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By the end of this chapter you should:

• appreciate the scope of observation as a data collection method;

• develop an understanding of participant observation, structured observation and 

Internet-mediated observation and appreciate how these methods may overlap in 

practice;

• identify ethical concerns and quality issues related to the collection of observation 

data and consider how to avoid or reduce these. 

• able to classify research interviews in order to help you understand the purpose of 

each type; 
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• aware of the advantages and disadvantages of using one-to-one and group research 

interviews, including focus groups, in particular contexts;

• aware of the advantages, disadvantages and mode implications of telephone 

interviews;

• aware of types of Internet-mediated research interview to be able to evaluate their 

use;

• aware of the nature of visual interviews and ways to use these;
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Observation has traditionally been a somewhat neglected method for business and 

management research. Yet it can be rewarding and enlightening to pursue and, what 

is more, add considerably to the richness of your research data. Technological 

changes have helped to facilitate new forms of observation, helping it to become a 

more popular research method.

Three observation methods are discussed in this chapter: participant observation; 

structured observation and Internet-mediated observation
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Participant observation is qualitative and derives from the work of social 

anthropology early in the twentieth century. Its emphasis is on discovering the 

meanings that people attach to their actions and social interactions. 

In contrast, structured observation is quantitative and is more concerned with the 

frequency of actions ( ‘what’ rather than ‘why’). 

Internetmediated observation involves the collection of data from online 

communities. This approach adapts traditional observation by changing its mode of 

observing from oral/visual/near to textual/digital/virtual to allow researchers purely 

to observe or to participate with members of an online community to collect data.
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In practice, there can be overlap between these methods. A researcher who wants to 

use observation will need to make a number of choices. 

He or she will need to choose whether to enter an observational setting with an open 

mind about what to observe, or, alternatively, with a pre-determined and specific list 

of aspects on which to focus observation. 

She or he will need to choose whether to participate in the event to be observed, or 

observe it without taking an active part. 
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Related to this, he or she will need to choose whether or not to tell those involved in 

an observation setting that they are being observed. 

He or she will also need to choose whether to conduct observation in a naturalistic 

setting, taking advantage of the opportunity to observe an event or activity that 

occurs irrespective of the researcher’s interest, or whether to set up some activity in 

which the specified event can be observed.
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These choices relate to the following dimensions of observation:

• the structure and formality that the researcher uses in designing observation, ranging 

from unstructured and informal to structured and formal;

• the role of the researcher during observation comprising:

• their participation in the observation setting, ranging from full participation in the

activity or event being observed, through passive observation at the margin of this

activity or event, to observation in a detached location as a non-participant;

• their decision to reveal they wish to observe the event or activity for a research 

purpose; or to conceal this from those being observed, involving ethical issues that 

focus on informed consent;

• the nature of the observational setting, involving conducting observation in either a

naturalistic setting or in a contrived situation.
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Observation may be structured and highly formalized based on the use of a pre-

determined and standardized observation instrument that is generally referred to as a 

coding schedule. This may be designed to observe the activities or behavior of an 

individual person, such as a consumer or a worker, or the interactions between 

members of a group, such as in a workplace meeting, or the prevalence of particular 

events, such as in a production study. 

Standardization is of course important where structured observation is to be repeated 

and a researcher wishes to produce data that are comparable between individuals or 

groups, and across events or different times. 
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Observation may also be unstructured and informal. In this way, the researcher does

not start with a predetermined list of attributes, behaviors or responses to observe.

Instead the focus of the observation is broadly flexible and open, with the observer 

recording the flow of events or behaviors being observed. 

The use of such an unstructured and informal approach to observation is likely to be 

exploratory in nature to understand the setting within which it occurs, and to 

describe who is involved, what they each do, how they interact together, the 

sequence of events, their aim in undertaking this activity and how they respond to 

one another emotionally. Observation studies that commence with an unstructured 

and informal approach are likely to become more structured as they progress.
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The role of the researcher comprises two dimensions. One of these relates to the 

researcher’s level of participation in the activity or event being observed. In the 

classic approach to observation roles, it is described as a continuum ranging from 

complete participation at one extreme to complete observation at the other. 

