terviewing: Unstructured
‘and Semistructured

The Big Picture

'oncept of “interviewing” covers a lot of ground, from totally unstruc-
red ifteractions, through semistructured situations, to highly formal
s with respondents. Interviewing is done on the phone, in person,
ven by computer. This chapter is about unstructured and semistruc-
“to-face interviewing, including the management of focus groups.
‘nctured interviewing goes on all the time and just about any-
_in homes, while walking along a road, while weeding a millet field,
anging out in bars, or while waiting for a bus. Semistructured, or in-
th, interviewing is a scheduled activity. A semistructured interview is
nded, but follows a general script and covers a list of topics.

Thete'is a vast literature on how to conduct effective interviews: how to
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othing deceptive, either. You sit down with another person and hold an
iew. Period. Both of you know what you're doing, and there is no shared
cling that you're just engaged in pleasant chitchat.

nstructured interviews are based on a clear plan that you keep constantly
fiind, but are also characterized by a minimum of control over people’s
sponses. The ided is to get people to open up and let them express them-
lvpé's' in their own terms, at their own pace. A lot of what is called ethno-
phic interviewing is unstructured. Unstructured interviewing is used in
ations where you have lots and lots of time—like when you are doing long-
rm fieldwork and can interview people on many separate occasions.

gain rapport, how to get people to open up, how to introduce an interv
and how to end one. You can’t learn to interview by reading about it, buta
you read this chapter, and practice some of the techniques described,
should be well on your way to becoming an effective interviewer. You sho
also have a pretty good idea of how much more there is to leamn, and b
your way (o exploring the literature.

Interview Control

There is a continuum of interview situations based on the amount of «
trol we try to exercise over people’s responses (Dolrenwend and Richards
1965; Gorden 1975; Spradley 1979). These different types of interviews
duce different types of data that are useful for different types of research |
ects and that appeal to different types of researchers. For convenience, I di
the continuum of interviews into four large chunks.

Sémistrucrured Interviewing

1 situations where you won’t get more than one chance to interview some-
; semistructured interviewing is best. It has much of the freewheeling
ity of unstructured interviewing and requires all the same skills, but semi-
tructured interviewing is based on the use of an interview guide. This is a
tten list of questions and topics that need to be covered in a particular
er.

This is the kind of interview that most people write about—the kind done
rofessional surveys. The interviewer maintains discretion to follow leads,
the interview guide sets forth clear instructions—for example, “Probe to
if informants (men and women alike) who have danghters have different

1. Informal Interviewing

At one end there is informal interviewing, characterized by a total lac
structure or control. The researcher just tries to remember conversations he
during the course of a day in the field. This requires constant jotting and'd
sessions in which you sit at a computer, typing away, unburdening your m
ory, and developing field notes. Informal interviewing is the method of chi
at the beginning of participant observation fieldwork, when you're settlifl_
It is also used throughout ethnographic fieldwork to build greater rappor't':
to uncover new topics of interest that might have been overlooked.

When it comes to interviewing, never mistake the adjective “informal”
“lightweight.” This s hard, hard work. You have to remember a lot, you.
to duck into private comers a lot (so you can jot things down), and you:
to use a lot of deception (to keep people from knowing that you’re reall
work, studying them). Informal interviewing can get pretty tiring. '

Still, in some kinds of research, informal interviewing is all you've:
Mark Connolly (1990) studied gamines, or street children, in Guatemala {
Guatemala, and Bogotd, Colombia. These children live, eat, and sleep on
street. Hanging out and talking informally with these children was the
way that Connolly could do this research.

ormal, written guides are an absolute must if you are sending out several
terviewers to collect data. But even if you do all the interviewing on a proj-
ectyourself, you should build a guide and follow it if you want reliable, com-
parable qualitative data.

emistructured interviewing works very well in projects where you are
dealing with high-level bureancrats and elite members of a community-—
ople who are accustomed to efficient use of their time. It demonstrates that
u-are fully in control of what you want from an interview but leaves both
and your respondent free to follow new leads. It shows that you are pre-
ared and competent but that you are not trying to exercise excessive control.

Structured Interviewing

2. Unstructured Interviewing Finally, in fully structured interviews, people are asked to respond to

iearly identical a set of stimuli as possible. One variety of structured inter-
view involves use of an interview schedule—an explicit set of instructions to

Next comes unstructured interviewing, one of the two types covere
this chapter. There is nothing “informal” about unstructured interview
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,glit?” He had heard from other fishermen that these were some of the topics

as'interviewing people about. No unstructured interviews for him; he was
usy man and wanted to get right to it.

interviewers who administer questionnaires orally. Instructions might r
“If the informant says that she or he has at lea:.st one daughter over 1;)7 ,
of age, then ask questions 26b and 26c. Otherwise, go on to guesu(?n Oth
Self-administered questionnaires are a kind of sFructured mtc.er'vav.-. b
structured interviewing techniques include pile sorting, frame ehc_ltatmnh-in
sorting, and tasks that require informants to rate or rank-order a list of t
I'll deal with structured interviews in Chapter 10.

ase Study of Unstructured Interviewing

Ince you leam the art of probing (which I'll discuss in a bit), unstructured
tviewing can be used for studying sensitive issues such as sexuality, racial
thnic prejudice, or hot political topics. I find it particularly useful in study-
conflict. In 1972-1973, 1 went to sea on two different oceanographic
arch vessels (Bemard and Killworth 1973, 1974). In both cases, there was
almost palpable tension between the scientific persotinel and the crew of
hip. Through both informal and unstructured interviewing on land
en cruises, I was able to establish that the conflict was predictable and
ar. Let me give you an idea of how complex the situation was.
1_.972—1973, it cost $5,000 a day to run a major research vessel, not
uding the cost of the science. (That would be about $25,000 today.) The
ceanography works, at least in the United States, is that the chief scien-
-a research cruise has to pay for both the ship time and the cost of any
timents he or she wants to run. To afford this, oceanographers compete
prants from institutions like the U.S. Office of Naval Research, NASA, and
ational Science Foundation.
> spending of so much money is validated by publishing significant
§:in prominent journals. It’s a tough, competitive game and one that
scientists to try to use every minute of their ship time. As one set of
$ comes ashore after a month at sea, the next set is on the dock waiting
up their experiments and haul anchor.
crew consequently might only get 24 or 48 hours shore leave between
es. That can cause some pretty serious resentment by ships’ crews
st scientists—and that can Jead to disaster. Y found many documented
es of sabotage of expensive research by crew members who were, as
of them said, “sick and tired of being treated like goddamn bus drivers.”
cident, involving a British research vessel, a freezer filled with Ant-
hrimp, representing two years of data collection, went overboard during
ht. In another, the crew and scientists from a U.S. Navy oceanographic
rich ship got into a brawl while in port (Science 1972:489).
structural problem I uncovered began at the top. Scientists whom I
ewed felt they had the right to take the vessels wherever they wanted to
thin prudence and reason, in search of answers to questions they had set
ir proposals. The captains of the ships believed (correctly) that they
last word on maneuvering their ships at sea. Scientists, said the

Unstructured Interviewing

Unstructured interviewing is truly versatile. It is used equally by sch
who identify with the hermeneutic trad:i.tion and by Fhose who 1dei)téfy_.
the positivist tradition. It is used in studies that_ require only textua a
in studies that require both textual and numenca.l data_. Ethnographet
use it to develop formal guides for semistructured 11'{terv1ews, or to learn
questions to include, in the native language, on a hlg'hly st1;uctured gu__e_s
naire (see Werner and Schoepfle 1987 for a gooFl dl'scussmn qf this)
that ethnographers may use unstructured interv1§w1r{ g in developing st{u
interview schedules because unstructured interv1ew1n'g also stands on .

When you want to know about the lived experience of fellow hu
beings—what it’s like to survive hand-to-hand COII.lbat; hoW you gefz___ |
each day when you have a child dying of leukemia; how it feels to >
across the border into Texas from Mexico only to be deported 24 hour

i an’t beat unstructured interviewing. )
youUilI;:;ucctured interviewing is excellent for building initial rapport :
ple before moving to more formal interviews, ar}d 1t’s- perfect for t
informants who would not tolerate a more formal interview. The peislz)g
port you build with close informants in long-term ﬁ_eldwo‘rk can mf ;i
structured interviewing—and even semistructure_d ir}tervxewmg.— ee
how “unnatural.” Tn fact, really structured interviewing can get in the
your\ ability to communicate freely with key informants. . h

But not always. Some people want very mpch to talk about the]{(-___ :
they really don’t like the unstructured interview fo-rms.it. I once askex
erman in Greece if I could have a few minutes of h‘ls time to d1scu§§- .
nomics of small-scale fishing. I was about five mlnuFes 1n'Eo the _mte
treading lightly—you know, trying not to get 100 quickly mt_ohhlf;_t
even though that’s exactly what I wanted to know abo!it——when e 111;n ‘
me: “Why don’t you just get to the point?” he asked. “You want to :
1 decide where to fish, and whether I use a share system or a w_fage:_:_sy
split the profits, and how I find buyers for my catch, and things:




EARCH METHODS IN ANTHROPOLO Viewing: Unstuctured and Semistracnared .
RES _

208

e and honest about your intentions, and if you are genuinely interested in
ipeople have to say, many people will help you.

