Interview Techniques

(Source RRA/PRA A Manual for CRS Field Workers and Partners, p. 75-6)
There are several techniques that can be used during an interview to move beyond the most superficial response in order to get richer and more complete information.

Silence

Often team members are hasty in moving on to the next question. Silence gives the respondents time to think through what they want to say and encourages them to say more.

Re-question

Comments like: “That’s really interesting, can you tell me more about that?” encourage the respondent to go further with the explanation.

Echo

Repeat the last thing the respondent said with a slight rise in the voice.   Respondent: “Malaria is a real problem around here.”  Questioner: “Malaria is a problem around here?”

Recap

“Could you explain to me again about X?”   In many cases the respondent will add information to what s/he said before.

Encouragement

Use body language (e.g. head nodding, leaning forward in attentive position, smile, click) or verbal cues (e.g. “mmmm”, “uh-huh”, “I see”, “really?”) to show your interest and encourage more information.

Sympathetic listening

Always appear to sympathize with the respondent’s point of view (even if you find it outlandish, immoral or otherwise unpleasant!) if you want the person to open up more: “Well, I can see that X is a real problem for you.”

Don’t be afraid to admit confusion

If people say something that confuses you or appears to contradict something they (or someone else) said earlier, explain your confusion and ask for an explanation: “I’m a little confused here and I’m wondering if you could help me understand better....before I thought you were saying X, but now I think I’m hearing you say Y....”

Act knowledgeable

When people are talking about something controversial or sensitive, it helps if you act as though you already know what they’re talking about (“Yes, I heard about something like that the other day” or “Yes, that’s a problem I come across often in my work”) so people don’t feel like they’re the only ones divulging such information. Just ask open-ended questions such as: “Why?” “Why is that?” “Why do you think that happens?”

Things to Avoid While Interviewing

Asking questions is an art.  A good interviewer is genuinely interested in the respondent and what s/he has to say, asks questions in a way that encourages the person to speak freely and openly, and follows up on the respondent’s concerns while covering most, if not all, of the issues on the checklist by the end of the interview.  There are also some potential pitfalls that a good interviewer will try to avoid:

Closed end questions

Closed ended questions are those (“Do you eat millet?”) that can be answered by yes or no. These questions should be avoided whenever possible because they result in very stilted interviews.  It is better to ask open ended questions (e.g. “What grains does your family eat?”) which encourage the respondent to answer more expansively and lead more naturally to follow up questions.

Oriented questions

Oriented questions (“Corn is a better crop than peanuts, isn’t it?”  “Why do people burden their lives by having so many children in this village?”) introduce bias by encouraging the respondent to answer in a certain fashion.

Inappropriate Assumptions

Questions that have built in assumptions are also problematic because of the bias they introduce.  “Do you market your rice in Tana or Fina?” It is possible that people do not sell any rice, or use a different market altogether.  To avoid contradicting the team and appearing impolite, they may not point out the error and instead choose the answer that they believe will be most pleasing to the team.

Unknown Units of Measure

Local communities almost always have local units of measure for weights, areas, distances, etc.  It is important to use these measures rather than western concepts (lbs, kgs, miles, kms, etc).  If necessary, actually measure a sample weight or area so that you can translate the local measure into a comparable western unit.