In between these two extremes he reported two further possible roles: nearer to the 

complete participant is the participant-as-observer and closer to the complete 

observer is the observer-as-participant.
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The complete participant role sees you deciding to conduct observation in an 

organizational or social setting in which you already fully participate. Your position 

as an ‘insider’ will allow you to select a particular situation to observe related to 

your membership of the organization or group. 

Since you are already accepted as a member of the group or organization in which 

you chose to conduct observational research you do not reveal this purpose to other 

members.

For example, studying the behavior and social interactions of a particular subculture 

at your workplace.  
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Participant-as-observer

In the role of participant-as-observer you would both take part and reveal your 

research purpose. You may adopt this role as an ‘insider’ related to your existing 

membership of a group or organization, but unlike the complete participant role 

decide to reveal your intention to use this setting to conduct observation if you can 

gain the consent of other members to do so. Alternatively, you may join a group or 

enter an organization as an employee to become a fully accredited participant while 

making your research purpose known to those you wish to observe
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Observer-as-participant

Acting in the role of observer-as-participant will primarily involve you in observing,

although your purpose will be known to those whom you are studying. 

Participation in this role will only be low level and will mostly be restricted to being 

present at an event or activity in order to be able to observe it. 

‘Being present’ means that you might sit in a meeting while it takes place, act as a 

spectator or onlooker while some event occurs, or watch an activity from the margins. 
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In some cases in this role it may become necessary to engage in a slightly greater but 

still limited level of participation in order to be able to continue observation. 

In this case it will become necessary to have some limited interaction with informants. 
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Complete observer

In the role of complete observer you would not reveal the purpose of your activity to

those you were observing, nor take part in the activity or event being observed. Like 

the role of observer-as-participant you would be present at the activity or event in 

order to observe it, either by being able to sit in, acting as a spectator or onlooker, or 

watching from the margins.

For example, the complete observer role may be used to study consumer behavior in

supermarkets. 
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Your research question may concern your wish to observe consumers at

the checkout. Which checkouts do they choose? How much interaction is there with 

fellow shoppers and the cashier? How do they appear to be influenced by the attitude 

of the cashier? What level of impatience is displayed when delays are experienced?

This behavior may be observed by the researcher being located near the checkout in 

an unobtrusive way. The patterns of behavior displayed may be the precursor to 

further observational research, involving a higher level of participation by the 

researcher, in which case this would be the exploratory stage of such a research 

project.
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Nonparticipant observer

In addition to the four roles we have discussed in which the researcher attends the 

setting being observed, even if this is only passively where she or he merely sits in or 

watches from the margin, or if online lurks, there is a further role possible in which 

the act of observation is detached from the event being observed. 

In the nonparticipant observer role the researcher does not share any physical or 

virtual proximity to those whom they observe. This role is made possible by

technology allowing the researcher not to be present in the place where, or at the time

when, the event or activity occurs.
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This may involve the use of the Internet where a researcher observes material online

in order to conduct observation. Such material would have been produced and 

uploaded for another reason, without considering that it may subsequently be used for 

a research purpose. 

Using this type of observation is likely to raise a number of ethical issues including 

those related to consent and use of the data observed, not least because this may 

involve observing ‘informants’ in distant locations, whom it would be impossible

to contact to negotiate any level of consent. 
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Collaborative observer

Collaborative observation seeks to overcome potential ethical concerns, data quality 

issues and epistemological questions associated with the classic approach to 

observation. 

It is noted that covert observation leads to ethical concerns because of lack of 

informed consent and use of data gathered without this. Even overt observation that is 

not collaborative may lead to similar ethical concerns. 
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Likewise, data quality issues and epistemological questions may result from the 

dominant role of the researcher in the classic approach to observation. Claims about 

the objectivity of the researcher have been challenged by the need to recognize how 

her or his background (social, cultural, political, gender and so forth) may affect data 

collection, analysis and interpretation. 

