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Interviewing

• Interviews? Isn’t that what journalists do? Or the police?

• Why use interviews in academic management research?

• Who to interview? How to get interviewees?

• What are themes? What are findings?

• How to manage interview fieldwork?

• How to report findings?
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Why do they interview?

• Journalists:
– To gather information, often trivial ‘juicy bits’ about particular events or 

individuals, that are of interest to a wider public

• Police detectives:
– To establish the facts and determine individual culpability in one single 

particular case (hopefully in the interest of but not necessarily of interest 
to the wider public)

• Academic researchers:
– To gather information about events, individuals, or phenomena in order 

to develop theories applicable to other populations

That said, there is overlap between good journalism, police work and qualitative research!
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Why interviews for this research?
• Consider the broad, exploratory open-ended question:

“Why do moneylenders still thrive when formal microfinance is widely available?”
(empirical question; not a very good theory-focused research question!)

• Survey research would have to start with preconceived hypotheses and survey 
items such as: “Moneylenders still thrive because . . . [insert survey item here]”, 
with Likert scale responses: Do you agree / neutral / disagree?

• In contrast to survey questions, open-ended interview questions can “funnel 
down”, and lend themselves to discovery of new information and insight

• Interviews are therefore often used to generate new theory and hypotheses, 
which can subsequently be tested through quantitative methods such as surveys

• Interviews are also frequently used to deepen our understanding after 
quantitative methods have been applied
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“Funnel down” example
An interview:

“How do you fund your business?”
“Have you always borrowed from the 
same lender?” Then, if different 
lenders: “What differences do you see 
between the lenders?”
“You say it is hard to get a loan from the 
formal lenders but that sometimes you 
can get money elsewhere, huh? Can we 
please first focus on why it is hard with 
the formal lenders?”
“Hmmh, so it takes too much time and 
documentation, and they ask for 
collateral, huh? Anything else?”
“The formal lenders favour certain 
borrowers? Really? Is this a joke or a 
rumor about an isolated case? Ah, okay, 
let’s get back to the other sources . . .” 

• Note:
 Research question / opening 

question (not always the same)

 2 broad themes

 3 narrower sub-themes; ask 
whether there are more

 1 very specific finding? Needs to 
be clarified / verified
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“Funneling down further” example
• The interview continues:

“Alright, so the formal lenders don’t 
systematically favor certain 
borrowers but they ignore certain 
activities. Tell me more, please.”

“Hmmh, so you find it difficult to 
borrow from formal sources but you 
mentioned earlier that sometimes 
you do. Can you clarify that for me, 
please.”

“Right, so, do you mean that you 
borrow small amounts from 
informal lenders but large amounts 
from formal lenders?”

• Note:

 Funneling down further or
moving on to other themes

 Linking two seemingly 
contradictory themes

 Clarify one specific finding
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New discoveries / new theory
• As the above example shows, open-ended questions and in-depth 

interviews can lead to the . . .
– discovery of new themes
– discovery of new specific findings
– linkage of seemingly contradictory themes (“sometimes I borrow from 

formal, sometimes from informal lenders”)
– generation of new theories (perhaps that “I borrow large amounts from 

formal lenders but I on-lend that money to several neighbours”)

• Mixed method research, focus groups and other qualitative 
methods can assist in clarifying theory further

• Quantitative methods can be used to test such theories (e.g. 
through a large scale survey)

• Purely quantitative methods cannot provide those ‘discoveries’
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What is a research interview?

• Qualitative interviewing is a way of finding out what others think 
and feel about their worlds

• Through qualitative interviews you can understand experiences, 
and reconstruct events in which you did not participate

• Qualitative interviewing builds on the conversational skills that 
you already have 

Rubin, J.H. and Rubin, S.I. (1995). “Qualitative Interviewing: The art of hearing data”, London, 
Sage (p. 1) .
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• “Conversation with a purpose”

• “Gather descriptions of the life-world of the 
interviewee with respect to interpretation of the 
meaning of the described phenomena”

Other definitions
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Questions

Do not confuse research questions and interview questions

“Your research questions formulate what you want to understand; 

your interview questions are what you ask people in order to gain an 

understanding. Development of interview questions requires creativity 

and insight, rather than a mechanical translation of the research 

question into an interview guide” 

Maxwell, J. (1996). Qualitative research design:  an interactive approach, Thousand Oaks CA, Sage
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Research (theory) vs. interview questions
(leading us to our United Nations journal article)

• Primary (theory) research questions could be:

– Is formal microfinance effective in alleviating poverty through micro-

entrepreneurship?