is is not always true, of course. When Colin Turnbull went out to study
Ik in Uganda, he found a group of people who had apparently lost interest
€ and in exchanging human kindnesses. The Tk had been brutalized, deci-
d, and left by the government to fend for themselves on a barren reserva-
They weren’t impressed that Tarnbull wanted to study their culture. In
they weren’t much interested in anything Tumnbull was up to and were
ing but friendly (Turnbull 1972).

i ! ande
captains, sometimes went beyond prudence and reason in “'fhz::t t?:lz; (iexsrﬁj nde
’ ientist might ask the captain to :
of the vessels. For exarmple, a scien ght ask t sin o (a8 o
i because ship time 18 80O pr - This
of port in dangerous weather W
bet}iveen crew and scientists has been known—an.d p¥etty Itnurclzlh 1glay.
since Charles Darwin sailed with HMS Beagle and 1t‘ will certainly p :
in the productivity of long-term space station 'operat:(ggzérvaﬁon .
i i i uired participan
Unraveling this conflict at seareq : . o e
i interviewing with many people. :
tured (as well as informal) i ple. o oo
i rked. At sea, people live
for data collection would have wo '  for w .
n(-:I)nths in close quarters, and there is a comimon need to maintain go
i izati tion well.
ns for the organization to func .
thIt would have been inappropriate for me to have used hlghgesstz?en'
i i f tension between the crew an _
interviews about the source © ' ! v and e o
i i ound the issue of interes ;
Better to steer the interviews ar R
In the end, no analysis w: he
teach me what T needed to know. . o, bemerd
offered by one engine room mechanic who t.old me, Thﬁsij smefnt; <
so damn hungry for data, they’d run the ship aground looking fo i

rocks if we let them.”

ng the Informant or Respondent Lead

Ou can carry on “unthreatening, self-controlled, supportive, polite, and
interaction in everyday life,” then interviewing will come easy to you,
formants will feel comfortable responding to your questions (Lofland
90). No matter how supportive you are as a person, though, an interview
- really like a casual, unthreatening conversation in everyday life. In
onversations, people take more or less balanced turns (Spradley 1979),
re is no feeling that somehow the discussion has to stay on track or
 some theme (see also Merton et a. 1956; Hyman and Cobb 1975). In
tored interviewing, you keep the conversation focused on a topic,
giving the respondent room to define the content of the discussion.
ule is: Get people onto a topic of interest and get out of the way. Let
ormant provide information that he or she thinks is important,
ing my research on the Kalymnian sponge fishermen in Greece, I spent
ime at Procopis Kambouris’s raverna. (A Greek taverna is a particular
restaurant.) Procopis’s was a favorite of the sponge fishermen. Pro-
was a superb cook, he made his own wine every year from grapes that
ed himself, and he was as good a teller of sea stories as he was a
o those of his clientele. At Procopis’s raverna, 1 was able to collect
tk histories of sponge fishermen—when they’d begun their careers, the
ey’d gotten, the jobs they’d held, and so on. The atmosphere was
plenty of retsina wine and good things to eat), and conversation was

Gerting Started

There are some important steps to take when you start ip:er:xllzm;lsg_
i i all, assure people of anonymity
one for the first time. First of all, onymity ane
i i imply want to know what they
ality. Bxplain that you simply t to
obs}fl:rvatiIst are. If you are interviewing somt?one w‘hom' you Sh:;{d
know over a period of time, explain why you think Fhmr opinions and |

to maintain representativeness. . o
’ If people say that they really don’t knova enough to be pa;t t;f] .yo
assure them that their participation is crucial anc} that y;l; ﬁrnev_e_ b
. d you’d better mean it, or ¥
in what they have to say (and ' over
Tell everyone you interview that you are trymfh to 1;;?1122}1 ; f '
i ing the interview with an th
them to interrupt you during : : /th
tant. And always ask for permission to record peg;onal interv;et‘\;é.
. is is vi ’t take notes, then in most case by
notes. This is vital. If you can : e
i i low, on using a tape recorde ta kin
nterview plummets. (See below, g at ;
1 Keep inpmind that people who are being mter\.flewed lfélo_tm
shopping for information. There is no point in trymg to hide thi

articipant observer, I developed a sense of camaraderie with the regu-

we exchanged sea stories with a lot of flourish, Still, no one at Pro-

Ver made the mistake of thinking that I was there Just for the camara-

ey knew that I was writing about their lives and that I had lots of
o-ask. They also knew immediately when I switched from the role

pant observer to that of ethno graphic interviewer.

ght, I slipped into just such an interview/conversation with Savas

‘
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“_LIk(-: where?” Suppose the answer is, “Oh, several different places.” The
correct response is not “Pachuca? Querétaro? Mexico City?” but “Like
where? Could you name some of the places where you’ve gone to get work?”
There are many kinds of probes that you can use in an interview. (In Wh.at
lows, I draw on work by Kluckhohn [1945], Merton et al. [1936], Kahn and
cannell [1957], Whyte [1960, 1984], Dohrenwend and Richardson [1965]

Gorden [1975], Hyman and Cobb [1975], Warwick and Lininger [1975], anc{

Reed and Stimson [1985 .
dénts.) [ ], and on my own experience and that of my stu-

Frgas. He was 64 years old at the time and was planning to make one last
month voyage as a sponge diver during the coming season in 1965. 1 beg
interview Savas on his work history at about 7:30 in the evening, and
closed Procopis’s place at about 3 A.M. During the course of the evening;’
eral other men joined and left the group at various times, as they woul
any night of conversation at Procopis’s. Savas had lots of stories to tell
was a living legend and he played well to a crowd), and we had to coriti
the interview a few days later, over several more liters of retsina.

At one point on that second night, Savas told me (almost offhanded]
he had spent more than a year of his life walking the bottom of the Medit
nean. I asked him how he knew this, and he challenged me to docum_e':
Savas had decided that there was something important that I needed to
and he maneuvered the interview around to make sure I learned it.

This led to about three hours of painstaking work. We counted the
of seasons he’d been to sea over a 46-year carcer (he remembered
hadn’t worked at all during 1943 because of “something to do with the’
We figured conservatively the number of days he’d spent at sea, the a
number of dives per trip, and the average depth and time per dive. We j(
about the tendency of divers to exaggerate their exploits and about how fr:
human memory is when it comes to this kind of detail. :

It was difficult to stay on the subject, because Savas was such a good;
teur and a perceptive analyst of Kalymnian life. The interview meande
on interesting tangents, but after a while, either Savas or I would stee
to the issue at hand. In the end, discounting heavily for both exaggeraiion
faulty recall, we reckoned that he’d spent at least 10,000 hours—about
and a fourth, counting each day as a full 24 hours—under water:
walked the distance between Alexandria and Tunis at least three time;

The exact numbers really dida’t matter. What did matter was that
Ergas had a really good sense of what ke thought I needed to know 4l
life of a sponge diver. It was I, the interviewer, who defined the foc_:
interview; but it was Savas, the respondent, who determined the conien

was I ever glad he did.

The Silent Probe

The rn?sF difﬁcfult technique to learn is the silent probe, which consists of
t.remaunmig quiet and waiting for an informant to continue. The silence may
accompanied by a nod or by a mumbled “uh-huh” as you focus on your
e pad, Tpe silent probe sometimes produces more information than does
ect questioning. At least at the beginning of an interview, informants look
you for guidance as to whether or not they’re on the right track. They want
kno.w whether they’re “giving you what you want.” Most of the time, espe-
Iy in }mstructured interviews, yon want the informant to define the relevant
rnatiorn.
me informants are more glib than others and require very little prodding
cep up thf: flow of information. Others are more reflective and take their
'}nexpenenced interviewers tend to jump in with verbal probes as soon
_1_‘nf0rmant goes silent. Meanwhile, the informant may be Jjust reflecting
ting thoughts, and preparing to say something important. You can kﬂi
moments (and there are a lot of them) with your internrptions.
11_b_ness can be a matter of cultural, not Just personal, style. Gordon Streib
§ that I-le had to adjust his own Interviewing style radically when he left
Yor‘k City to study the Navajo in the 1950s (Streib 1952). Streib, a New
er himself, had done studies based on semistructured interviews W,ith sub-
orkers in New York. Those workers uniformly maintained a fast, hard-
ing pace during the interviews—a pace with which Streib, as merriber of
iture, was comfortable.
at style was entirely inappropriate with the Navajo, who were uni-
~more reflective than the subway workers (Streib, personal communica-
In othqr .W()i‘dS, the silent probe is sometimes not a “probe” at all; being
and waiting for an informant to continue may simply be appropria’te cul-
havior.
_t-he other hand, the silent probe is a high-risk technique, which is why
ginners avoid it. If an informant is genuinely at the end of a thought and

Probing

The key to successful interviewing is learning how to probe eff:
that is, to stimulate a respondent to produce more information, with
ing yourself so much into the interaction that you only geta reflectio
self in the data. Suppose you ask, “Have you ever been away from th
to work?” and the informant says “Yes.” The next question (the
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you don’t provide further guidance, your silence can become awkward; e Long Question Probe

may even lose your credibility as an interviewer. The silent probe takes:pr;

; . \nother way to induce longer and more continuous responses is by makin g
tice to use effectively. But it’s worth the effort.

our questions longer. Instead of asking “How do you plant a home garden?”
What are all the things you have to do to actually get a home garden
ng?” When I interviewed sponge divers on Kalymnos, instead of asking
“What is it like to make a dive into very deep water?” I said “Tell me
bout diving into really deep water. What do you do to get ready and how do
escend and ascend? What's it like down there?”

ater in the interview, of course, or on another occasion, I would home in
special topics. But to break the ice and get the interview flowing, there is
g quite as vseful as what Spradley (1979) called the grand tour ques-

The Echo Probe

Another kind of probe consists of simply repeating the last thing so:
has said and asking them to continue. This eche probe is particularly us
when an informant is describing a process or an event. “I see. The go
throat is cut and the blood is drained into a pan for cooking with the’
Then what happens?” This probe is neutral and doesn’t redirect the intefvie
It shows that you understand what’s been said so far and encourages the i
mant to continue with the narrative. If you use the echo probe too 0
though, you’ll eventually hear an exasperated informant asking, “Why do
keep repeating what I just said?”

s does not mean that asking longer questions or using neutral probes
sarily produces betrer responses. They do, however, produce more
onses, and, in general, more is better. Purthermore, the more you can keep
ormant talking, the more you can express interest in what they are saying
e more you build rapport. This is especially important in the first inter-
ew-you do with someone whose trust you want to build (see ibid.:80). There
I1a ot to be learned about how various kinds of probes affect what infor-
tell us.