This raises an important question about relying on the single perspective of the 

researcher’s interpretation to make sense of what is observed and casts doubt on the 

idea that the researcher is able to reveal an objective reality or absolute truth in the 

account produced of these observations.
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Choosing an appropriate observational setting is crucial to the success of this 

research method. The nature of any observational setting will need to enable you to 

answer your research question and meet your research objectives. 

For example, your research question and objectives may require you to observe a 

particular activity in a single location. Alternatively, your research question may 

require you to observe multiple events across a range of settings. As the former 

scenario is likely to be easier to accomplish than the latter, you will need to consider 

this implication and choose a research question that is feasible in relation to finding 

an appropriate observational setting or settings.
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Observational settings may be broadly placed into a small number of categories. 

Observation may be conducted in a real world setting. 

Naturalistic observation is conducted in a ‘real world’ location where the intention 

is to conduct observation without influencing the setting being observed. 

In a traditional ethnographic research strategy this involves the researcher 

physically going to the place where intended informants live, work or otherwise 

socially interact, to conduct observation. 
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This is referred to as going into the field and is known as doing fieldwork.

 Alternatively, observation may be conducted in a contrived or artificially created 

setting, such as where the researcher sets up a laboratory-based experiment, in order to 

observe those taking part in this research activity. 

Observation may also be conducted in a virtual setting, involving Internet-mediated 

observation, will be discussed later. Non-participatory observation also leads to the 

possibility of a researcher conducting observation in a detached setting, as we noted 

earlier.
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What is participant observation?

Earlier we referred to fieldwork, where an ethnographer physically goes to the 

location where intended informants live or work to study them; the research process 

she or her engages in during field work is participant observation. 

In participant observation, the researcher enters into the social world of those to be 

observed and attempts to participate in their activities by becoming a member of 

their workgroup, organization or community.
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This term sums up the dual purpose of this research method: to take part in the 

activity or event being studied and to observe those whose lives shape and are 

shaped by this social world. 

Six aspects that characterize participant observation. These are shown in the table 

below
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Because the researcher becomes a member of the group within which participant 

observation is conducted, she or he comes to understand the symbolic world of the 

informants and their perceptions about their social situation. 

This allows the participant observer to develop a deep and nuanced understanding of 

the meanings of informants’ interactions, and how they respond to their social 

situation and changes to it. This is quite different from using a questionnaire to 

collect data, where ability to understand individual interactions and relationship to 

social context is likely to be less. 
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What is structured observation?

Structured observation uses a high level of predetermined structure. If you use this 

method your purpose will be to observe the incidence of particular behaviors, 

interactions or events and record these systematically. 

Structured observation is particularly effective at revealing “the mundane, routine 

activities that collectively make up those practices of everyday life”. As such, 

structured observation may form only a part of your data collection approach 

because its function is to tell you which things happen, how often and possibly when 

and in what sequence rather than why they happen. 
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Structured observation as a method of collecting and analyzing data in 

entrepreneurship may be more prevalent than you think. It has a long history that 

extends into the present and was used over many decades to analyze how factory 

workers carried out their tasks and to measure the times that it took to complete 

these. 

Digital or video-recording adds another layer of observation to monitor those in 

particular types of workplace as well as within areas covered by CCTV, such as in 

city and town centers, shopping centers and within retail outlets. We live in a world 

where in many situations our movements are routinely observed while we go about 

our daily lives, often without being aware that this is happening. 
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Structured observation by itself may be little more than surveillance or fact finding. 

It is the ways in which such data are analyzed that can transform this activity into 

valuable research findings. One of the best-known examples of managerial research 

that used structured observation as part of its data collection approach was the study 

of the work of senior managers by Mintzberg (1973). 

This led Mintzberg to cast doubt on the long-held theory that managerial work was a 

rational process of planning, controlling and directing. Mintzberg studied what five 

chief executives actually did during one of each of the executives’ working weeks. 