• Secondary research questions (aiming at theory) could be:

– What types of entrepreneurship does formal microfinance foster? Does it foster the 

intended type of entrepreneurship? Just self-employment? Or micro-enterprises that  

may grow into SMEs?

• Interview questions could funnel down to develop new theory

Arp, F., Ardisa, A., & Ardisa, A. (2017). Microfinance for poverty alleviation: Do transnational initiatives overlook 
fundamental questions of competition and intermediation? Transnational Corporations, 24(3), 103–117, United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development, UNCTAD/DIAE/IA/2017D4A8, DOI: 10.18356/10695889-en
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Empirical, theory and interview questions

• Empirical question: Why do moneylenders still thrive when formal, government-

supported microfinance is widely available?

• Theoretical (underlying) question: Is the market for microfinance competitive? 

(“efficient market theory”)

• Interview questions depend on sample group

• Sample groups enable triangulation
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• Triangulation = metaphor from maritime navigation

• Use multiple reference points to locate an object’s exact position

• Multiple viewpoints (at least two) allow for greater accuracy

• More than one sub-sample group can be used to deepen our understanding of a 
phenomenon and obtain a clearer picture

• “enhances our belief that the results are valid and not a methodological artefact” 
(Bouchard, 1976: 268)

• Dyadic samples: methodological strength + practical  weakness (ethics!)

Sample Groups and Triangulation
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– Multi-country (to date: Indonesia, Malawi, Malaysia, Thailand, Zambia)

– Multi-context (urban, suburban, rural)

– Multi-actor (borrowers, formal lenders, informal lenders)

– Multi-level (loan officers in MFIs, managers of MFIs)

– Purposive / comparative (ideally, participants that are able to draw 

comparisons e.g. micro-entrepreneurs that have borrowed from formal and 

informal lenders)

Triangulation in the microfinance project
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Types of interviews
• Unstructured / in-depth exploratory

• Semi-structured (when some themes are known)

• Structured (closely linked to survey research; confirmatory)

• Face-to-face / phone / virtual (online, internet)

• Interviews can also be part of:
• Group interviews / focus groups
• Participant observation
• Action Research
• Ethnography
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Additional data
• Always try to collect:

• Participant information (socio-biographical)  useful for ‘within group’ 

and ‘between group’ analysis

• Documentary evidence (e.g. MFI annual reports or loan terms)

• Pictures, email dialogues, diaries etc.

• Any material suitable for thematic analysis, content analysis, discourse 

analysis

• Participant observation data

• Keep a research diary for use in your report (particularly when your 

interviews are part of phenomenological or ethnographic studies)
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Group socio-biographical data
(example from my other research)
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Careful with differences in the understanding of constructs! 
What is informal? It all depends on who you talk to…



Process of interview studies
• What is the RQ? What is the unit of analysis?

• Choose a research population and sample

• Consider sub-sample groups (especially for relationship studies)

• Gain access / contact participants / obtain consent

• Consider interview training and piloting

• Create an interview protocol. Where to meet? What to wear? How 

to behave?

• Who should do the interviews? What to ask? How to record the 

data? How to organize your data?
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Planning interviews
• Select and approach subjects who are appropriate for your 

purpose: purposive sampling

• Expect difficulties, interruptions, cancellations, postponements etc.

• Be ready to re-arrange or re-interview

• Inform participants in advance about purpose and expectations (“I 
expect the interview to take about one hour”)

• Anticipate environmental influences – especially in business 
settings (noise / privacy intrusions)
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During the interview

• Establish rapport – engage in ‘small talk’ preliminaries 
before recording commences

• Short, open questions e.g. “Please tell me about . . .”

• Avoid hogging the conversation or disputing 
interviewees’ comments

• Reflect on what has been said for clarification and to 
probe deeper e.g. “You said earlier that . . .”
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Avoid
• Biased questions: “Chinese are better businessmen, right?”

• Questions that assume what they ask: “Can you please tell me about the hard life 

of working here?”

• Double-barreled questions (that touch upon more than one issue, yet allow only 

for one answer; respondent cannot indicate which is being answered): “Should 

entrepreneurs learn about finance and marketing?"

• Questions that do not directly relate to what you want to find out

• Confusing or complicated questions

Consider
• Designing an interview guide
• PP - the power of plural: Instead of asking an MFI manager “Do you know an 

informal lender out there competing with your MFI?”, please ask: “Are you aware 
of informal lending that competes with MFIs?”
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Practical issues

• Digital recording is easy. Consider dual equipment. Be fluent in its 
operation.

