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Chapter 4 
 

Analyzing Interviews: Preparing, Conducting and Transcribing 
Learning Objectives 
Researchers should be able to: 
 
compare different types of interviews and evaluate which is most 

appropriate for a given research study; 
describe qualitative sampling methods, including procedures for 

selecting the type and number of participants appropriate for a 
particular study; 

devise interview protocols; and 
conduct and transcribe semi-structured interviews. 
Interviews 
Perhaps the most commonly used method for qualitative inquiry is the 
interview. During an interview, a researcher asks participants directly 
about their personal experiences related to the study’s topic; their 
values, attitudes, and beliefs; their knowledge or understanding of 
various topics; or any other matters pertinent to the study.  
Interviews 
Almost any interaction in which a researcher and participant engage 
in conversation or a dialogic series of questions and answers can be 
considered an interview, whether the interview takes place in person, 
over the phone, through an online video chat program such as Skype, 
or other means. Most interviews are conducted live though some may 
take place asynchronously (e.g., email interviews).  
Live Interviews 
A significant advantage to live interviews is that they permit the 
researcher to analyze responses as participants speak and, in many 
types of interviews, permit the researcher to ask follow-up questions, 
change the course of inquiry, or otherwise steer the conversation in 
ways that can potentially generate richer responses from participants. 
Email Interviews 
Some participants may prefer e-mail interviews since that medium 
allows them to fully process a question, think about their answers, 
type them up, revise them if they don’t accurately reflect their views, 
and then send them to the researcher. In such cases follow-up 



questions may be possible, though generally respondents may not 
want to engage in lengthy email correspondence which may limit 
researchers’ abilities to fully explore a topic. Yet email interviews can 
save the researcher a great deal of time.  
Power dynamics affect the interview; researches and participants might come 
from different cultures and ethnicities and it's impossible to change this, but the 
researcher must try to create as equitable a relationship as possible. 

 

Surveys and  Structured Interviews 

One of the most basic types of interview is a survey, a highly 
structured interaction in which researchers pose a predetermined 
series of either close-ended or open-ended short response questions 
that do not vary between participants. Many mixed methods studies 
today combine qualitative and quantitative components. Qualitative 
interviews do not, however, generally include or consist of 
close-ended questions.  
Semi-Structured Interviews 
One of the most commonly used methods in qualitative inquiry is the 
semi-structured interview. As the name implies, these interviews 
have a degree of structure but also offer researchers significant 
latitude to adjust course as needed; researchers make such 
adjustments as a result of their in-interview analysis. To analyze 
during an interview means to attend carefully to both the participants’ 
answers (or nonanswers) and other indicators such as vocal tone and 
body language.  
Semi-Structured Interviews 
When preparing for semi-structured interviews, researchers should 
develop a complete, detailed list of questions that covers all the 
topics they wish to discuss with the participant. The questions should 
be presented in a coherent, logical order that will help the participant 
naturally move from one question to the next. It is often wise to begin 
with simpler questions to orient the participant to the interview and 
build rapport with the interviewer before delving into detailed, 
complex, or sensitive questions.  
Semi-Structured Interviews 
In other cases, a respondent may say something that sparks a new 
line of inquiry in the researcher’s mind. When this occurs, the 
researcher should analyze whether it would be worthwhile to develop 
a new set of questions during the interview to follow-up on this new 
idea, or if the overall study would be best served by sticking to the 



line of inquiry determined in advance. In all cases, researchers must 
be active listeners and co-participants in the process  
Unstructured Interviews 
There may be times when the most useful way to collect data from a 
participant is to enter into an informal conversation with her with little 
structure at all beyond the general scope of inquiry. A researcher 
might begin a study with unstructured interviews to gain rapport by 
offering participants greater control over the topics discussed, or may 
do so deliberately to see what the participants are interested in 
discussing which could inform other aspects of the study.  
Unstructured Interviews 
When conducting unstructured interviews, researchers may begin 
with little more than “Please tell me about. . . .” Their goal thereafter is 
to listen carefully to what the participant has to say. The researcher 
may ask clarifying questions, ask the participant to share more about 
a particular topic, or perhaps ask him to explore tangential topics. But 
while the researcher’s goal is always primarily to listen, that is even 
more so the case during unstructured interviews.  
Focus Groups 
Focus groups were originally designed by marketing researchers to asses 