He did this by direct observation and the recording of events on three predetermined

coding schedules. 
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This followed a period of ‘unstructured’ observation in which the categories

of activity that formed the basis of the coding schedules he used were developed. In 

this way Mintzberg ‘grounded’ his structured observation on data collected in an 

initial period of  participant observation (Grounded Theory is explained earlier).

Modern uses of structured observation do not have to rely on computer technologies.

Structured observation is still used as a tool to assess the way in which workers in 

modern workplaces carry out their tasks.
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Internet researchers adopt an ethnographic approach and use participant observation 

to conduct research where data are derived from archived and current online social 

interactions.

This approach involves some adaptation from traditional, ‘offline’ ethnographic 

research and emphasizes its own ethical concerns. This has led to various general 

and more specific terms to describe this research approach, including online 

ethnography, netnography, virtual ethnography, webethnography and mobile

ethnography. 
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Online ethnography studies people in online or virtual communities, whose 

participation is motivated by their shared interest and/or some level of social 

attachment. Many online communities organize themselves around a shared interest 

or activity; for example in relation to a particular brand, product, service, business 

focus, occupation, lifestyle or set of beliefs. 

These online communities produce large amounts of qualitative material, in the form 

of text and audio-visual material from the social interactions that occur between 

members over time.
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The purpose of online ethnography or netnography is to obtain “cultural 

understandings of the experiences of people and groups from online social 

interaction and content” (Kozinets 2015: 76). 

This type of Internet-mediated observation will broadly follow the approach to 

participant observation that is termed Internet-mediated participant observation. 

Such observation is likely to be exploratory as it commences and to become 

explanatory as it progresses. It is also likely to work though the phases of participant 

observation, emphasizing descriptive observation in its early phase, developing more 

focused observation in its middle phase and highlighting selective observation in its 

final phase. 
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However, it is also important to recognize that online observation may commence as

and focus on structured observation. Such Internet-mediated structured 

observation may use quantitative as well as qualitative data and analysis. 

The very nature of the Internet means that huge amounts of quantitative data are 

recorded every day from the billions of clicks and taps that we all collectively make 

on all of our Internet connected devices. The vast majority of these potential data are 

not accessible to researchers and will remain unanalyzed unless subjected to 

advanced big data analytical techniques. 
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However, some of these data will become available to researchers and in addition 

the huge amount of qualitative Internet data available may be analyzed in part using 

quantitative techniques. 

Box 9.8 provides an example of Internet-mediated structured observation that 

examined relationships between use of social networks and the incidence of online 

shopping.
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Observation, particularly in its traditional approach, is an audio-visual method: it

involves listening and seeing. Use of video, audio recordings and visual images 

therefore provide us with ways to collect observational data in conjunction with any 

of the three methods we have discussed. 

Use of these techniques also means that observational research may become more 

collaborative, where informants participate in the collection of data and in analyzing 

these through informant interpretations. 
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Participatory approaches in this context include the use of participatory video, 

participatory audio and participant photography. 

Participatory video involves providing informants with video cameras to let them 

record their experiences or perspectives, including the freedom to choose what to 

record. 

This approach may involve informants being given video cameras to use on an 

individual basis or it may involve a group activity within a community.
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The video produced is often referred to as a video diary and the informants involved

are sometimes called video diarists. In a similar way, participatory audio involves 

providing informants with audio recorders to let them record their experiences or 

perspectives, again with the freedom to choose what to record.  

Participant photography involves providing informants with digital cameras or 

asking them to use their mobile phones as cameras to record their experiences or 

perspectives, including the freedom to choose the subject of each image they take
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Types of research interview

Research interviews may be classified into different types. These types are more 

than just labels as they help you to choose the most appropriate sort of interview for 

your research purpose. These relate to the:

• level of standardization or structure in the research interview;

• number of participants and interview modes. 
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Level of standardization or structure in the research interview

One commonly used typology differentiates between standardized interviews and 

nonstandardized interviews. 