• Make equipment unobtrusive or ‘invisible’ (but do not deceive)

• Practice with friends / pilot your interview

• Develop / change / improve your questions between interviews

• Transcribe fully if possible; only pertinent segments if emerging 
themes are clear; use NVIVO or spreadsheets to establish themes
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Reflexivity on interview method

• Interviewer-interviewee interaction: data is always 
influenced by the researcher(s)

• Reflect on the likely nature of this interaction and include 
this in your methodological account

• Who should conduct the interviews?
– What general influences can you think of?
– What specific influences can you predict for a student 

researcher?
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Barriers for interview method

• Gatekeepers: the personal assistants / secretaries of the managers / executives 
that you want to interview may well become the VIPs in your project . . .

• Participants that request “a list of questions prior to interviews”

• Interviewee language is influenced by micro-culture: you may not speak the local 
/ professional / organisational language!

• Be prepared for non-cooperation (too little data) and interviewees who go on 
forever about things that you may see as irrelevant (too much data)

• Accept that each interviewer / interviewee interaction is unique
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Naïvety

• Participants do not ‘tell all’. Don’t be naïve!

• Prior knowledge may require the interviewer to play naïve while 
showing patience for new findings to emerge

• But be careful with playing naïve. Remain credible!
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Transcription, and then?

• Analyze data through . . .
– Text analysis (perhaps even quantitative)
– Thematic analysis
– Discourse analysis
– Combination with observation data

• Software programs (such as NVIVO, but also simple spreadsheets) 
can assist you with transcription, data coding, management, and 
analysis
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Findings, discussion, conclusions

• Avoid excessive sub-theme depth

• Consider more than one coder (inter-rater reliability)

• Decide how to report your findings. Every researcher will document 
their findings in their own way. Try to find a logical sequence to 
‘guide’ your reader:
– from broad to specific themes
– by contrasting sub-samples, different settings or processes
– according to the chronology of significant events in a case study

• Good findings and discussion sections are tightly linked to the 
extant literature and emphasize critical differences or new findings
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Quantification

• Some researchers will use expressions such as:
– “The majority of participants expressed . . .”
– “Emphasis was given to the theme of . . .”

• Other researchers will openly quantify findings . . . .

• All researchers will consciously or unconsciously order and organize 
their findings according to some perceived importance

• Debate about this can be endless. My suggestion: be as reflective 
and transparent as possible!
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• Frequency of themes mentioned by foreign interviewees
• Frequency of themes was mentioned by local interviewees
• Number of foreign interviewees that mentioned each theme
• Number of local interviewees that mentioned each theme

 Inference: frequency expresses the relative importance attached
to these themes by the participants

Quantification
(example from my other research)
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• Dyadic samples can be a methodological strength of studies
• However, there can be difficulties with ethics concerns about dyadic 

samples in practice.
• Examples:

– Information disclosure to, and role of, gatekeepers

– Triangulation in dyads: power in relationships

– Cultural meaning of “talking about one another” and differing views on the 

value of social research

– Two potential interviewees in one organisation  snowball from #1 to #2 

participant  #2 declines to participate  researcher not permitted to 

disclose (confirm or deny) to #1 whether #2 does (or does not) participate

Dyadic samples and ethics . . .
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Kvale, S. (1996). Interviews: an introduction to qualitative research interviewing, California, Sage.

• Knowledgeable: familiar with topic of interview

• Structured: provide purpose, introduce, round off

• Clear: simple, easy, short questions, no jargon

• Gentle: let people finish, give thinking time, tolerate pauses

• Sensitive: attentive, empathetic

• Open: respond to interviewees’ concerns, are flexible

• Steering: know what they are looking for / not looking for

• Critical: prepared to challenge inconsistencies

Good interviewers are . . .
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Good interviewers do . . .

• Remember: Relate to what has already been said

• Interpret: Clarify and extend meaning of interviewee statements -- but without 

imposing their meaning

• Balance: Do not talk too much, which may make interviewees passive; do not 

talk too little, which may make interviewees feel that they are off topic

• Establish rapport: Create trust using verbal and non-verbal cues

• Ethically sensitive: Ensure that interviewees appreciate what the purpose of the 

research is, and that their answers will be treated confidentially

Kvale, S. (1996). Interviews: an introduction to qualitative research interviewing, California, Sage.
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Thank you!

Frithjof.Arp@nottingham.edu.cn

…follow me and my projects on…
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Frithjof_Arp



https://www.rrbm.network/position-paper/

…and please conduct meaningful research!


