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Interpretivist Research Methods

Unstructured Interviews

An unstructured interview is like a guided conversation, where the talk is informal but the researcher plays an active role in that he or she manages open questions to ensure that the participant keeps to the subject of the research. The interviewer in this situation does not normally have an interview schedule – rather these are very flexible interviews because although the interviewer has an idea of the topics they should be covering, he or she is quite happy to follow the respondent if they feel that this might produce useful results. 

Unstructured interviews are regarded by interpretivist sociologists as a naturalistic  or ethnographic method – this means that people are usually interviewed in their natural environment and the sociologist records their normal everyday thoughts and behaviour by getting inside their heads and seeing the world through their eyes. This produces qualitative data focused on how they experience and feel about the world which they inhabit. For example, a skilful interviewer can follow up ideas, probe responses and investigate motives and feelings by using open questions which flexibly and often spontaneously respond to the information coming from the interviewee in ways in which a questionnaire or structured interview schedule cannot. 

Interpretivism and Unstructured Interviews

Interpretivist sociologists are keen on unstructured interviews because they are concerned with understanding the meanings or interpretations that underpin social life. They believe that unstructured interviews produce:

(a) Validity through involvement – valid data can only be obtained by getting close to people’s experiences and meanings. By developing trust and rapport with the interviewee, the researcher can see the world through their eyes and appreciate what is important to them and why they act the way they do.

(b) Grounded theory – interpretivist sociologists see the unstructured interview as an open-ended and open-minded method that can produce new information as the research goes on. This can be used to modify hypotheses and means that theory is grounded in up-to-date first-hand data.  

Group interviews

Some unstructured interviews are carried out with groups rather than individuals. These may involve the interviewer talking to a group or panel of respondents. They are often used to interview children who may feel threatened if interviewed by an adult in one-to-one situations. However, such children may feel reassured if their friends are present. 

They may also be used to investigate the dynamics of how particular groups operate, e.g. juvenile gangs. The sociologist may believe that a truer and more valid picture of their behaviour will only emerge when the group is interviewed together. 

However, a danger of these types of interviews is that one or two strong personalities may lead the other respondents to give particular answers. Peer group pressure and fear of bullying may undermine the validity of the data collected.

Focus group interviews

A variation on the group or panel unstructured interview is the focus group interview in which participants are encouraged to talk to each other. Focus group interviews usually involve people getting together to discuss an issue, rather than simply giving an answer to a closed question. This method was first used by market researchers to see how consumers responded to particular products and has since been adopted by media organisations, political parties and sociologists. 

Focus group interviews normally involve the sociologist introducing a group of people to an issue, e.g. they may be shown an advertisement or film or simply asked to discuss particular questions or topics.  The researcher relies on the dynamics of the group to keep the discussion going, i.e. there is minimal interference from the sociologist. Usually the interaction between members of the group is recorded on audiotape or video. However, one danger of these types of interview is that one or two strong personalities can dominate and influence other participants’ opinions. 

The Strengths of Unstructured Interviews

(1) Interpretivist sociologists like these type of interviews because they allow the researcher to establish some sort of interaction or relationship with the respondent, i.e. trust and rapport, which puts the interviewee at ease. This may mean that interview subjects are more likely to open up and say what they really feel and mean, or give the interviewer information they would not think about divulging in a questionnaire or during a structured interview. 

For example, few researchers have much personal experience of committing crime, being a victim of crime or being involved with the criminal justice system. It is therefore important that they avoid imposing their personal assumptions and beliefs on the research process. Unstructured interviews allow the interviewees’ worldview to emerge in ways that reduces this risk. Those involved in the criminal justice system are often likely to be defensive about their behaviour. The higher level of trust and rapport that unstructured interviews can create helps the researcher to overcome this barrier.

(2) From an interpretivist perspective, unstructured interviews allow the researcher to get inside the heads of the people being researched and to see the world through their eyes. More valid qualitative data is therefore collected. 

Hoyle’s (2007) research on police attitudes to domestic incidents shows the usefulness of unstructured interviews in revealing the truth beneath the surface. Initial questions to the police about their attitude towards dealing with domestic incidents usually resulted in offhand ‘canteen culture’ comments such as ‘domestics are too much trouble’. However, when asked open-ended questions about specific incidents, officers said they had taken the time to be sympathetic when investigating them. Such claims were usually substantiated by Hoyle’s observations of their actions in similar incidents. 