customers preferences.  
require an expert facilitator to manage the quickly shifting 
conversations among a number of people in one room and to insure 
equitable contributions from all participants. It is an intriguing 
approach to research that illustrates how people in conversational 
interactions exchange and build on each other’s ideas. Focus groups 
are not meant as time-efficient methods for data collection but as 
forums for multiple voices and perspectives to be discussed and 
shared.  
Focus Groups 
Sometimes, it is beneficial to interview a group of participants at the 
same time in a setting where they can hear each other’s responses 
and engage in conversation, rather than strictly responding to the 
question posed by the interviewer. This approach can be particularly 
useful when a researcher wants to analyze the dynamics of a group 
to see how it functions as a whole, rather than analyzing the 
responses of group members in isolation. A focus group allows 
researchers to witness for themselves how the group interacts, at 
least in the context of the focus group itself.  
Focus groups range from as few as 2 to as many as 12 participants. 



One of the problems of focus groups is that there are times when group 
members change their responses not because they were triggered but rather to 
conform or be seen in the group.  
--Also Imbalance in social power in the group (for example 5 workers and their 
supervisor in the same group) 

Participant Selection 
No universal rule that applies to all studies.  

If a study does indeed require interviews in order to gain insights from 
participants first-hand, researchers must consider whose 
perspectives would be most valuable to ascertain (both in terms of 
particular populations and specific individuals within them), how those 
people will be selected, and how many people should be interviewed 
in order to gain a complete picture of the experiences being analyzed.  
Sampling Methods 
Once researchers have determined that they need to interview 
individuals for their study, they must next identify who those 
individuals will be. These people are referred to as the sample of 
participants—the person or group of people who will contribute to the 
study. While they are often drawn from different segments of society 
and therefore may espouse values, attitudes, and beliefs similar to 
those of others from that segment, they are not necessarily 
representative of that segment in the sense traditionally used in 
quantitative research.  
Types of Sampling 
When all participants are drawn from a single site, researchers 

conduct within-case sampling. This can be conducted 
whether the sample is limited to a single person or to a single 
group. 

Studies can sometimes be made more robust by employing 
multi-case sampling, as it allows researchers to analyze 
whether particular findings hold true only at a particular site or 
more broadly.  

Types of Sampling 
3.  The easiest but most problematic sampling method is 

convenience sampling. As the name implies, this involves 
selecting participants with whom researchers have easy 
access. 

-they often are homogenous, have a direct or indirect relation with the researcher   
4.  Most qualitative research employs purposive sampling, in which 

participants are deliberately selected because they are most 
likely to provide insight into the phenomenon being investigated 



due to their position, experience, and/or identity markers.  
 
 

-pursposive sampling: they are either recruited or already known to 
investigators. 

-requires establishing boundaries (physical limitations; time and place) 
and conceptual frames (the basic processes that undergrid the 

study) to select participants purposefully. 
 

Types of Sampling 
5.  Researchers hoping to investigate certain populations, especially 

those that may be otherwise difficult to locate, might employ 
snowball sampling, a method in which participants are asked 
to invite other similar participants to take part in the study in 
order to gain a larger pool of participants than the researcher 
originally had access to. 

 
Types of Sampling 
6.  A specific type of purposive sampling is theoretical sampling, 

often employed later in a qualitative study and based on the 
theory that has been developed to date; it is particularly useful 
in the development of grounded theory. With this type of 
sampling, researchers are essentially seeking out participants 
whom they hope will be able to confirm (or disconfirm) the 
patterns that have emerged from the data to that point.  

Theoretical sampling: Building interpretive theories from the emerging 

data and selecting a new sample to examine and elaborate in 
this theory.   

Number of Interviews 
A number of insightful, well-regarded qualitative studies involve only a 
single participant; others involve hundreds. The number of 
participants and the number of interviews per interviewee required 
for a study depends on its research question.  

 

Things to consider when determining the most appropriate 
number of participants:  
Triangulation 
Triangulation involves considering data from at least three different 
sources to help ensure more dimension to the data. This might mean 
interviewing three separate individuals about a phenomenon, 
interviewing one person at three points in time, comparing interviews 
with other empirical materials such as field notes, documents, etc. 



