzzrs?onos“scl?r:/tﬁ“nlgte:he}; ?r?tsetﬁl?gw%_haracteristics of chosen interview venues or the
facilitated more fulsome responses St'.m e”they oceur qnd that thgre may be a
' significant risk that interviews will be disrupted
Researchers who have experienced similay service demands.
healthcare socialisation to those whom they A turina theinterview
interviewing may have an advantageous degreeap 9
of cultural awareness that an interviewer withouRecording of interviews is a further important
such a background would lack. Nevertheless, ¢fonsideration. Whilst qualitative researchers
such individuals are outsiders to the healthcamdmmonly make audio recordings and then
organisation/s in which respondents are locatettanscribe them (Bryman 2016), use of such
they may need to develop their awareness tfchnology can be distracting (Mears 2017) and
local operational and political issues within thesansettling for respondents who may ‘aarmed
services. In contrast, if the researcher is @& the prospect of their words being preserved’
member of one or more of these organisatiofBryman 2016, p.480). Morrissey (2003)
then they may need to carefully examine theBuggests that interviewers may experience even
beliefs about these services to ensure familiariggreater anxiety about using such equipment than
does not distort their approach to the plannindheir interviewees; becoming so concerned about
implementation and interpretation of these inits set-up that it adversely affects interviews.

depth interviews. Although practice using recording equipment

Theimportance of place may minimise such anxiety (Bryman 2016)
researchers also need to consider the perceived

:Anderson & Jongs (2009, p.2_93) claim tha\tmportance of non-verbal communication within
places are partially responsible for how

knowledae  is  formulated.  accessed ant(;:eir study (Gray 2018). Important non-verbal
; g 8 ) ' . utterances (Atkins & Wallace 2012), silences
articulated’; asserting that space is therefor

never simply‘neutral, passive or a backdrop toe(‘Sangster 2003), voice tone and emphasis (Gray

0 i .~ 2018) may be evident in an audio recording, but
action’. Accepting the argument that Settmg?heir) an:)allysis may increase the risl? of

influence behaviour, however, is to recaniS%isinterpretation rather than enhance

that the context in which interviews take plaC%nderStanding (Atkins & Wallace 2012). In

‘echmmended that an interview Iocation shoufdiion,  such_recordings do not log _al
otentially significant non-vocal features (Sipe

be quiet, private (Ryan & Bernarq, 2003 003, Thomas & James 2006) but using video
Bryman 2016) and carefully arranged in respecl .. ding may be even more anxiety-provoking

;)r:tefv?(?\t/\l/g?’ aLu(jrnI:g;eor?ggnt t?érapm)z('org'g tho participants. Healthcare researchers therefore
P y ' eed to -carefully consider how important

't?]teer\é'gt\gﬁr niﬁec\jvshir;ﬁt %r:alyi;ct)ef)v?;cqvlehgr Im;rs] 0capturing different verbal and non-verbal
9 features appears to be in addressing their

www.internationaljournalofcaringsciences.org
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research question and so establish the appropriatandardsof usefulness’Researchers may even
level of recording detail in interview distort the interview process to obtain the data
transcriptions. they seek (Prosser 1992, Bocci et al 2002, Cohen
et al 2011, Elo et al 2014). This phenomenon,
termed the interviewer effect{Bryman 2016),
Data acquired from interviews is also affected bghay be unconscious or unintended but may also
respondent cognition and behaviour. Fohave conscious, deliberate dimensions. For
example, interviewees may have poor recadxample, Bornat (2003) acknowledges that the
(Morrissey 2003), selective memory (Frankhamafforts made in her research to be considerate,
et al 2014) or misunderstand the interviewer'sensitive and supportive to interviewees were
questions (Ryan & Bernard 2003) and what @ell-intentioned but motivated by one aim; to
respondent says may be neither predictive elicit useable material. Arguably, perceiving
their future action nor an accurate account dfiterviews as a conversation which fulfils mutual
their past behaviours; a concept known‘tae interests is illusory, given that it only takesqaa
attitudinal fallacy’ (Jerolmack & Khan 2014). to meet the needs of the interviewer (Portelli
Even when respondent comprehension and reca003, Kvale 2006). Moreover, Slim et al (2003,
appear good, the frame of reference adopted pyl14) suggest interviewers mgyt unnatural