Threatening questions—those asking for sensitive information——should be
but preceded by a long, rambling run-up: “We’re interested in the vari-
ings that people do these days in order to keep from geiting diseases
they have sex. Some people do different kinds of things, and some peo-
0 nothmg special. Do you ever use condoms?” If the respondents says
".or “No,” or “Sometimes,” then you can launch that series of questions
it why, why not, when, with whom, and so on. The wording of sensitive
ons should, in general, be supportive and nonjudgmental (see Wieder-
t al. 1994; Catania et al. 1996).

The Uh-huh Probe

You can encourage an informant to continue with a narrative by just mé
affirmative comments, like “Uh-huh,” or “Yes, or I see,” “Right, uh-
and so on. Matarazzo (1964) showed how powerful this neutral pr_db
be. He did a series of identical, semistructured, 45-minute Interviews
group of informants. He broke each interview into three 15-minute ¢ :
During the second chunk, the interviewer was told to make afﬁnnatix_fe it
like “uh-huh,” whenever the informant was speaking. Informant respo
during those chunks were about a third longer than during the first an
periods.

The Tell-Me-More Probe

This may be the most common form of probe among experience
viewers. Respondents give you an answer, and you probe for more by__';s__
“Could you tell me more about that?” Other variations include “Why: exa
do you say that?” and “Why exactly do you feel that way?” You ha. :
careful about using stock probes like these. As Converse and Shumdn
out (1974:50), if you get into a rut and repeat these probes like a robq
be surprised to hear someone finishing up a nice long discourse by
“Yeah, yeah, and why exactly do I feel like that?” (From personal exper
1 can guarantee that the mortification factor only allows this sort of
happen once. The experience lasts a lifetime.)

bir;g by Leading

fter all this, you may be cautious about being really directive in an inter-
Don’t be. Many researchers caution against “leading™ an informant.
and (1976), for example, warns against questions like “Don’t you think
7" and suggests asking, “What do you think about. . . 7 He is, of
-correct, On the other hand, any question an interviewer asks leads an
tmant. You might as well learn to do it well.

sider this leading question that I asked a Nahiu Indian: “Right. I under-
. The compadre is supposed to pay for the music for the baptism fiesta.
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But what happens if the compadre doesn’t have the money? Who pays th
This kind of question can stop the Aow of an informant’s narrative stone’
It can also produce more information than the informant would otherwis
provided. At the time, I thought the informant was being overly “normati
That is, I thought he was stating an ideal behavioral custom (having a co
dre pay for the music at a fiesta) as if it were never violated.
It turned out that all he was doing was relying on his own cultural co;
tence— “abbreviating,” as Spradley (1979:79) called it. The informarnt
for granted that the anthropologist knew the “obvious™ answer: If the cor
dre didn’t have enough money, well, then there might not be any music.
My interruption reminded the informant that T just wasn’t up to his 1
cultural competence; I needed him to be more explicit. He went on to ex
other things that he considered obvious but that I would not have even kn
to ask about. Someone who has committed himself to pay for the music
fiesta might borrow money from another compadre to fulfill the obligatio
that case, he wouldn’t tell the person who was throwing the fiesta. That 1t
make the host feel bad, like he was forcing his compadre to go into de
In this interview, in fact, the informant eventually became irritated wi
because | asked so many things that he considered obvious. He wanie
abbreviate a lot and to provide a more general summary; I wanted de
backed off and asked a different informant for the details. I have since 1
to start some probes with “This may seem obvious, but . . .”
Directive probes (leading questions) may be based on what an inf
has just finished saying, or they may be based on something an informa
you an hour ago, or a week ago. As you progress in long-term research,
come to have a much greater appreciation for what you really want froz
interview. It is perfectly legitimate to use the information you’ve already
lected to focus your subsequent interviews.
This leads researchers from informal to unstructured to semistru
interviews and even to completely structured interviews like questiohi;
When you feel as though you have leamed something important about a
and its culture, the next step to test that knowledge—to see if it is idiosyng
to a particular informant or subgroup in the culture or if it can be reprod
in many informants.

¢hiidren learning to read and write Nihfiu. Bilingual (Spanish-Indian)
tion in Mexico is a politically sensitive issue (Heath 1972), and when I
¢d asking about it, a lot of people were reluctant to talk freely.

the course of informal interviewing, 1 learned from a schoolteacher in
illage that some fathers had come to complain about the teacher trying
et the children to read and write Nahfiu. The fathers, it seems, were afraid
tudying Nihifu would get in the way of their children becoming fluent in
panish. Once I heard this story, I began to drop hints that I knew the reason
ts were against children learning to read and write Niahfiu. As I did this,
parents opened up and confirmed what I'd found out.

ry journalist (and gossipmonger) knows this technique well. As you
'a piece of a puzzle from one informant, you use it with the next infor-
t:i0 get more information, and so on. The more you seem to know, the
comfortable people feel about talking to vou and the less people feel
are actually divulging anything. They are not the ones who are giving
y:the “secrets” of the group.

hased assertion also prompts some informants to jump in and correct you
ey think that you know a little but that you’ve “got it all wrong.” In some
-I’ve purposely made wrong assertions to provoke a correcting response.

bal Respondents

omhe people try to tell you too much. They are the kind of people who just
0 have an audience. You ask them one little question and off they go on
ngent after another, until you become exasperated. Converse and Shu-
1(1974:46) recommend *“gentle inattention” —putting down your pen,
king away, leafing through your papers. Nigel King (1994:23) recommends
something like: “That’s very interesting. Could we go back to what
ere saying earlier about .
ou may have to be a bit more obv1ous however. New iriterviewers in par-
lar may be reluctant to cut off informants, afraid that doing so is poor inter-
wing technique. In fact, as William Foote Whyte notes, informants who
t to talk your ear off are probably used to being interrupted. It’s the only
their friends get a word in edgewise. But you need to learn how to cut
& off without rancor. “Don’t interrupt accidentally,” Whyte said; “learn
_térrupt gracefully” (1960:353, emphasis his). Each situation is somewhat
ent; you learn as you go in this business.

Baiting: The Phased-Assertion Probe

A particularly effective probing technique is called phased assertion
and Miller 1986) or baiting (Agar 1996:142). This is when you act hk
already know something in order to get people to open up.

I used this technique in a study of how Néhfiu Indian parents felt

werbal Respondents

e of the really tough things you run into is someone telling you “I don’t
low” in answer to lots of questions. In qualitative research projects, where
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you choose respondents precisely because you think they know something
interest, the “don’t know™ refrain can be especially frustrating. Convers
Schuman (1974:49) distinguish four kinds of don’t-know response: (1) I'don
know (and frankly I don’t care); (2) I don’t know (and it’s none of your
ness); (3) I don’t know (actually, I do know, but you wouldn’t be interes
in what I have to say about that); and (4) I don’t know (and T wish ¥o
change the subject because this line of questioning makes me really wi
fortable). There is also the “(I wish I could help you but) I really don’t knoy

Sometimes you can get beyond this, sometimes you can’t. You have to
the fact that not everyone who volunteers to be interviewed is a good re:
dent. Sometimes, you just have to take “don’t know” for an answer and
your losses by going on to someone else.

Learning to Interview

It’s impossible to eliminate reactivity and subjectivity in interviewing, but
€ any other craft, you will get better and better at interviewing the more you
a_ctice. It helps a lot to practice in front of others and to have an experienced
e_rviewer monitor and critique your performance. Even without such help,
WeVer, you can improve your interviewing technique just by paying careful
attention to what you’re doing. Harry Wolcott offers excellent advice on this
‘2: Pay as much attention to your own words as you do to the words of
ur respondents (1995:102).
Wolcott also advises: Keep interviews focused on a few big issues
i_d.:l 12). More good advice from one of the most accomplished ethnogra-
ers around. Here’s a guaranteed way to wreck rapport and ruin an interview:
respondent asks you “Why do you ask? What does that have to do with
at we're talking about?” You tell her: “Well, it just seemed like an interest-
question—you know, something I thought might be useful somehow down
road in the analysis.” '
ere you are, asking people to give you their time and tell you about their
S-and you're treating that time with little respect. I you can’t give a satis-
ory answer to the question “Why did you ask that?” then leave that out.
0 not use your friends as practice informants. You cannot learn to inter-
with friends because there are role expectations that get in the way. Just
hé you’re really rolling and getting into probing deeply on some topic that
‘both know about, they are likely to laugh at you or teil you to knock it

The Ethics of Probing
Are these tricks of the trade ethical? I think they are, but using them

some responsibilities to your respondents. .