Researchers could analyze data from these various sources to 
determine whether any patterns or themes emerge consistently 
across them.  
Saturation 
It would be wise for researchers to consider interviewing additional 
participants if their goal was to answer a question intended to gain 
the perspectives of a large group. Researchers might continue 
interviewing additional participants until they reached data 
saturation—the point at which additional data do not contribute any 
additional learnings. Saturation generally happens when the 
researcher has determined what major trends appear in the data, and 
each new interviewee simply continues to affirm the already 
established salient findings.  
Generalizability 
Generalizability is a term from quantitative research that refers to 
the assumption that the findings from a particular group of study 
participants can be generalized to the entire population the 
participants represent. Qualitative research cannot be generalized in 
this fashion because it does not follow the sampling procedures of 
quantitative research such as the random selection of participants.  
Interview Spaces 
Once participants for a study have been identified, researchers must 
attend to logistical matters such as determining where the interview 
will take place and how interviews will be scheduled. Researchers 
must analyze how the physical space might affect the participant or 
interview. It is rare to find a neutral space; nearly any site selected 
will have connotations for the interviewer and participant.  
Scheduling Interviews 
When scheduling interviews, researchers should be as organized and 
respectful of their participants’ time as possible. Based on what 
researchers know about their participants, they must determine when 
they are likely to be available, how much time they can likely give to 
the project, and how schedules can accommodate multiple 
interviews, possibly over an extended period of time. In general, 
researchers should schedule interviews at times that are most 
convenient for participants, even if those times are less convenient 
for the researchers.  
Length of Interviews 
As for the proper length of an interview, there are no fixed guidelines, 
though most researchers indicate that their time with adults ranged 



from 60 to 90 minutes per session. Very young children can be 
interviewed for 15 minutes in one sitting, with older children in 30 
minute time blocks and adolescents from 30 to 60 minutes in length. 
The length of the interview should be negotiated between the 
researcher and participant to provide a comfortable block of time for 
data collection while respecting the participant’s personal schedule.  
Recording Interviews 
Whenever possible, it is advisable to record interviews so there is a 
tangible record of the discussion that can be referred back to in case 
researchers have questions about what was said. Recordings are a 
solid form of evidence for the qualitative data base but should not 
serve as a replacement for the researcher’s note-taking. Writing down 
key points as participants say them, along with analytic jottings and 
ideas for new questions, is critical throughout the process and can 
help keep researchers engaged. It is also possible for a digital 
recording to fail, so researchers may need to rely on their notes at 
unanticipated times.  
Video-Recording Interviews 
For one-on-one interviews, audio recording is generally sufficient and 
less obtrusive. While many participants may anticipate a small audio 
recorder, some may be off-put by a video camera in the room. 
However, if analysis of a participant’s nonverbal communication is 
important, video recording the interview is vital so that body 
language and facial expressions can be analyzed at a later time. 
Video recording is particularly helpful with focus groups, as this 
makes it much easier to identify who is speaking at any given time.  
Interview Protocol 
A key component of well-designed interview-based qualitative studies 
is the interview protocol. More than a list of questions, this 
document guides interviewers (whether they be principal investigators 
for a project or research associates hired to assist with interviewing) 
through all stages of their interaction with the participant from the 
moment they meet until they part.  

 
Interview Protocol 
Highly dependent on the specific research questions  

Interview protocols generally begin by having the interviewer 
introduce herself to the participant, reviewing any informed consent 
paperwork required, answering questions participants may have, 
confirming the amount of time available for the interview, and 



ensuring they sign all appropriate forms.  
Interview Protocol 
While the nature, number, and form of questions vary for each study, 
they should always be grounded in the larger research question. 
Interview questions will often move from the general to the specific 
and, in semi-structured interviews that permit follow-up questions, 
they can sometimes go back and forth since specific questions follow 
up on the first general question before moving on to the second 
general question.  
 
Interview Protocol 
Most interview protocols usually contain at a minimum: 
 
An opening script: 

  introduce the interviewer and build rapport 
  review informed consent materials 

A list of questions that should guide the conversation: 
  build from general to specific questions 

A concluding script  
Phrasing the Inquiry 
When designing research questions, researchers should consider 
what they want to know in terms of their larger research question, 
then analyze what is most important to learn from the specific 
participant(s) they will interview. Time is valuable and often limited, so 
researchers should consider what data they can obtain from other 
sources (e.g., a review of documents/artifacts, participant 
observation) before writing their questions.  
Phrasing the Inquiry 
In most semi-structured interviews, the goal is to have participants 
share as much information as possible with minimal direction from the 
interviewer. As such, strong questions tend to be open-ended so that 
participants can interpret the questions and share the ideas that 
come to their minds.  
Follow-Up Questions 
It is always appropriate to compose potential follow-up questions 
that are more specific that researchers can use on an as-needed 
basis. There may be times when researchers can predict possible 
answers participants might offer and prepare two different questions 
that could be asked in response to participants’ answers/situations. 
Some questions may also lend themselves to particular follow-up 