the interviewee may not correspond with that gfressure on people to find ready answers, to be
the interviewer (Tomlinson 1989). Furthermoregoncise and to summarise a variety of complex
how respondents address questions can bgperiences and intricate knowledgehereby
affected by the social role they adopt during thepotentially disregarding the well-being of
interview (Alvesson 2003b) and it may berespondents.

unclear whether participants are presenting th
personal views or regarding themselves as
representative of a specific group (Hyden &t is equally important to consider the effect of
Bulow 2003). the relationship between interviewer and
3ii}%erviewee on the research process (Wallot &
: . ortier 2003, Gray 2018). Mann (2011) describes
questions they may directly refuse to do s hterview data as collaboratively produced by

deflect the question, give an inappropriat , . .
response or simply say something they believeOth parties, whilst Morissey (2003, p.108)

the interviewer wishes to hear (Kvale 2006). Fof Jues thatto reduce interviewing to a set of

: : . : chniques is, as one person put it, like reducin
various reasons, including a desire to uphol@ 9 P P 9

individual and collective interests (Alvessoncourt_shlptoaformula_and ignores the ”?f'“e”.ce
f interpersonal issues. The interview

2003a), create a specific impression (WalmsIeS/

2003), provide socially desirable responsesel‘r’ltlonShIp involves a  fundamental - power

(Miltiades 2008, Cohen et al 2011) or avoicEsymmetry (Popular Memory Group 2003,
€

breaking taboos (Alvesson 2003b), interviewe mﬁrl}(reneitta?l Oﬁgﬁ)a Slgi(;?o tt?e g]\i:‘\”\/?l\fl]viclhs tﬁg
may highlight certain features within their. y 9

: . terviewer often has a monopoly of
answers whilst downplaying others, put on o : .
front, mislead the interviewer or even ”elnterpretatlon (Wall & Higgins 2006, Kvale

(Walford 2001, Silverman 2013). Alvesson2006). Various researcher and respondent

(2003b, p.27) therefore suggests that th%hara_cteri_stics _may exacerba_lte this  power
interviévvee should be regarded ‘as political Inequity, including differences in age, gender,

actor rather than a truth teller’. ethnicity, class, hierarchical S'Fat}JS and th.e leatyr
and extent of any pre-existing relationship
Interviewer influences between both parties (Ball 1990, Gochros 2008,

The effectiveness of interviews may bé\/llltlades 2008, Mann 2011).

influenced as much by the interviewer as thBeveloping an effective rapport that enables
respondent. The interviewer’'s background, levekspondents to relax, regard the interview as a
of experience, preparation (Morrissey 2003) ancbllaborative activity, begin to trust the
approach (Brannen 2005) may all affectesearcher and speak openly and honestly is
interview outcomes. Grele (2003, p.40) claimgegarded as fundamental to effective
that ‘many interviewers are poorly trained andinterviewing (Stiles 1993, Mears 2017, Gray
far too many are willing to settle for journalistic 2018). Doing so also requires the interviewer to