Another commonly used typology differentiates between structured interviews, 

semi-structured interviews and unstructured interviews. These typologies

overlap. Three-fold typology of structured, semi-structured and unstructured to 

describe the nature of, and differences between, research interviews.
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Structured interviews

Structured interviews are conducted using researcher-completed questionnaires. 

questionnaires are ‘standardized’ because they are based on a predetermined

set of identical questions. If you use a structured interview, you read out each

question from the questionnaire exactly as it is written and in the same tone of voice 

so that you do not indicate any bias. Then you record the response on a standardized 

schedule, usually with pre-coded answers. As structured interviews are used

to collect quantifiable data they are also referred to as ‘quantitative research 

interviews’.
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Semi-structured interviews

By comparison, semi-structured and unstructured interviews are ‘non-

standardised’. These are often referred to as ‘qualitative research interviews’.

In semi-structured interviews you start with a predetermined list of themes, and 

possibly some key questions related to these themes, to guide the conduct of each 

interview. 

How you use this predetermined list of themes will depend on your philosophical 

assumptions. Where you adopt the stance of the realist you will believe that there is 

a truth waiting to be discovered that is external to the interpretations of your 

participants. 
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In this case, you will use a more structured and consistent approach to conduct semi-

structured interviews in which you systematically explore each theme with every 

participant. This will allow you to compare your participants’ responses to each

theme to identify the underpinning reality that you seek to reveal.

Where you adopt an interpretivist approach, the way in which you deal with

your list of predetermined themes is likely to be more flexible and contingent on 

what each participant says. In this case, the order in which you ask each participant 

to address these themes will vary depending on the flow of the conversation and the 

data shared with you. You may omit a theme or modify your questions about a 

theme in a particular interview, given the context or some other characteristic that 

you encounter.
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If the themes used in your semi-structured interviews are derived from existing 

theory you will be commencing your data collection deductively, and your intention 

will be to test this theory in the context of your own research. In this case, these 

theoretically-deduced themes will need to be used consistently in each interview, in 

order to be able to produce comparable and valid data to test the applicability of this 

theory in your research context. Such theoretically-based semi-structured interviews 

may be used in conjunction with a theory testing approach to thematic analysis, 

template analysis or deductive explanation building (will be explained later).
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Where your research commences inductively and you then wish to test a theory or

explore a surprising fact that emerges from the data you have already collected and 

analyzed, you will be switching to use a deductive approach. The use of both 

induction and deduction in your research is associated with an abductive approach.

In this case, you will also need to apply these theoretically-deduced themes in a 

consistent way in the semi-structured interviews that you subsequently conduct to be 

able to test the applicability of this emerging theory in the context of these interview 

settings.
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Apart from containing the list of themes and questions to be covered, the interview

guide for this type of interview will also be likely to contain some comments to open 

the discussion, a possible list of prompts to promote and further discussion, and 

some comments to close it. These are discussed in more detail later. 

Data from a semi-structured or in-depth interview may be audio-recorded with the 

consent of the participant or recorded by making notes.

www.midocean.ae



Types of research interview and their link to

the purpose of research and research strategy

Chapter

06
In-depth interviews

In-depth interviews are informal. They are used to explore in depth a general area 

in which you are interested. This means that they do not use predetermined and 

written down themes or questions to structure or guide the course of the interview. 

Instead, this type of interview is entirely exploratory and emergent. We therefore can 

also refer to these as unstructured interviews. 

Instead of commencing with predetermined themes or questions, you will be 

interested to find out which themes emerge from the data you collect from your

participants. 
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While you do not commence with predetermined themes or questions to ask

in an in-depth interview, you will need to have at least some idea about the topic, 

event, experience or aspect that you want to explore with a participant. Where 

necessary you will need to ask questions and use prompts during the course of an in-

depth interview but these should emerge from what your interviewee tells you rather 

than be determined beforehand.

