
INTERVIEWING 
methods

What makes a good person to interview?
Anyone who provides information to the you for your project can be a possible interviewee. But some interviewees are sought out 
because of their special knowledge. As a researcher you can make the most effi cient use of your time and energy by focusing ques-
tions on those who can give the most detailed information on their areas of expertise or from their unique perspectives. These chosen 
interviewees will help you come closer to understanding and answering your question. 

What kind of criteria will you use to select who you will interview? List some below:
•
•
•
•

How do I ask?
Researchers in the fi eld, listen and record information from the point of view of the person they are interviewing—not from their own. 
Letting people speak for themselves by telling about their perspectives on a topic or question seems an easy enough principle to fol-
low, but in fact, there are some important strategies for both asking questions and listening to responses.

Interviewing involves an ironic contradiction: you must be both structured and fl exible at the same time. While it’s critical to pre-
pare for an interview with a list of planned questions to guide your talk, it is equally important to follow your interviewee’s lead. 

Sometimes the best interviews come from a comment, a story, an artifact, 
or a phrase you couldn’t have anticipated. The energy that drives a good 
interview—for both you and the person you are interviewing—comes from 
expecting the unexpected.

No matter how hard we try to lay aside our assumptions when we interview 
others, we will always carry them with us. Rather than ignoring our hunches, 

we need to form questions around them, follow them through, and see where they will lead us. It is our job to reveal our interviewee’s 
perspectives and experiences rather than our own. And so our questions must allow us to learn something new, something that our 
interviewee’s know and we don’t. We must learn how to ask.

Asking involves collaborate listening. When we interview, we are not extracting information like a dentist pulls a tooth, but we make 
meaning together like two dancers, one leading and one following. Interview questions range between closed and open. Closed ques-
tions are like those we fi ll out in popular magazines or application forms: How many years of schooling have you had? Do you own a 
car? Do you have any distinguishing birthmarks? Some closed questions are essential for gathering background data: Where did you 
grow up? How many siblings did you have? But these questions often yield single phrases as answers and can shut down further talk. 
Closed questions can start an awkward volley of single questions and abbreviated answers.

To avoid asking too many closed questions, you’ll need to prepare ahead of time by doing informal research about your interviewee’s 
and the perspectives they represent. When you are able to do background research, your knowledge of the topic and the interviewee’s 
background will demonstrate your level of interest, put the interviewee at ease, 
and create a more comfortable interview situation.

Open questions, by contrast, help elicit your interviewee’s perspective and 
allow for more conversational exchange. Because there is no single answer to 
open-ended questions, you will need to listen, respond, and follow the inter-
viewee’s lead. And because there is no single answer, you can allow yourself 
to engage in a lively, authentic response. In other words, simply being an interested “other” makes a good fi eld interviewer. What are 
some very general open questions that encourage the interviewee to share experiences or to describe them from his or her own point 
of view? List a few examples below:

•  
•
•
•

What the Knowledge Quest demands is not hypotheses, which may unnaturally close study down,
but instead the ability to converse intimately.

Closed questions can start an 
awkward volley of single questions 
and abbreviated answers.

Open questions elicit your 
informantôs perspective and allow 
for a more conversational exchange.



INTERVIEWING
continued

When thinking of questions to ask an interviewee, make your interviewee your guide. You want to learn about his or her expertise, 
knowledge, beliefs, and worldviews. An interview can begin with a focus on almost any topic, as long as it involves the interviewee’s 

point of view.

How do I listen?
Although most people think that the key to a good interview is asking a set of good questions, the real key to interviewing is being 
a good listener. Good listeners guide the direction of thoughts; they don’t interrupt or move conversation back to themselves. Good 
listeners use their body language to let interviewees understand that their interviewee’s words are important to them, not allowing 
their eyes to wander, not fi ddling, not checking their watches, not obsessing over their notes. They encourage response with verbal 
acknowledgements and follow-up questions, with embellishments and examples. 

But to be a good listener as a fi eld interviewer, you must also have structured plans with focused questions. And you must be willing 
to change them as the conversation moves in different directions. With open questions, background research, and genuine interest 
in your interviewee, you’ll fi nd yourself holding a collaborative conversation from which you’ll both learn. It is the process, not the 
preplanned information, that makes an interview successful.

The fi eld interview draws on both collaboration and interaction. Being a good listener means becoming an active participant in the 
lives you’re studying during the time you’re in the fi eld. It means posing questions from your interviewee’s point of view, inviting 
them to answer from their perspective, from their own worldview. 