questions that may or may not be appropriate to ask based on how a 
participant responds.  
Phrasing the Inquiry 
It is important that questions are phrased professionally yet in a way 
that might help build rapport. Questions should enable participants to 
speak comfortably, honestly, and freely about the topic of inquiry. To 
help ensure this, researchers should avoid two types or queries: 
leading questions and those to which there is an obviously desirable 
response. These increase the potential of social desirability bias or 

participant compliance which means participants tell the researchers 

what they want to hear.  

Maintaining the Conversation 
Once researchers have gone through the opening script of an 
interview protocol and asked the first question, their most important 
job is to listen attentively, constantly analyzing the data the 
participant provides, and jotting notes as to how that will affect the 
interview moving forward. If something stated is unclear or confusing, 
write a note to ask a follow-up question. If the participant raises a 
point or idea that was unanticipated but pertinent to the research 
question, write a note to ask more about that.  
Maintaining the Conversation 
Actually listening to each participant is paramount, and 
demonstrating that you are checking in (by asking questions to simply 
nodding and making eye contact) will help participants feel that they 
are valued and what they have to say matters. Participants are much 
more likely to go into detail and provide helpful information if they feel 
that it will actually be useful to others in some way.  
Maintaining the Conversation 
Researchers must not only listen to the words participants speak but 
also to places they hesitate while simultaneously reading their body 
language. There are many things participants will share freely, but 
some topics are sensitive and controversial. Participants may not 
want to discuss these at all, in which case researchers must either 
decide to respect that, or perhaps find a gentler way to approach the 
topic that the participant is comfortable with. In all cases, treat 
participants with respect, acknowledge their contributions, and 
analyze the ways in which the data they have shared with you 
informs your larger research question. 
One of the clearest and most concise sets of guidelines for interviewing 
developed by Mayo examined issues related to the industrialization of workplace:  



-give your whole attention to the person interviewed, and make it evident youre 
doing so. 
-listen-don’t talk 
-never argue or give advice 
-listen to what he: wants to say, does not want to say, can not say without help. 
-summarize from time to time 
-remember all is confidential  
 

 
Transcribing Interviews 
Once an interview or large number of interviews has been recorded, 
they must be transcribed or written out verbatim. While researchers 
could always consult an audio or video recording of an interview later 
in the research project, it is much faster to consult a written record of 
the interview in a searchable document than to locate the exact 
moment on a digital recording that a participant told a particular story 
or shared important data.  
Transcribing Interviews 
We strongly advise DIY (do it yourself) transcription. The 
researcher as the interviewer has first-hand knowledge of the 
interactions that occurred, the participant’s demeanor, and ultimately 
holds the greatest investment in the project. By transcribing their own 
recordings, researchers initiate a deep cognitive understanding of 
literally every word spoken and gain embodied ownership of their 
data. The task may seem laborious as it can take three to five hours 
or more to transcribe a one hour interview. But the payoff is rich and 
intimate awareness of the participant’s experiences and perspectives 
for more insightful analysis. 
Not recommended: Researchers could ask for the help of other assistants or on 
the internet a few products that convert the voice to text ( such as italk, 
googledocs )   
Topic Summaries 
As researchers transcribe interviews, it can be helpful to pause after 
each major section of the interview, or whenever the interview topic 
shifts substantively, to add a title that succinctly describes that 
portion of the interview (e.g., “Symptoms,” “Diabetes Resources,” 
“Counting Carbs”). Researchers may also add a few sentences 
further describing the content, especially if the interview segment is 
particularly long. This can both reinforce in the researcher’s mind 
what major topics were discussed and allow her to reflect on the 
interview through the process of summarizing it.  



Closure 
This chapter provided foundation content for preparing, conducting, 
and transcribing the qualitative semi-structured interview. The next 
chapter illustrates a full interview in analysis, plus other methods for 
analyzing participant responses.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U4UKwd0KExc  video 

of interviews with mistakes 

  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eNMTJTnrTQQ video of 

interviews without mistakes 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6PhcglOGFg8   22 
minutes of good interview from Dr Curry Yale university 

  

  

https://edge.sagepub.com/creswellqi4e/student-resources/v

ideo-john-w-creswell-on-research-methods   Creswell 
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