First, there is no ethical imperative in social research more importatt
seeing to it that you do not harm innocent people who have provided y¢
information in good faith. The problem, of course, is that not all respo
are innocents. Some people commit wartime atrocities. Some practice ini
cide. Some are HIV-positive and, out of bitterness, are purposely infe
others. Do you protect them all?

Are any of these examples more troublesome to you than others?
not extreme cases, thrown in here to prepare you for the worst, “just it
They are the sort of ethical dilemmas that field researchers confront 3
time.

Second, the better you get at making people “open up,” the more ré:
ble you become that they don’t later suffer some emotional distress for:
done so. Informants who divulge foo quickly what they believe to be
information can later come to have real regrets and even loss of self-¢
They may suffer anxiety over how much they can trust you to protect the
the community.

It is sometimes better to stop an informant from divulging privileged
mation in the first or second interview and to wait until both of you havs
a mutually trusting relationship. If you sense that an informant is uni
able with having spoken too quickly about a sensitive topic, end the int
with light conversation and reassurances about your discretion. Soon
look up the informant and engage in light conversation again, with no p
or other interviewing techniques involved. This will also provide reas_s
of trust. :

ractice interviews should not be just for practice. They should be done on
ics you’re really interested in and with people who are likely to know a lot
tthose topics. Every interview you do should be conducted as profession-
as possible and should preduce useful data (with plenty of notes that you
code and file and cross-file).

_Iﬁzportance of Language

05t an_thropologists (and an increasing number of sociologists and social
hologists) do research outside their own country. If you are planning to




218 RESEARCH METHODS IN ANTHROPOLOG 19

ong—tern}, participant observation fieldwork (six months to a year), I rec-
mmend going back tq your early informants and interviewing them a second
e. ‘See whether their observations and attitudes have changed, and if so

go abroad for research, find people from the culture you are going to sti
and interview them on some topic of interest. If you are going to Turkey
study women’s roles, then find Turkish students at your university and i
view them on some related topic. .

It is often possible to hire the spouses of foreign students for these kinds
“practice” interviews. I put “practice” in quotes to emphasize again that the
interviews should produce real data of real interest to you. If you are study
a langnage that you'll need for research, these practice interviews will
vou sharpen your skills at interviewing in that language.

Even if you are going off to the interior of the Amazon, this doesn’t I¢
off the hook. It is unlikely that you’ll find native speakers of Yanomarmi
your campus, but you cannot use this as an excuse to wait until you’re ¢
the field to learn general interviewing skills. Interviewing skills are hone
practice. Among the most constructive things you can do in preparing for
research is to practice conducting unstructured and semistructured
viewing. :

Presentation of Self

low should you present yourself in an interview? As a friend? As a profes-
1131? As someone who is sympathetic or as someone who is nonjudgmental?
depends on the nature of the project. When the object is to collect compara-

1g words or numbers—cordial-but-nonjudgmental is the way {0 go.
at’s sometimes tough to do. You're interviewing someone on a project
_ _;_;-what people can do to help the environment and your respondent says:
those eco-Nazis want is to make room for more owls. They don’t give a
n:about real people’s jobs.” That's when you find out whether you can
>:without injecting your feelings into the interview. Professional inter-
ers (the folks who collect the data for the General Social Survey, for
ample) learn to maintain their equilibrium and move on (see Converse, and
man 1974). ‘
me situations are so painful, however, that it’s impossible to maintain a
tral facade. Gene Shelley interviewed 72 people in Atlanta who were HIV-
ve (Shelley et al. 1995). Here’s a typical comment by one of Shelly’s
mmants: “I have a lot of trouble watching all my friends die. Sometimes
v hole body shuts down inside. I don’t want to Know people who are going
e. Some of my friends, there are three or four people a week in the obits.
'watch the obits,”

would you respond? Do you say: “Uh-huh. Tell me more about that”?
.-let silence take over and force the respondent to go on? Do you say
thing sympathetic? Shelley reports that she treated each interview as a
: :situation and responded as her intuition told her to respond-—
imes more clinically, sometimes less, depending on her judgment of
the respondent needed her to say. Good advice.

Pacing the Study

Two of the biggest problems faced by researchers who rely heavily of
structured interviews are boredom and fatigue. Even small projec
require 30—40 interviews to generate sufficient data to be worthwhile
field researchers collect their own interview data, and asking the same
tions over and over again can get pretty old. Gorden (1975) studied 3
viewers who worked for 12 days doing about two tape-recorded intervie
day. Each interview was from one to two hours long. ;

The first interview on each day, over all interviewers, averaged ab
pages of transcription. The second averaged only 25 pages. Furthermo
first interviews, on average, got shorter and shorter during the 12-day’
of the study. In other words, boredom made the second interview of a
day shorter than the first, and over the 12 days, boredom (and possibljr
took its toll on the first interviews as well. '

Even anthropologists who spend a year in the field may have focus
of interviewing on a particular topic. Plan each project, or subpr
advance and calculate the number of interviews you are going to .ge_;
yourself. Spread the project out, if possible, and don’t try to bring in
interview data in the shortest possible time—unless, of course, you’
ing reactions to a hot issue, in which case, spreading things out can
serious history confound (see Chapter 4).

Here’s the trade-off: The longer a project takes, the less likely that
interviews and the last interviews will be valid indicators of the sam

st Being Yourself

964, when we were working on the island of Kalymnos, my wife Carole

ake our two-month-old baby for daily walks in a carriage. Older
1. would peek into the baby carriage and make disapproving noises when
-our daughter sleeping on her stomach. Then they would reach into

ata across respondents, then it makes no difference whether you're col-
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the carriage and turn the baby over, explaining forcefully that the baby wi
get the evil eye if we continued to let her sleep on her stomach,

Carole had read the latest edition of The Commonsense Book of Baby.
Child Care (the classic “baby book™ by Dr. Benjamin Spock). We carried
copies of the book with us—in case one fell out of a boat or something—
Carole was convinced by Dr. Spock’s writings that babies who sleep on: th
backs risk choking on their own mitcus or vomit. Since then, of course, mi¢
cal opinion—and all the baby books that young parents read nowadays—]
flip-flopped about this issue several times. At the time, though, not wantin
offend anyone, Carole listened politely and tried to act nonjudgmental.. -

One day, enough was enough. Carole told off a2 woman who intervened
that was that. From then on, women were more eager to discuss child-re
practices in general, and the more we challenged them, the more they ch
lenged us. There was no rancor involved, and we learned a lot more th;
Carole had just kept on listening politely and said nothing. Of course, this
informal interviewing in the context of long-term participant observatio
we had offended anyone, there would have been time and opportunity to
amends—or at least come to an understanding about cultural difference:

hived and passed on to other researchers. (Remember, I'm talking here
ut formal interviews, not the hanging-out interviews that are part of ethno-
hic research. More on that in Chapter 17.)

ou sense some reluctance about the tape recorder, leave it on the table
on’t turn it on right away. Start the interview with chitchat and when
gs get warmed up, say something like, “This is really interesting. I don’t
it to trust my memory on something as important as this; do you mind if I
ord it?” Charles Kadushin hands people a microphone with a shutoff
tch. Rarely, he says, do respondents actually use the switch, but giving
le control over the interview shows that you take them very seriously
sonal communication).

metimes you'll be taping an interview and things will be going along just
nd you'll sense that a respondent is backing off from some sensitive
c.-Just reach over to the recorder and ask the respondent if she or he would
ou to turn it off.

Harry Wolcott (1995:114) recommends leaving the tape recorder on, if pos-
g, when the formal part of an interview ends. Even though you’ ve finished,
ott points out, your respondent may have more to say.

Little Things Mean a Lot rding Equipment: Machines, Tapes, Batteries, etc.

e best field-recording technology available today is digital audio tape
T). The fidelity is terrific, but the best part is that there is no distortion
you make copies of your tapes for archiving. It’s just like making copies
ord processor document: you get every byte in every copy. The down-
the cost of this light, reliable, portable, high-fidelity technology—about
00 in 2001.

ost interviewers opt for analog tape recording (the kind that everyone is
af with). Highly rated field machines were selling for around $350 in
hese machines are professional equipment—the sort you’d want for
uistic fieldwork (when you’re straining tc hear every phoneme) or for
nality recording of music. If you are not investing in professional-level
ment, there are many very good field recorders that cost less than $200.
‘simple recording of interviews, though, especially in a language you
and well, you can get away with a good, basic cassette machine for
50, or a microcassette machine for under $100. (Buy two of them.
ou skimp on equipment costs and don’t have a spare, this almost guar-
1at you’ll need a replacement at the most inconvenient moment.) Use a
parate microphone (around $20). Some people like wearing a lavalier
phone--the kind you clip to a person’s lapel or shirt collar—but many
find them intrusive.