You need to ensure that any questions or prompts only emerge from what your 

interviewee tells you, in order to clarify, probe and explore meanings, not from your 

own pre-conceived ideas. Use of your pre-conceived ideas to formulate questions 

risks altering the course of this type of interview and therefore contaminating 

potential data. 
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In an in-depth interview, the interviewee is given the opportunity to talk freely about 

the topic or event being explored or about their experiences, behaviors and beliefs, 

so this type of interaction is sometimes called non-directive. An in-depth interview 

may be used for a number of different purposes. It may be used to explore a topic or 

event, to deconstruct and understand meanings, to generate stories as in a narrative 

interview, to record a life history as in a biographical interview, to focus on 

participants’ perceptions by recording their experiences, or some combination of 

these. It has also been labelled as an informant interview since it is the 

interviewee’s perceptions that guide the conduct of the interview and related 

discussion. In comparison, a respondent interview is one where the interviewer 

exercises greater direction over the interview while allowing the interviewee’s 

opinions to emerge as he or she responds to the questions of the researcher.
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Dialogic interviews

The term ‘dialogic’ relates to dialogue. In our context a dialogue refers to 

discussion. In a dialogic interview the interviewer works to establish rapport with 

the interviewee and to gain her or his trust. If this is achieved the hope is that the 

interviewee will be willing to engage reflexively to allow a more open discussion to 

occur in which pre-conceived ideas and beliefs may be evaluated. 

At first glance this might read like another way to define a conventional in-depth 

interview – with its emphasis on achieving depth of understanding. However, the 

purpose of a dialogic interview may be philosophically different. 
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Many interviewers simply focus on what their interviewees are telling them. This 

stance assumes that there is a truth waiting to be discovered and reported. This is the 

objective assumption of the positivist or realist. Attention in this approach is likely 

to be focused on the empirical – what has been observed or experienced. The 

positivist or realist interviewer simply focuses on recording events and how these 

were experienced by participants. However, if you are interested in understanding

how meanings are socially constructed, a dialogic interview possibly offers a more

appropriate approach. Reflexive engagement by the interviewee may help you 

explore his or her underlying assumptions and beliefs. If achieved, this should help 

you explore how meanings are socially constructed and understood.
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Convergent interviews

In comparison, the purpose and process of a convergent interview is materially 

different. This commences as an unstructured, in-depth interview, with the 

interviewer also seeking to develop rapport. At this point, the interviewee is given 

the opportunity to talk freely in relation to the topic area being explored. This is an 

informant interview, where its conduct is directed by the interviewee talking, with 

the researcher asking few questions or providing hardly any prompts. However, later 

in the interview, or more likely, in a subsequent interview(s), more specific and 

focused probing questions are used. 
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At this stage, the interview becomes more like a respondent one. These more 

specific and focused probing questions are used to test an emerging theory or refine 

a developing explanation that is grounded in the data generated through the initial 

exploratory interview stage.

This is the notion of convergence in this approach, where the interviewing process is 

used to converge on an explanation or grounded theory.
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While unstructured interviews are informal in the sense that questions emerge rather 

than being predetermined and written down beforehand, in most research designs 

these interviews will nevertheless be pre-arranged so that the interviewer and 

interviewee agree to meet in a particular place at the specific time for an agreed 

period. 

This suggests a formal arrangement to an informal process. In other research 

designs, such as those where you participate in the research setting rather than just 

enter it to conduct a pre-arranged interview or number of interviews, your scope to 

conduct interviews more spontaneously will be increased.  Your scope to conduct 

interviews more spontaneously may also be related to your role as an internal or 

practitioner researcher. 
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Links to the purpose of research and research strategyChapter
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Each type of research interview outlined above has a distinct purpose. 

Structured, standardized interviews are normally used to gather data which will then 

be the subject of quantitative analysis, for example as part of a survey strategy.

Semi-structured and in-depth interviews are used to gather data which are normally 

analyzed qualitatively, for example as part of a case study or Grounded Theory 

strategy.