(3) The way that an unstructured interview is organised stresses that what the interviewee says or thinks is the central issue – the respondent is placed at the centre of the research. Respondents may be more likely to discuss sensitive and painful experiences if they feel that the interviewer is sympathetic, empathetic and truly interested in them.

(4) The unstructured interview offers the person being interviewed greater opportunity to take control, to define priorities and to direct the interview into areas they think are important. This can lead to new and important insights for the researcher. 

(5) Unstructured interviews are very flexible. The interviewer is not restricted to a fixed set of questions but can explore whatever is interesting. The researcher (who has to be a trained sociologist so they can recognise when the interviewee has made a sociologically important point) can formulate new hypotheses and put them to the test as they arise during the interview. 

(6) Unstructured interviews allow the interviewer to make sure that they share the same meaning as the interviewee about a particular issue which also increases validity. For example, some groups involved in the criminal justice system have their own language codes. Davies (2000) argues that the slang expressions that offenders use are the only ones that can fully express their meanings. Open-ended unstructured interviews allow this slang to be quickly absorbed and so meanings are clarified and validity is enhanced.

(7) Unstructured interviews are seen as particularly suited to researching sensitive, possibly highly deviant groups, i.e. people who might be suspicious of or hostile to outsiders. Unstructured interviews allow the interviewer to explain the purpose of the research. Anonymity and confidentiality are also usually stressed which encourages people to open up and give more valid responses.

(8) Unstructured interviews provide richer, more vivid and more colourful data – the data collected often speaks for itself in the form of extensive quotations from those being interviewed. Data is firsthand – from the horse’s mouth – and therefore highly valid.

(9) Literacy is an issue for some deviant and criminal groups. For example, convicted criminals have on average much lower literacy levels than the general population. For groups like this, unstructured interviews are likely to be a more effective research method than written questionnaires.


The Weaknesses of Unstructured Interviews

(1) Positivist sociologists dislike the use of unstructured interviews because they see them as unscientific because they are seen to lack reliability. Positivists point out that every unstructured interview is different because it depends on a very unique relationship established between the interviewer and interviewee. The unstructured interview is not a standardised measuring instrument and cannot therefore be replicated and checked by another sociologist. For example, in Maguire’s (2007) study of street criminals, some interviews only lasted a few minutes, whilst others developed into lengthy informal focus groups in the pub or in people’s homes. This amount of variation in length and content makes it impossible to standardise and replicate such interviews and therefore verify or check the data collected.

(2) Unstructured interviews are criticised by positivists for their lack of objectivity because the researcher has got a personal relationship with the interviewee. Researchers might overly-sympathise with the person being interviewed and the final data therefore may be biased.

(3) Unstructured interviews gather a fantastic amount of data and consequently the researcher has to be selective in what they actually publish in support of their hypothesis. The researcher may end up consciously or unconsciously selecting material that supports their views. In other words, the selected material might be biased. What is left out of the final analysis may actually contradict the hypothesis. For example, Paul Willis used quotes from his interviews with working-class lads to illustrate how they opposed the school system but there may have been lots of material in his interview transcripts that he selectively ignored which showed the lads conforming.

(4) Because there are no pre-coded answers in unstructured interviews, the qualitative data from unstructured interviews is difficult to analyse and categorise because of the sheer volume of material in the respondent’s own words. Positivists don’t like this sort of data because it is impossible to quantify and turn into graphs, tables etc for comparison and correlation. 

(5) Unstructured interviews are exceptionally time-consuming to conduct especially in the field of crime and deviance because of the sensitive nature of illegal or immoral activity. Each one can often take several hours to complete. The sheer volume of material gathered also means it can take a very long time to transcribe the data. 

(6) Their time-consuming nature (and consequently their cost) means that unstructured interviews involve fewer participants than surveys that use questionnaires and/or structured interviews. Positivists claim that unstructured interview participants tend to be less representative of the research population as a result. It is therefore difficult to generalise from them to similar populations in the wider community. 

(7) Unstructured interviews are expensive because training needs to be more thorough and specialised. Interviewers need to be trained in inter-personal skills so that they establish good trusting relationships with interviewees. 

(8) Many aspects of criminal behaviour do not have ready-made sampling frames that unstructured interviewers can access. For example, there are no lists of street criminals, gang members, crack-cocaine users or unconvicted criminals. In these cases, the researcher has to rely on samples gathered through snowball sampling. These are not likely to be representative because people who volunteer to help sociologists may not be ‘typical’ of the deviant group that is being studied.     