Little things are important in interviewing, so pay attention to them
you dress and where you hold an interview, for example, tell your respon
a lot about you and what you expect. The “interviewing dress code” i
common sense. Proper dress depends on the venue. Showing up with
pack or an attaché case, wearing jeans or a business suit——these are’ ‘chio
that should be pretty easy to make, once you’ve made the comm1tme
accommodate your dress to different circumstances.

Same goes for venue. I've held interviews in bars, in business offi
government offices, on ferryboats, on beaches, in homes . . . [ can’t’
a rule for selecting the single right place for an interview, since there
several right places. But some places are just plain wrong for certa.m
views. Here again, common sense goes a Jong way.

Using a Tape Recorder

Don’t rely on your memory in interviewing; use a tape recorder in ail
tured and semistructured interviews, except where people specifically
not to. Tapes are a permanent record of primary information thar
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le an informant is thinking, for example), the recorder shuts off, saving
e. Holly Williams, however, recommends not using the VA mode. She feels
esn’t save much tape and finds that the long breaks without any sound
¢ transcribing tapes much easier—you don’t have to shut the machine off
turn it on as many times while you’re typing (personal communication).

I prefer an omnidirectional microphone (good ones cost a bit m
because they pick up voices from anywhere in a room. Sometimes, people
rolling on a topic and they want to get up and pace the roem as they talk:
to kill a really great interview? Tell somebody who’s on a roll to plea
down and speak directly into the mike. Good microphones come with sta
that keep the head from resting on any surface, like a table. Surfaces pi¢
and introduce background noise into tapes. If you don’t have a really
stand for the mike, you can make one easily with some rubbery foam
kind they use in making mattresses).

No matter what you spend on a tape recorder, never, ever skimp on the
ity of tapes. Use only cassettes that are put together with screws so yo
open them up and fix the tape when (inevitably) they jam or tangle. And
use thin, long-playing tapes. Transcribing involves listening, stoppin
rewinding—ofien hundreds of times per tape. Thin tape (the kind that runs
two hours or more) just won’t stand up to that kind of use.

Bruce Jackson, a very experienced field worker in folklore, recomim
taking brand new tapes to a studio and getting them bulk-erased before 1
ing on them for the first time (1987:145). This cuts down the magneti¢
noise on the new tape. Jackson also recommends running each tape thr
vour machine three or four times on fast forward and fast reverse. All
stretch a bit, even the best of them, and this will get the stretch out of the

Test your tape recorder before every interview. And do the testing at’]
There’s only one thing worse than a recorder that doesn’t run at all.-I¢’
that runs but doesn’t record. Then your informant is sure to say at the'e
the interview: “Let’s run that back and see how it came out!” (Yes, thai
pened to me. But just once. And it needn’t happen to anyone who reads

Good tape recorders have battery indicators. Want another foolproof:
kill an exciting interview? Ask the informant to “please hold that tho
while you change batteries. Edward Ives (1995) recommends doing all
ing on batteries. Particularly if vou are working in places that have
current, you’ll want to rely on batteries to ensure recording fidelity. Th
antees that, no matter what kind of flaky or spiky current you run i
recordings will always be made at exactly the same speed. Just make
you start out with fresh batteries for each interview. When batte
slightly low, throw them out. (You can save a lot of battery life by usiii
current for all playback, fast forward, and rewind operationsmresé""
batteries only for recording.) If you prefer household current for re
then carry along a couple of long extension cords so you have a‘ck
where to set up for the interview.

Good tape recorders come with voice activation (VA). When you
mode, the recorder only turns on if there is noise to record. During lon

scribers and Voice Recognition Software

can take from six to eight hours to transcribe one hour of tape, depending
0w closely you transcribe, how clear the tape is, and how proficient you
n-the language. Under some circumstances, you can cut this time down
sing voice recognition software (see appendix F), but for the time being,
cription is still a chore that interviewers have to bear.

st in a transcription machine. Don’t even try to transcribe taped inter-
$ without one of those machines unless you are conducting an experiment
how long it takes to get frustrated with transcribing. These machines
around $300. You use a foot pedal to start and stop the machine, to back
d to fast forward, and even to slow down the tape so you can listen care-
to a phrase or a word. A transcription machine and a good set of ear-
will save you many hours of work because you can keep both hands
ur keyboard all the time.

s "t always necessary to fully transcribe interviews. If you are using life
s to describe how families in some community deal with prolonged
ce of fathers, then you must have full transcriptions to work with. And
an’t study cultural themes, either, without full transcriptions. But if you
to know how many informants said they had actually used oral rehydra-
therapy to treat their children’s diarrhea, you may be able to get away
only partial transcription. You may even be as well off using an interview
¢ and taking notes.

ther you do full transcriptions or just take notes during interviews,
I:ry to tape your interviews. You may need to go back and fill in details
notes.

-Is_:'Not a Substitute for Taking Notes

ally, never substitute tape for note taking. A lot of very bad things can
to tape, and if you haven’t got backup notes, you're out of luck. Don’t
til you get home to take notes, either. Take notes during the interview
e interview. Did the informant seem nervous or evasive? Were there
of interruptions? What were the physical surroundings like? How much
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probing did you have to do? Take notes on the contents of the interview, A” e Focus Groups So Popular?

though you get every word on tape.
A few informants, of course, will let you use a tape recorder but W111_=
at your taking notes. Don’t assume, however, that informants will b‘? c.>ffe
if you take notes. Ask them. Most of the time, all you do by avo1dmg:
taking is lose a lot of data. Informants are under no illusions about what y
doing. You're interviewing them: You might as well take notes and get p
used to it, if you can. :

e focus group method was a commercial success from the 1950s on, but
ormant in academic circles for more than 20 years, This is probably
se the method is virtally devoid of statistics. Since the late 1970s, how-
interest among social researchers of all kinds has boomed as researchers
ome to understand the benefits of combining qualitative and quantitative
thods.
us groups do not replace surveys, but rather complement them. You can
ne a focus group to discuss questions for a survey. Do the questions
arrogant to respondents? Appropriate? Naive? A focus group can discuss
ording of a particular question or offer advice on how the whole ques-
ire comes off to respondents. And you can convene a focus group to
lterpret the results of a survey. But focus groups are not Just adjuncts to
. They are widely used to find out why people feel as they do about
ething or the steps that people go through in making decisions.

Focus Groups

Focus groups are recruited to discuss a particular topic—like? people.’
tion to a television commercial or their attitudes toward a social servi
gram. The method derives from work by Paul Lazarsfeld and Robert M
in 1941 at Columbia Unjversity’s Office of Radio Research. A group of p
listened to a recorded radio program that was supposed to raise public:.r_n
prior to America’s entry into World War IL

The listeners were told to push a red button whenever they heard some
that made them react negatively. When they heard something that maq
react positively, they were to push a green button. The reactions were re
automatically by a primitive polygraph-like apparatus. When the progre
over, an interviewer talked to the group of listeners to find out why th
felt positively or negatively about each message they’d reacted to (]

The commercial potential of Lazarsfeld and Merton’s pioneering wot]
immediately clear. The method of real-time recording of people’s e
combined with focused interviewing of a group, is today a mainstay in
tising research, MCI, a long-distance phone company., ‘used focps gt
develop its initial advertising when the company was just st:artmg_ )
researchers found that customers didn’t blame AT&T for the high cost.
long-distance phone bills; they blamed themselves for talking too long:
distance-calls. MCI came out with the advertising slogan “You're not
too much, just spending too much.” The rest, as they say, is history (Kru

1994:33). - :
There were over 700 focus group facilities in the United States
mostly in shopping malls (Coreil 1995:206). Whole companies nOW SpX
in focus group research, and there are manuals on how to recruit partici
and how to conduct a focus group session (Stewart and Shamdasani
Krueger 1994; Vaughn et al. 1996; Morgan 1997; Morgan and Krueger

-Cases bf Focus Groups

nodel et al. (1984), for example, used focus groups to study the fertility
tion in Thailand. They held separate group sessions for married men
35 and married women under 30 who wanted three or fewer children.
also held separate sessions for men and women over 50 who had at least
ildren. This gave them four separate groups. In all cases, the partici-
_éd no more than an elementary school education.
del et al. repeated this four-group design in six parts of Thailand to
T the religious and ethnic diversity of the country. The focus of each
discussion was on the number of children people wanted and why.
iland has recently undergone fertility transition, and the focus group
ly study illuminated the reasons for the transition. “Time and again,”
- researchers report, “when participants were asked why the younger gen-
on wants smaller families than the older generation had, they responded
nowadays everything is expensive” (ibid.:302).
le also said that all children, girls as well as boys, needed education in
0 get the jobs that would pay for the more expensive, monetized life-
which people were becoming accustomed. It is, of course, easier to
or the education of fewer children. These consistent responses are what
Xpect in a society undergoing fertility transition.
th Wilson et al. (1993) used focus groups in their study of acute respira-
illness (ARI) in Swaziland. They interviewed 33 individual mothers, 13
t_i_onal healers, and 17 health care providers. They also ran 33 focus
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d produce useful information. The groups were stratified by age and s
group was exclusively young men 12—19 years of age; another grou \:X.
qlg_s;vely young women of that age group. Then there We,re maie aifi fcfm ?S
) _p_s.aged 20-35, 36-49, and 50 and over, Finally, Nkwi and his te cEll'(fi:
mgle focus group with mixed ages and sexes in each community e
e focus groups were taped and transcribed for analysis. Tt turne.d out that

groups, 16 male groups and 17 female groups. The groups had from 4 ¢

participants, with an average of 7.
Each individual respondent and each group was presented with two:

thetical cases. Wilson et al. asked their respondents to diagnose each case an
to suggest treatments. Here are the cases:

Case 1. A mother has a one-year-old baby girl with the following signs: co
ing, fever, sore throat, running or blocked nose, and red or teary eyes. When
ask the mother, she tells you that the child can breast-feed welk but is ot a

playing.

yqlue of using several data-gathering methods in one study. When severa]
qu produce .the same results, you can be a lot more se;:ure about t;e
t'y of the: findings. Nkwi’s study also shows the potential for focus grou
ewing in as§essing public policy issues {personal commmnication) ?
e two yery important things about all these cases: (1} They We;en’t
n a single focus group but on a series of groups. Each of the sroups
hosen tf) represent a subgroup in a factorial design, just as we sa\ir wilt)h
timents in Chapter 4 and with survey sampling in Chapter 6. (2) Each of
oups was homogeneous with respect to certain independent‘ variables—
Just as we saw with respect to experimental and sampling design
-'e;_pnnmple of factorial design is an essential part of focus groug ;neth
gy. Knodel et al. (1984), for example, had two age groups and hI:/o en:
. .0 they wound up with four groups: young (under 33) matried mengand
(under 30) women who wanted three or fewer children; and older (ove,
1 and women who had at least five children. They rep:eated this sen’er
.groups in six places across the country, for a total of 24 groups )

Case 2. A 10-month-old baby was brought to a health center with the fél;lq
signs: rapid/difficult breathing, chest indrawing, fever for one day, sunke:
coughing for three days. The mother tells you that the child does not havi

rhea but has a poor appetite.

Many useful comparisons were possible with the data from this stud
example, mothers attributed the illness in Case 2 mostly to the weather; he
ity, or the child’s home environment. The male focus groups diagnosed
child in Case 2 as having asthma, fever, indigestion, malnutrition, or s

Wilson et al. acknowledge that a large number of individual inter
make it easier to estimate the degree of error in a set of interviews. Howe
they conclude that the focus groups provided valid data on the termins
and practices related to ARI in Swaziland. Wilson and her coworkers did
all, have 240 respondents in their focus groups; they had data from in
interviews of all categories of persons involved in treating children’s ARI
they had plenty of participant observation in Swaziland to back them

Paul Nkwi, an anthropologist at the University of Yaounde, Came
studied people’s perceptions of family planning in his country (1996).
his team worked in four communities, using participant observation, i
interviews, a questionnaire, and focus groups. In each community, |
conducted nine focus groups on community development concems, cau
resistance to family planning, cultural and economic factors that can;
to promote family planning, community problems with health and
planning services, how services could be improved to meet the needs o
munities, and how much (if at all) people would pay for improved heall
services.

The focus groups, conducted in the local language of each com
lasted from an hour and a half to two hours and were conducted in the
of influential men of the communities. This helped ensure that the dis

Focus Groups Valid?

Zalr’e -They report that, “Overall, for 28% of the variables the results
similar” in the focus group and survey data. “For 42% the results were
a :111; tt:flcus groups provided additional detail; for 17% the results were
; e survey provided i i i
e hj;gar” o 21;1;3;"? detail. And in only 12% of the vgnables
e Guat-er.nala study, 97% of the women surveyed reported no regrets
eir decision to have a tubal ligation. The “vast majority” of Womegn in
f:’_.us groups also reported no regrets. This was counted as a “similar
- Ten percent of the women surveyed reported having had a tubal liea-
iy health‘ reasons. In the focus groups, too, Just a few women re ortged
factors in their decision to have the oOperation, but they providec%j more
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detail and context, citing such things as complications from previous pre
cies.

This is an example of where the focus group and survey provide si
results, but where the focus group offers more detail. Data from the
groups and the survey confirm that women heard about the operation
similar sources, but the survey shows that 40% of the women heard ab
from a sterilized woman, 26% heard about it from a health professio
so on. Here, the survey provides more detail, though both methods pr
similar conclusions. .

In general, though, focus groups—like participant observation, i
interviews, and other systematic qualitative methods—should be used
collection of data about content and process and should not be reliec
collecting data about personal attributes or for estimating population pat
ters of personal attributes. The belief that a2 woman has or does not
right to an abortion is a personal attribute, like gender, age, annual ir_icd
religion. If you want to estimate the proportion of people in a populatio
believe that a woman has a right to an abortion, then focus groups are
method of choice.

A proportion is a number, and if you want a good number—a vali
useful one—then you need a method that produces exactly that, A
based on a representative sample, is the method of choice here. B
want information about content—abont why people think a woman st
should not have the right to an abortion—then that’s just the sort o

focus group can illuminate.

If you want to know why a smaller percentage of middle-class African
. can women over 40 get mammograms than do their white counterparts
you need a group of middle-class African American wormen who are ove;

nl}zg a Focus Group

e'group moderator gets people talking about whatever issue is under dis-
on. Leading a focus group requires the combined skills of an ethnogra-
: survey researcher, and a therapist. You have to watch out for ec%r le
want to show off and close them down without coming on too strlgn Ii
gve to watch out for shy people and draw them out, without being m'fnjl(-
ps-on how to do all this, and a lot more, are in The Foeus Group Kit, a
ies of six I?ow—to books (Morgan and Krueger 1998). Don’t evei thii}k
ut :.gettmg into focus group management without going through this kit
afocus group about sensitive issues like abortion or drug use, the leac.ier
at getting the group to gel and getting members to feel th’at they are
of -an understanding cohort of people. If the group is run by an acZom-
d :Ieader,‘ ?ne or more members will eventually feel comfortable about 7
ging sensitive information about themselves. Once the ice is broken, oth-
11.feel less threatened and will join in. Moderators should not be kI;OWIl
° members of a focus group, and, in particular, focus group members
uld not be employees of a moderator. Hierarchy is not conducive to open-

running a focus group, remember that people will disclose more in
s that are supportive and nonjudgmental. Tell people that there are no
Of WIONg answers to the questions you will ask and emphasize that
Vc__1nv1t§d people who are similar in their backgrounds and social charac

¢s. This, too, helps people open up (Krueger 1994:113) )
ove all, .df)n’t lead too much and don’t put words in peo.ple’s mouths. In
ymg nutritional habits, don’t ask a focus group why they eat or don’t .eat
ain foods; do ask them to talk about what kinds of foods they like and
;}fd why. In studying political preferences, don’t ask “Why don’t you
T do ask. people to explain what they like or dislike about various
iaﬁz. tiour _]ctJIti) %s tzl k}aleep the discussion on the topic. Eventually people

e nutrition i itici i ’
p1¢k o the theoe fromatzletsef)r the politicians that interest you, and you

Focus Group Size, Composition, and Number

Focus groups typically have 6 to 12 members, plus a moderator
eight people is a popular size. If a group is too small, it can be domiin
one or two loudmouths; if it gets beyond 10 or 12, it gets tough to
However, smaller groups are better when you're trying to get reall
discussions going about sensitive issues (Morgan 1992). Of cour
assumes that the group is run by a skilled moderator who knows
people to open up and keep them opened up. ‘

The participants in a focus group should be more or less homogene|
in general, should not know one another. Richard Krueger, a very exp
focus group moderator, says that “familiarity tends to inhibit disel
(1994:18). It’s easy to open up more when you get into a discussion Wi
ple whom you are unlikely ever to see again (sort of like what hag
long airplane flights).

Obviously, what “homogeneous” means depends on what you't

zing Data from Focus Groups

g:'ca.n analyze focus group data with the same techniques you would use
y.corpus of text: field notes, life histories, open-ended interviews, and
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RESEARCH METHODS IN ANTHROPOLO_
d the i ; i
i ponz éﬁgﬁiﬂt,‘;ﬁ s:mtlrce_ of funding for a project; the level of experience
ith mterview situations; whether there i
at encourages or discoura i ’ hother the oD
ges talking to strangers; and wheth i
: : . : ; er the
eing Investigated is controversial or neutral (Cannell et al. 1979; SqueSUOH
Presser 1981; Bradbumn 1983), . - Selman
‘;et:s (i1n922) fou;nfil that middle-class interviewers g0t more conservative
eneral from lower-class respondents than di
_ : n did lower-class inter- -
wers, and Robinson and Rhode ( 1946) f i ook
. . ound that intervie h
n-Jewish and had non—Jewish i s tms e
- -sounding names were almost fi /
had no : our times mo
£ g hto get anti Sgnntxc answers o questions about Jews than were mtervicz
Vo were Jewish looking and who had Jewish-sounding names

so on. As with all large chunks of text, you have two choices for very diffen
kinds of apalysis. You can do formal content analysis, or you can do quali
tive analysis. See Chapter 17 (on text analysis) for more about this. :
As with in-depth interviews, it's best to tape record (or videotape) fo
groups. This is a bit tricky, though, because tapes are hard to understand
transcribe if two or more people talk at once. A good moderator Keeps pe
talking one at a time. Don’t hide the recorder or the microphones. Someo
sure to ask if they’re being recorded, and when you tell them “Yeg”—w
you must do--they’re sure to wonder why they had to ask. '
If you are just trying to confirm some ideas or to get a general notion:o
how people feel about a topic, you can simply take notes from the tape:
work with your notes. Most focus groups, however, are transcribed. The
power of focus groups is that they produce ethnographically rich data:
transcription captures a significant part of that richness. But be prep.
work with a lot of information. Any single hour-and-a-half focus grou
easily produce 50 pages or more of text. :
Many focus groups have two staff mermbers: a moderator and & pers:
does nothing but jot down the name of each person who speaks and tl
few words they say. This makes it easier for a transcriber to identify the
on a tape. If you can’t afford this, or if you feel that people would be"
fortable with someone taking down their names, you can call on peo
name, or mention their name when you respond to them. Things can g
ing in a focus group (that’s what you want), and you’ll have a tou,
transcribing the tapes if you don’t know who's talking. :