Respondent influences

et;he interviewer -inter viewee r elationship

If a respondent is uneasy about answering cert

www.internationaljournalofcaringsciences.org
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carefully consider and manage poweinterviews will therefore always be an
asymmetries if they are to move towardsinachievable goal. Nevertheless, when a study
situational equality between both parties (Arkselgas a methodology congruent with its ontology
& Knight 1999, Cohen et al 2011). Providing theand epistemology, exhibits compelling evidence
opportunity for interviewees to comment on andf reliability and validity in its data collection
revise their transcribed interview, tespondent and analysis, demonstrates high quality
validation’, may be an important tool to reducaesearcher reflexivity in relation to the planning
any perceived sense of power inequityimplementation and interpretation of interviews
(Morrissey 2003, Torrance 2012) and assistnd providesa clear answer to the “so what?”
researchers to gain the full co-operation ajuestion’(Arksey & Knight 1999, p.49) then the
respondents (Alvesson 2003b). results of such work may provide new and

g valuable insights that make an important
There will inevitably be age, status, gender or tribution to the body of knowledge within

other differences between a researcher and m %&n
of their interviewees in most interviews, so it i althcare.

essential that they reassure these stakeholdétsesson (2003a, p.169) comments tliaere
regarding the anonymity of any statements thegre always sources of influence in an interview
make, the security surrounding raw intervievcontext that cannot be minimized or controlled’
data and the value of their contributions ttéence an interviewer may need to improve their
developing better healthcare. appreciation of these influences, consider their
impact on the data generated and accept their
inability to implement an entirely consistent
Interviewers need to be non-judgementahterview experience for all respondents.
(Bryman 2016), sensitive (Mann 2011), receptiveroficient use of this data collection method is
to alternative perspectives and ensurBoth complex and challenging but the nature of
respondents understand their role (Walmslegn investigator's research question may
2003). In addition, they should strive tonecessitate that they acquire the necessary
appreciate the position of the interviewee, pursuéowledge and skills to effectively address these
detailed responses to questions, seek illustratigéficulties.

examples (Morrissey 2003) and avoid makin
hasty interpretations (Anderson & Jack 2003).
Reflexivity, which Alvesson (2003b, p.25)Alvesson, M. (2003a) Methodology for close up
suggests is evidenced byconscious and studies — struggling with closeness and closure,
consistent efforts to view the subject matter from Higher Education, 46(2):167-193. o
different angles and avoid or strongly a prioriAlvesson, M. (2003b) Beyond ~Neopositivists,
privilege a single, favored angle and Romantics and Localists: A Reflexive Approach

bulary’ is blv th t to Interviews in Organisational Research,
vocabuiary, IS however, arguably theé mos Academy of Management Review, 28(1):13-33.

important skill the interviewer needs to acquire ihngderson. J. & Jones. K. (2009) The difference that

they are to ensure the|r Work |S FObUSt, Va“d and p|ace makes to methodo'ogy uncovering the

reliable (Tomlinson 1989, Lapovsky Kennedy ‘lived space’ of young people’s spatial practices,

2003, Sipe 2003). Children’s Geographies, 7(3):292-303.

conclus Anderson, K. & Jack, C. (2003) Chapter 14. Learning
oncluson to listen: interview techniques and analyses in:

Interviews can be a sensitive and powerful Perks, R. & Thomson, A. (eds). The oral history

research tool in healthcare practice and lr:erzcrjmi'ré e-Library edition. London. Taylor &

education, but in themselves aneither ethical IS : I

nor unethical, neither emancipating norArksey, H. & Knight, P. (1999) Interviewing for

) : : Social Scientists: An Introductory R ith
oppressing’(Kvale 2006, p.497). The interview Egglriplegl.e[]olr?dson. gager.o uctory ikesource wi

is not merely a data collection method, but @gins, L. & Wallace, S. (2012). Qualitative Reserar
complex form of social interaction shaped by a in Education. London. Sage.

wide range of social, physical, intrapersonal angall, S. (1990) Self-doubt and soft data: sociafl an
interpersonal variables including beliefs, values, technical trajectories in ethnographic fieldwork.
experiences, culture, class, language, Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education,

socialisation, gender, age, ethnicity and context. 3(2):157-171.

The acquisition of any objective truth viagBocci ,L., Muratore, M S?gnore, M. & Tagliacozzo,
G. (2002), The interviewer effect on the Data

Other interviewer skills
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