(9) There may be ethical problems that result from the use of unstructured interviews. Sometimes an interviewer may dig too deep and the interviewee may reveal distressing experiences, for example, of abuse as a child. This may cause psychological or emotional damage to the interviewee. 

(10) In the interests of ensuring validity, it is important to make an accurate record of interviewees’ responses. However to a suspect, offender or police officer, writing down responses may look too much like writing a report on them and may inhibit their responses. Even recording responses on a digital recorder may create problems. For example, criminals and police officers might feel uncomfortable if their statements were taken down in a way that could be later used against them in legal or disciplinary contexts. Recording is therefore likely to make interviewees suspicious of the researcher’s intentions. For example, Maguire (2007) when studying street criminal networks said ‘I decided early on never to use a tape-recorder, even in prison interviews, as it could damage the crucial trust I had to build up with those I spoke to’. 
(11) The biggest problem or weakness of interviewing in ALL its forms is interviewer bias – this is when the interviewer influences the responses given by the interviewee in some way. Such bias is often unavoidable but it undermines the validity of the data that is collected from interviews. Interview bias takes several forms:

(a) Some respondents may react negatively in an unstructured interview because of the social characteristics, (i.e. the age, gender, social class, ethnicity etc) of the interviewer and consequently it may be impossible for the interviewer to build up a relationship of trust and rapport with the interviewee. For example, think about how young people, working-class people, Black people or women might feel about being interviewed about a sensitive topic by elderly people, posh people, White people and men respectively. It is therefore important that that people should be interviewed by sociologists with similar social characteristics. 

Some studies of crime and deviance illustrate this point quite well. For example, Davies was known as ‘the Miss’ to the women prisoners she studied, whilst one victim of domestic violence called Hoyle ‘a nosy bloody cow’ after spotting her with the police, as this meant she had been identified as an authority figure. Adams (2000) was conscious that her appearance might affect the responses of the police officers and suspects she interviewed. Consequently, when interviewing police, she dressed to look like a ‘normal, law-abiding citizen’, but she ‘dressed down’ when interviewing suspects to avoid looking like an official person intruding into their lives. 

Not being able to ‘fit in’ when seeking to interview offenders may prevent the collection of valid data. For example, when Walklate and her colleagues studied two high-crime areas in Salford, they used mature students with northern connections as interviewers. Previously, a government study using a professional survey company and very well-spoken middle-class interviewers had tried to do research in the same area and had been told to leave by local street criminals. 

(b) There is often a power and status hierarchy within the police, courts and similar organisations. Differences in power and status can affect an individual’s preparedness to participate in an unstructured interview and how forthcoming they are in answering questions. For example, it may be harder to obtain an interview with a high court judge than with the clerk of a magistrates’ court
(c) The term ‘demand characteristics’ is often used by psychology researchers to refer to any research situation in which the participants try to interpret the researcher’s motives or aims, and consequently change their behaviour. In other words, the data collected from such research situations no longer reflects natural behaviour and is therefore low in validity. Sociologists have also noted this type of interview bias in sociological research situations as seen in the examples below.

· Some respondents in their eagerness to please the interviewer may give the interviewer the replies they think the sociologist wants to hear rather than the truth. This is known as the social desirability effect. In general, people like to engage in impression management and to present themselves to sociologists in a positive light. This social respectability effect may mean that respondents tend to be open about those aspects of their behaviour that make them look like good citizens, e.g. giving to charity but they conceal the truth or lie about aspects of behaviour such as crime and deviance because they feel that the sociologist might negatively judge them. 

· Demand characteristics may result from the nature of the subject matter which the interview is organised around. Some subject matter is potentially very sensitive or embarrassing, and may produce exaggerated over-reporting. For example, when questioned about sexual activities or numbers of friends, people, especially young males, may well exaggerate in order to impress the interviewer. However, some interviewees might be unwilling to discuss particular subjects because they are taboo and the respondent is afraid of being negatively judged, e.g. women who are asked about the number of sexual partners they have had might deliberately under-report because they do not want to be labelled ‘promiscuous’. 

· Interviewers may create the potential for demand characteristics by unconsciously leading respondents into particular responses through the tone of their voice or by the look of approval or disapproval on their face. 

(d) Finally, it is important to consider that interviewing depends on what people know about their own behaviour. Obviously, this may be affected by faulty or hazy memory but what if people simply do not recognise that they behave in a particular way? If we ask a police officer whether he or she treats black people differently to white people, in all innocence and sincerity, he or she would probably argue that they treat all people, regardless of social background, in the same way. However, observation may show that they do treat some groups more negatively. In other words, some people may not be aware that they behave in particular ways until they are shown clear evidence of it. Unstructured interviews are therefore not going to uncover a great deal of valid data if people are not conscious of how they behave. 