: at;'rilécegng) Zha};/e fe;rllgle respondents who report getting their own cars
. ehner (1970) found that when women in i
; - . the United Stat
_iasked by women interviewers about premarital sex, they were nfo:esz
bt v men. Male respondents’
ected by the gender of the interviewer. POICERIS snswers were not
ybc:;tntrz;zt William .Axim%, a demographer, found that women in Nepal
o ?}i lim men as mterviewers (1991). In the Tamang Family Research
Ci, the female interviewers had sioni
; ' gnificantly fewer “don’t know™
nses than did the m.ale Interviewers. Axinn supposes this mi 1;12“1;
- ;e the survey dealt with marital and fertility histories. e
._;geil;l;ger Ei 1 jt%}9.’(21) studied three groups of people in the T forest of
€ and Budu are horticuitural, while the Efe ar
.. - s ¢ foragers, Aun
Swt:: ]imow if they shared the same food avoidances. He and three assgi(:f
ese men and one Budu man, interviewed a total of 65 people. Bach

respondents was interviewed twic
. e and .
ist of foods, asked the same 140 questions

Response Effects

Response effects are measurable differences in interview data tha
dictable from characteristics of informants, interviewers, and envit
As early as 1929, Stuart Rice showed that the political orientatioft
viewers can have a substantial effect on what they report their respe
told them. Rice was doing a study of derelicts in flophouses and he
that the men contacted by one interviewer consistently said that the
and-out status was the result of alcohol; the men contacted by the of
viewer blamed social and economic conditions and lack of jobs. It
that the first interviewer was a prohibitionist and the second was a
(Rice 1929; cited in Cannell and Kahn 1968:549). _

Since Rice’s pioneering work, hundreds of studies have been cond
the impact of things like race, sex, age, and accent of both the inte

a\_zfgtél sorpe mi.ssing ?lata, Aunger had over 8,000 pairs of responses in

- fpag;s of interviews, each with up to 140 responses), so'he was
200K T0r the causes of discrepancies betw i ’

.. een the two interviews, About

thft:h forgetfuhne-ss_ crrors and about 79% of the mistake errors were cor-

ith characteristics of informants (gender, ethnic group, age, and so

ever, about a quarter of the variability in what informants aﬁswered
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ican American culture over other cultures, irrespective of whether the
terviewsr was Anglo or Hispanic. Just 9% of Anglo respondents said they
ferred Mexican American culture when asked by Anglo interviewers, but
‘said they preferred Mexican American culture when asked by Hispanic
lerviewers.

uestions about gender and gender roles produce response effects, too.
-n you ask people how most couples actually divide child care, men are
ore likely than women to say that men and women share this responsibil-
the interviewer is 2 man (Kane and McCaulay 1993:11). Do women
100 much influence, just the right amount of influence, or too little influ-
in today’s society? When asked this question by a male interviewer, men
more likely to say that women have too much influence; when asked the
g question by a female interviewer, men are more likely to say that women
> too litrle influence. And similarly for women: When asked by a female

to the same question at two different times was due to characteristics of
interviewers (ethnic group, gender, native language, etc.).

And consider this: About 12% of variability in forgetting was explaine
interviewer experience. As the interviewers interviewed more and more in
mants, the informants were less likely to report no avoidance on mter.:
one and some avoidance on interview two for a specific food. In other wo
interviewers got better and better with practice at drawing out informant:
their food avoidances.

Of the four interviewers, though, the two Lese and the Budu got much :
ter, while the anthropologist made very little progress. Was this becaus
Aunger’s interviewing style, or because informants generally told the an
pologist different things than they told local interviewers, or because the
something special about informants in the Ituri forest? We’ll know wher
add variables to Aunger’s study and repeat it in many cultures, 1nclud1ng_.

GWL. viewer, women are more likely to say that men have too much influence
‘when asked by a male interviewer (Kane and Macaulay 1993:14-15).
The Deference Effect ueptow et al. (1990) found that women gave more liberal responses to

ale interviewers than to male interviewers on questions about gender roles.
attitudes about gender roles were, for the most part, unaffected by the
er of the interviewer—except that highly educated men gave the most
erdl responses about gender roles to female interviewers. “It appears,” they
uded, “that educated respondents of both sexes are shifting their answers
a:ci the socially desirable positions they think are held by female inter-
ers” (ibid.:38). Attitudes about gender roles sure are adaptable.

1estions that aren’t race related are not affected much by the race or the
icity of either the interviewer or the respondent. The Center for Applied
juistics conducted a study of 1,472 bilingual children in the United States.
hildren were interviewed by whites, Cuban Americans, Chicanos, Native
¢ans, or Chinese Americans. Weeks and Moore (1981) compared the
£s obtained by white interviewers with those obtained by various ethnic
viewers and it turned out that the ethnicity of the interviewer didn’t have
nificant effect.

Whenever you have multiple interviewers, keep track of the race, ethnicity,
gender of the interviewer and test for response effects. Identifying sources
1as is better than not identifying them, even if you can’t eliminate them.

When people tell you what they think you want to know, in order
offend you, that's called the deference effect or the acquiescence effe
Aunger may have experienced this in Zaire. In the United States, the ans
you get to questions about race, gender, and ethnicity probably depen:
on the race of the interviewer and the respondent. As early as 1934, Hy
showed the potential of race-of-interviewer effects in interviews, In
Schuman and Converse reported that African Americans tailored.:tl
responses in order not to offend white interviewers. |

When the questions are about race, the deference effect works for Afn
Americans interviewing whites by telephone, too. In 1989, Douglas Wi
an African American, ran against Marshall Coleman, who is white, fo
governorship of Virginia. Preelection polls showed that Wilder wa:
ahead, but in the end, he won by only a slim margin. When white voter
asked whom they would vote for, they were more likely to claim Wil
their choice if the interviewer was African American than if the intervy
was white.

This effect accounted for as much as 11% of Wilder’s support (kae
1991). This finding has serious consequences for the future of election p
in the United States, as more and more elections involve competition bet
white and African American candidates.

Reese et al, (1986:563) tested the deference effect in a telephone survey
Anglo and Mexican American respondents. When asked specifically
their cultural preference, 58% of Hispanic respondents said they pref;

reatening Questions

‘general, if you are asking someone a nonthreatening question, slight
iges in wording of the question won’t make much difference in the answers
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you get. Peterson (1984) asked 1,324 people one of the following questions:
How old are you? (2) What is your age? (3) In what year were you born? oL (
Are you 18-24 years of age, 25-34, 35-49, 5064, 65 or older? Then Pete:
got the true ages for all the respondents from reliable records.

There was no significant difference in the accuracy of the answers obtal
with the four questions. (However, almost 10% of respondents refuse
answer question 1, while only 1% refused to answer question 4, and this diff
ence is significant.) On the other hand, if you ask people about their al¢
consumption, or whether they ever shoplifted when they were childrer
whether they have family members who have had mental illness, or how: 1
sexual partners they’ve had, then even small changes in the wording ¢
significant effects on informants’ responses. (See Catania et al. 1996 for r¢
work on how to increase response to questions about sexual behavior.)

Strictly speaki
e %(dﬂ i:fé: the.n,‘the expectancy effect is not a response effect at all
Alpile TS, 1t 1s an important effect to keep in mind. If you .
_ system, or a Jarge hospital, or a prison for a yéar 031; moire
€,

racting daily with a few key i
: v informant i
cirs in subtle (and not so subtle) ways, > Yo own behavior can affect

Accuracy

ven When people tell you what they think is the ab
qu;sglgl;ec;i ax:i];thert&le infon.nation they give yous?:f:cgru;?é.them el
o attic:u decs)gx;;[pilhm and survey research alike—is about map-
o . .ti en peogle Fell you that they approve of how
ftbat ey o gotia ons for their village’s resettlement, or when the
it 7 a particular brand of beer to some other brand, they’ .
. states. You pretty much have to take their word ,for s);crli

The Expectancy Effect

In 1966, Robert Rosenthal conducted an experiment. At the beginni
the school year, he told some teachers at a school that the children the
about to get had tested out as “gpurters.” That is, according to tests, he
those particular children were expected to make significant gains in thi
demic scores during the coming year. Sure enough, those children did i
dramatically—which was really interesting, because Rosenthal had ma
the “spurter” children and teachers at random.

The results, published in a widely read book called Pygmalion in th
room (Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968), established once and for all what
mental researchers across the sciences had long suspected. There is an
tancy effect. The expectancy effect is “the tendency for experiment
obtain results they expect, not simply because they have correctly aniic
nature’s response but rather because they have helped to shape tha
through their expectations” (Rosenthal and Rubin 1978:377). .