These data are likely to be used not only to understand the ‘what’ and the ‘how’, but 

also to place more emphasis on ‘why’.
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When to use semi-structured and in-depth

interviews

Chapter
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There are many situations in which collecting data using a semi-structured or in-

depth research interview may be advantageous. These situations can be grouped into 

four categories:

• the purpose of the research;

• the importance of establishing personal contact;

• the nature of the data collection questions;

• length of time required and completeness of the process.
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Data quality issues associated with semistructured

and in-depth interviews
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Data quality issues

Your preparation for and conduct of these interviews will be influenced by the

need to ensure data quality. 

• reliability/dependability;

• forms of bias;

• cultural differences;

• generalisability/transferability;

• validity/credibility.
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Data quality issues associated with semistructured

and in-depth interviews

Chapter

06
The lack of standardization in semi-structured and in-depth interviews can lead to

concerns about reliability/dependability. In relation to qualitative research, this is 

concerned with whether alternative researchers would reveal similar information.

The concern about reliability/dependability in these types of interview is also related 

to issues of bias. There are three types of potential bias to consider. The first of these 

is related to interviewer bias. This is where the comments, tone or non-verbal 

behavior of the interviewer creates bias in the way that interviewees respond to the 

questions being asked. 
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Data quality issues associated with semistructured

and in-depth interviews
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This may be because you attempt to impose your own beliefs and frame of reference 

through the questions that you ask. 

It is also possible that you will demonstrate bias in the way you interpret responses. 

Where you are unable to gain interviewees’ trust, or perhaps where your personal 

credibility is seen to be lacking, the value of the data given may also be limited, 

raising doubts about its validity and reliability. 

Related to this is interviewee or response bias . This type of bias can be caused by

interviewees’ perceptions about the interviewer, or perceived interviewer bias. 

However, the cause of this type of bias may not be linked to perceptions of the 

interviewer. Taking part in an interview is an intrusive process. This is especially 

true in the case of in-depth www.midocean.ae



Data quality issues associated with semistructured

and in-depth interviews
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However, the cause of this type of bias may not be linked to perceptions of the 

interviewer. Taking part in an interview is an intrusive process. This is especially 

true in the case of in-depth or semi-structured interviews, where your aim will be to 

explore events or to seek explanations.

An interviewee may, in principle, be willing to participate but still be sensitive to

the unstructured exploration of certain themes. Interviewees may therefore choose 

not to reveal and discuss an aspect of a topic that you wish to explore, because this 

would lead to probing questions that would intrude on sensitive information that 

they do not wish, or are not empowered, to discuss with you. The outcome of this 

may be that the interviewee provides only a partial ‘picture’ of the situation that 

casts himself or herself in a ‘socially desirable’ role, or the organization for which 

they work in a positive or even negative fashion.www.midocean.ae



Data quality issues associated with semi-structured

and in-depth interviews
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Bias may also result from the nature of the individuals or organizational participants

who agree to be interviewed. This is called participation bias. The amount of

time required for an interview may result in a reduction in willingness to take part by

some. This may bias your sample from whom data are collected. This is an issue that 

you will need to consider carefully and attempt to overcome through the approach 

taken to sampling.

Further concerns may arise from cultural differences between the interviewer and

intended interviewees. The research interview as the product of individualistic

societies, which may not be so well suited to societies and participants with a 

different cultural orientation. 
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Data quality issues associated with semi-structured

and in-depth interviews
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The research interview makes certain assumptions:

• that it is acceptable to discuss issues with outsiders;

• that issues may be considered public and able to be discussed rather than being 

kept private and restricted;

• that it is permissible for a person to hold independent views and to speak as an

individual.
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Data quality issues associated with semi-structured

and in-depth interviews
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Generalizability/transferability refers to the extent to which the findings of a 

research study are applicable to other settings. This may be questioned in relation to 

the statistical generalizability of qualitative research studies where these are based 

on a small sample. 