Unstructured Interviews and Feminist Research

Feminist researchers generally take an interpretivist approach to research. Oakley, for example, suggests that feminists should reject positivist methods such as survey questionnaires and structured interviews because positivists put too much emphasis on a scientific approach which incorporates masculine values such as objectivity, detachment and hierarchy. Feminists believe that this scientific approach is too masculine because it is too controlling and because it avoids any personal involvement with the subjects of research. In particular, they see the relationship between the researcher and research subjects as similar to the exploitative relationship which they believe exists between men and women in patriarchal societies. 

Feminists are particularly critical of questionnaires and structured interviews because the researcher takes an active role in asking the questions whilst the interviewee takes a passive role as mere objects of study to be milked of information by answering the questions. They have no role in deciding the subject or direction of the interview. Feminists argue that this mirrors the gender divisions and hierarchies of patriarchal society.

Feminism and unstructured interviews

Feminist researchers argue that unstructured interviews are a superior and distinctively feminist research method because:

· The unstructured interview involves value-commitment on behalf of the researcher – the female interviewer can take the woman’s side and the data collected can give a qualitative voice to women’s experience.

· This type of interview requires the researcher’s involvement with, rather than detachment from, the lives of the women who are interviewed.

· Unstructured interviews aim for equality and collaboration between the researcher and researched as opposed to hierarchy and control. Ann Oakley, for example, suggests that an interviewer must be prepared to invest his or her personal identity in the relationship with those being researched. This means honesty, sincerity, understanding and compassion between equals. It means that both parties have a say in the content and direction of the interview. Only with this personal involvement will people come to know each other and admit others into their lives.

To illustrate this approach, Oakley draws on her own experience of conducting 178 unstructured interviews with women about becoming mothers. On average, she spent over nine hours interviewing each woman and even attended some of the births. Unlike the ‘masculine’ approach to research, Oakley involved the women as active collaborators and friends. She willingly answered their questions about herself and her research and met their requests for advice about childbirth. She also helped them with housework and childcare, and many of the women showed an interest in her research and assisted by phoning her up with more information. 

Oakley argues that this more equal and intimate relationship between herself and the mothers improved the quality of her research by allowing her to get closer to the women’s experiences and point of view. As a feminist, it was important to Oakley that the research helped to improve the quality of the women’s lives. For example, many of the first-time mothers found that being interviewed helped reduce their anxieties about childbirth. 

Finch (1993) carried out feminist research into marriage by also carrying out in-depth unstructured interviews. She argues that interviews conducted by women with other women work better because female interviewees identify with female interviewers and so trust and rapport can be established. Moreover, as a feminist, she claimed that she treated her interviewees as equals and consequently the women in her sample felt they could talk more freely and honestly about their experiences.  A feminist approach, therefore, to research may increase the validity of the findings. 

The importance of experience

A number of feminists have argued that the only way to know something is to experience it. Delamont argues that sociological research should highlight the voices of those who take part in the research and reproduce their experiences and perspectives. This may involve multi-method research which produces extended biographical and autobiographical accounts, extended dialogues between the researcher and informants, and other expressive documents of life. Typically there should be an emphasis on the narratives (or stories) of people’s lives and experiences. The unstructured interview and observation are seen as ideal methods in this construction of experience and narrative. 

The importance of reflexivity

Some feminists stress ‘reflexivity’ (reflecting on how well or badly the research has gone) on behalf of the researcher. This means the researcher’s own voice should be heard loud and clear, reflecting her or his thoughts and feelings about the research. This would reflect the researcher’s own awareness that they are part of the social world that they are researching and that the results of their research may say as much about them as about the research participants they are studying. For example, Oakley’s research often includes her own thoughts on how her unstructured interviews are being received by her respondents and how the data collected is affecting her perception as a researcher. Feminists believe that such reflections can only add to the validity of the data although positivist critics believe that it is more likely to lead to subjective bias. 

Evaluation of feminist research methods

However, Pawson (1992) argues that there is nothing distinctively feminist or original about research conducted by female sociologists like Oakley, Finch and Delamont. He notes that their view of interviewing is basically the same as that of interpretivism, with its ‘time-honoured tradition of positivism-bashing in general, and structured-interviewing bashing in particular’.
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