Tn 1978, Rosenthal and Rubin reported on the “first 345 studies”
generated by the discovery of the expectancy effect. The effect is.

-when we ask peo
2 ple to tell us about thei :
did you take your bab bout their actual behavior (How man
. y to the clinic last ) Y
d isi . month? How m:
ahczg %I-‘II 1s1t your mother’s village?) or about their env‘irfzzfénwtaj 13_St
I oW many hectares of land do you have in maize? Hca11 -
om your house to the well?), we can’t j ? How many
cy. Just assume informant
ee reports of behavior in our 1
o . ocal news .
TS - . papers all the time:
oday are binge drinking more than they did five years I::; CAomllege
. eri-

e going to church more often th, .
Gl an th
s like these are questions like these: ey did a decade ago. In back of

le.one answer:

many times last month di
i id you consumy
holic drinks in a single day? e five or more beers or other

animal studies (pethaps because there is no danger that animals W Never
print rejecting findings from experiments on them), but it is likelym. Once
iments on people. As Rosenthal’s first study proved, the effect ¢ Twice
teachers, managers, therapists-—anyone who makes a living crea Three times

in the behavior of others.

Expectancy is different from distortion. The distortion effect ¢
seeing what you want to see, cven when it’s not there. The expect:
involves creating the objective results we want to see. We don’t disto
conform to our expectations as much as we make the expectations

More than three times

ftenr do you go to church?
Never

Very occasionally
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- Human memory is fragile, although it’s clearly easier to remember some things
than others,

Cannell et al. (1961) found that the ability to remember a stay in the hospital
is related to the length of the stay, the severity of the illness that lands you there,
and whether or not surgery is favolved. It’s also strongly related to the length of
time since discharge. Cannell and Fowler {1965) found that people Teport accu-
rately 90% of all overnight hospital stays that happened six months or less before
- being interviewed. :
It’s easy for people to remember a rare event, like surgery, that occurred
_recently. But, as Sudman and Schwarz (1989) point out, if you ask people to
“think about some common behavior going back months at a time, they probably
Lse estimation rules. When Sudman and Schwarz asked people, “How many
sticks or cans of deodorant did you buy in the last six months?” They start think-
ng, “Well, T usually buy deodorant about twice a month in the summer, and
hout once & month the rest of the year. It’s now October, so I suppose I must
ave bought 10 deodorants over the last six months,” and then they say “10,”
and that’s what you write down.

Interviews are social encounters. People manipulate those encounters to what-
ver they think is their advantage.

. Adolescent boys tend to exaggerate, and adolescent girls tend to minimize,
eports of their own sexual experience (see Catania et al, 1996). Expect people
a-overreport socially desirable behavior and to underreport socially undesirable
ehavior.

eople can’t count a lot of behaviors, so they use rules of inference.

- In some situations, they invoke I’ Andrade’s “what goes with what” rule
1974) and report what they suppose must have happened, rather than what they
-actually saw. Freeman et al. (1987) asked people in their department to report on
‘who attended a particular colloquiunt. People who were usually at the depart-
ent colloguinm were mentioned as having attended the particular colloquium-—
cluding some who hadn’t attended {and see Shweder and D’ Andrade 1980).

About once a month
About once a week
More than once a week

La Pierre Discovers the Problem

Weve known for a long time that we should be suspicious of tlhliis km(c}
data. From 1930 to 1932, Richard La Pierre, accompanied by a C ;;:ZZ’
ple crisscrossed the United States, twice, by car. di;e;hlfefslomeA ;%V they: !

7 i i ts an otels. :
10,000 miles, stopping at 184 restauran ‘ : .
’ judi t Chinese in those days, bu
ords. There was a lot of prejudice agains ;
rv;cf:re not refused service in a single restaurant and only one hotel turned:
La Pierre 1934). ‘ E
a“’g)i;( months after the experiment ended, La Pierre sent a quest;ot?lnv
each of the 250 establishments where the group had stopped. One o e
he asked was: “Will you accept members of the Chinese race as gu
) — H d “NO‘”

inety-two percent—230 out of 250 rephe :

Nl%e;);oday’g standards, La Pierre’s expenment was c;ude. He t}cl:otu}i;h
f 250 establishments thal g

d a control group—a second set 0 : .
Viizmzed but that were in the same towns where they’d stopped. Wl :
1zzdministered questionnaires, he couldn’t be sure that thg I?eoph; Wil:e a;rﬁiw
i uldn’t serve Chinese) wi €

the survey (and who claimed that they wo . ) W

ones whoyhad actually served the threesome. Ar}d La Plerre'dldn t men
his survey that the Chinese would be accompalmec‘i by a white mlan. i
Still, La Piemre’s experiment was terrific for its time. It made ¢ e?rall_
people,say they do (or would do) is not a proxy for what.they actu .
will do (see Deutscher 1973). This basic finding showsfui c111:h theA I;l;?a'“
: 1961 census o s ;
would have thought) places: In the censu |
'51?: women underreported the number of thezr. children! Apparen;)ly.
there didn’t count babies who die before reaching the age of two (Pay

1973:65).

ing Errors: Jogging Informants’ Memories

dman and Bradburn (1974) distinguish two types of memory errors: sim-
orgetting, and reporting that something happened a month ago when it

ppened two months ago. The latter error is called forward telescop-
ackward telescoping is rare).

are four things you can do to increase the accuracy of self-reported
r B

Why People Are Inaccurate Reporters of Their Own Behavior::

People are inaccurate reporters of their own behavior for many;
Here are four:

ied recall. In cued recall, people consult records to jog their memories.
you're collecting life histories, college transcripts will help people remem-
ber events and people from their time at school. Credit card statements and

1. Once people agree to be interviewed, they have a personal stake én:shg
' and usually try to answer all your questions—whether they understd

you’re after or not.
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al: polled the whole church membershj

Sunday school the previous day. Head- -

._produce estimates of church attend

_'o_r't (T. W. Smith 1998).

Th;s spcial desirability effect is influenced

1 _Major surveys, like the Gallup poll, ask s
ttend religious services?” an ]

Jong-distance phone bills help people retrace their steps and remeimber even
places, and people they met along the way. Still . . . Hom {1960} asked pex
to report their bank balance. Of those who did not consult their bank books, jil
319% reported correctly. But those who consulted their records didn’t d
much better. Only 47% reported correctly {reported in Bradburn 1983:309).
Event calendars are particularky useful in societies where there are no Wil
records. Leslie et al. (1999:375-78), for example, developed an event calk_é
for the Ngisonyoka section of the South Turkana pastoralists in northweste
Kenya. The Turkana name their seasons rather than their years. Based on
interviews between 1983 and 1984, Leslie et al. were able to build up a’ki
143 major events associated with seasons between 1905 and 1992. The'e
include things like “no hump” in 1961 (it was so dry that the camels’ /ht
shrank), “bulls” in 1942 (when their bulls were taken to pay a poll tax)
“rescue” in 1978 (when rains came). This painstaking work has made it pos
for many researchers to gather demographic and other life history data from
Ngisonyoka Turkana. .

. Aided recall. In this technique, you hand people a list of possible answer
question and ask them to choose among them. Alded recall increases the o
of events recalled, but also appears to increase the telescoping effect (Bradb
1983:309). '

At each interview, you remind people what they said last time in ang'
question and ask them about their behavior since their last report. This
for telescoping but does not increase the number of events recalled, ané_i,
event, is only useful in studies where the same informants are interviewed
and again. i

3. Landmarks. Here, you try to establish a personal milestone—like Killin,
first peccarry, going through clitoridectomy, burying your mether, beco
grandparent-—and asking people to report on what has happened since the

Loftus and Marburger (1983) found that landmarks help reduce forwar
scoping. Means et al. (1989) asked people to recall landmark events in’ thei
going back 18 months from the time of the interview. Once the list of :
landmark events was established, people were better able to recall hosp:
tions and other health-related events. i

4. Restricted time. Sudman and Schwarz (1989) advocate keeping the recall
short in order to increase recall accuracy. They asked people “How ma
have you been out o 4 restaurant in the last threc months?” and “H
times have you been out to a restaurant in the last month?” The per-mo
age for the one-month question was 55% greater than the pcr-month'
the three-month question. The assumption here is that increasing th
reported also increases the accuracy of the reported behavior.

181 peo;_vle claimed to have been
count experiments like this one typi-
ance that are 55-59% of what people

by thg way you ask the ques-
i d give the peo(;lil::ef;gli%:;l?f( oo oo
€ & mon ? o
o ltllz)t Zfiontﬁ.or never.” Presser and Stinson (1998) asIce:Iil (;,2 vr: {:)k’
b ot gt \;s][h ;Egmmey had done did from “midnight Saturday ts m:idl—1
st b 3 € ey asked the question this way (adjusting for the
hom Sondney. von erf1ca.ns report attending religious services on days
s Oftﬂ; > o of respondents said that they had gone to church
S o en you go to church?” produced estimates of 37—45'57-
ifference in reported behavior and is statistically very sigj '

d0rmant accuracy remains a fruitful area for

researi
Fesearch about the rules of inference that b to seo a ot

people use when they respond

The Social Desirability Effect

Hadaway et al. (1998) went 10 a large Protestant church and found:
ple in attendance at the Sunday school. On Monday morning, when’/