However, this should not be interpreted as meaning that a qualitative study is 

intrinsically less valuable than a quantitative study. Such studies are more likely

to be used to explore and explain and provide insights that can be used to develop 

theory, rather than to provide statistical generalizations. 
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Data quality issues associated with semi-structured

and in-depth interviews
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Validity/credibility refers to the extent to which the researcher has gained access to a 

participant’s knowledge and experience, and is able to infer meanings that the 

participant intends from the language used by that person.

The scope to explore meanings during a semi-structured or in-depth interview may

help to enhance the validity/credibility of the data collected, although forms of bias 

and cultural differences may impair this outcome.
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Preparing for semi-structured or in-depth

interviews
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Like all research methods, the key to a successful interview is careful preparation. 

When using in-depth or semi-structured interviews, remember the ‘five Ps’: prior 

planning prevents poor performance. In particular, it is crucial that you plan 

precisely how you are going to demonstrate your competence and credibility to 

obtain the confidence of your interviewees and collect quality data.

In order to ensure data quality, we now consider some key measures that your 

preparations will need to include. These are:

• your level of knowledge;

• developing interview themes and supplying information to the interviewee before 

the interview;

• the appropriateness of the intended interview location.
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Conducting semi-structured or in-depth

interviews

Chapter

06
These aspects relate to the:

• appropriateness of your appearance at the interview;

• nature of your comments to open the interview;

• approach to questioning;

• appropriate use of different types of questions;

• nature and impact of your behavior during the interview;

• demonstration of attentive listening skills;

• scope to summarize and test understanding;

• dealing with difficult participants;

• approach to recording data.
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Focus groupsChapter
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Focus groups are well known because of the way they have been used by political 

parties to test voter reactions to particular policies and election strategies, and in 

market research to test reactions to products, as well as being used in academic 

research. 

A focus group, sometimes called a ‘focus group interview’, is a group interview

that focuses upon a particular issue, product, service or topic by encouraging 

discussion among participants and the sharing of perceptions in an open and tolerant 

environment. Participant interaction is a key feature of focus group design, although 

this focus on enabling interactive discussion is used for two distinct purposes.
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Focus groupsChapter
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Positivist or critical realist researchers use the focus group to encourage interactions

between participants as an effective means to articulate pre-held views about a 

particular issue or topic. The aim of using focus groups in this way is to reveal these 

pre-held views.

Interpretivist researchers use focus groups as a means to construct meanings through

social interactions and sense making about a topic. The aim of using focus groups 

for this purpose relates to the ability to analyze how participant interactions and 

group dynamics lead to the construction of shared meanings.
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If you are running a focus group, you will probably be referred to as the moderator 

or ‘facilitator’. These two labels emphasize the dual purpose involved in running a 

focus group, namely to:

• keep the group within the boundaries of the topic being discussed;

• generate interest in the topic and encourage discussion, while at the same time not

leading the group towards any particular opinion.
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Internet-mediated interviewsChapter
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Interviews may also be conducted electronically via the Internet using mobile or 

computing technologies. These are collectively referred to as electronic interviews. 

A distinction is made between electronic interviews conducted in real time 

(synchronous) and those not conducted in real time (asynchronous). 

An asynchronous electronic interview will be conducted through exchanges of text. 

This will use email or text messaging but will involve gaps in time or delays 

between the interviewer asking a question and the participant providing an answer. 

In this way it is sometimes partly undertaken offline. A synchronous electronic 

interview will be conducted in real time using email, instant messaging or web 

conferencing.
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Visual interviewsChapter
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Most interviews are based on people talking and listening, even though face-to-face

interviews also contain a visual dimension, where visual cues are used to guide their

conduct and aid understanding. 

In a visual interview , visual images are used to elicit interviewee accounts and 

interpretations and stimulate dialogue. The use of images in these interviews means 

that the visual becomes fully integrated with the oral and aural in the production of 

participant meanings.

One approach used in visual interviews is photo-elicitation . In this technique a 

participant will be given one or more photographic or digital images to interpret. The 

participant will be likely to focus on the objects or activity in the image to explain 

these or this from her or his perspective, constructing meanings related to the image www.midocean.ae
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