
4 Designing an Interview Study

In this chapter we outline the typical stages you are likely to pass through in designing a research 
study based on qualitative interviewing. In light of the discussion in the previous chapter, concerning 
a variety of positions within qualitative research, it should come as no surprise that there cannot be a 
single universal protocol to follow for developing a qualitative interview study. In the latter part of 
this book some of the distinctive features of particular methodological approaches are examined: 
phenomenology (Chapter 11), discourse analysis (Chapter 12) and narrative (Chapter 13). 
Nevertheless, we would argue that there is sufficient commonality among many traditions of 
qualitative research to make a generic account of the project development process at least a useful 
starting point.

The chapter is organised around the following main tasks in the development of a qualitative research 
study:

• framing your research question
• choosing the type of interview
• defining your sample and recruiting participants
• developing an interview guide

Framing your research question
In framing a research question that is appropriate to a qualitative study, there are several issues that 
you need to take into account. The first is the type of question you should use. By this we mean the 
kind of knowledge that the researcher seeks to produce from analysis of interview data. The second is 
the scope of the question: how broad or narrow a range of experience is the study seeking to examine? 
A third issue is the need to avoid presuppositions in the question that might distort the research 
process. Finally, you need to consider the extent to which the research question itself might change in 
the process of carrying out a qualitative study.

Type of research question
One of the most common and potentially damaging mistakes made by novice qualitative researchers 
is to frame their research question in a manner requiring a type of ‘answer’ that qualitative research 
cannot provide. This includes questions that ask about simple causal relationships. To give a real 
example, a student approached one of us for supervision, saying that they wanted to use qualitative 
interviews to find out ‘What causes young women to develop eating disorders’. If you think this is a 
legitimate kind of question to ask (and see Chapter 2 for discussion of the problems many qualitative 
researchers have with conventional notions of causality), you need to address it using quantitative 
methods within the hypothetico-deductive tradition. You could, for instance, carry out an analysis of 
epidemiological data, or utilise a survey design, but qualitative interviews would never enable you to 
answer a question like this. There are qualitative approaches that are interested in explanatory 
questions, particularly within the limited realist tradition; for example, work drawing on the realist 
evaluation tradition (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) that seeks to identify how specific contexts and 
mechanisms produce particular outcomes. However, this is a much more nuanced and interpretive 
enterprise than the direct causal question we highlight above.
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Another mistake that can be made in the type of the research question is to seek to establish general 
trends in the phenomenon under consideration. To extend the previous example, you might ask ‘Are 
women more strongly influenced than men by media representations of body image?’. While this 
question is not seeking to uncover underlying causes of behaviour, it is trying to produce a highly 
generalised understanding of the differences between two very wide categories of person (‘young 
women’ and ‘young men’). Qualitative researchers differ in the extent to which they permit any 
attempt to generalise, or ‘transfer’, understanding from a specific study to a wider context (Murphy et 
al., 1998; Williams, 2002), but even those who argue for some degree of transferability would not 
see this as an appropriate question for a qualitative study.

The research question for a qualitative interview study should not, therefore, focus on establishing 
causal relationships or generalised patterns of behaviour. What it should focus on is meaning and 
experience, with reference to a particular group of participants. So, for example, you might ask ‘How 
do young women view the presentation of body image ideals in magazines and newspapers?’. And 
while qualitative research questions should not seek to establish causality, they may very well focus 
on perceptions of causality from the perspective of research participants: ‘How do people diagnosed 
with anorexia make sense of why they have developed the condition?’

Scope of the research question
Even when a qualitative research question has the right kind of focus, it may still be inappropriate in 
terms of its scope. Questions that are very broad in scope are problematic because of the emphasis in 
qualitative research on understanding people’s lives in context. If a study tries to encompass 
experiences from too wide a set of social contexts, the findings are likely to present a scattering of 
unrelated snapshots, from which it is impossible to draw any kind of conclusion. The revised research 
question on body image, stated in the previous paragraph, would be likely to suffer this weakness, as 
the category ‘young women’ is almost certainly too broad. The researcher here would be best advised 
to narrow the scope somewhat, perhaps in terms of characteristics such as specific age groups, class, 
occupation, and so on.

While research questions that are too broad may in effect prove ‘unanswerable’, those that are too 
narrow are likely to produce findings that are simply not very interesting or useful. Qualitative 
research is interested in how people differ in relation to a particular phenomenon, as much as in what 
they have in common. A very narrow research question can result in a highly homogeneous sample 
that does not enable diversity of meaning and experience to be revealed. Also, such a question may 
generate findings so localised in their relevance that they cannot contribute to the intellectual debate 
around the topic in question.

When deciding on the scope of your research question, a key factor to bear in mind is the level of 
resources available to you. On the whole, broader questions will require larger-scale studies to address 
them effectively. Researchers who are new to qualitative approaches may be prone to over-reaching 
themselves in terms of scope, feeling uncertain about the value of narrower questions. If this describes 
your situation, remind yourself that qualitative research is fundamentally concerned with the 
particular rather than the general; on that basis we would advise that if in doubt, err on the side of 
narrowing the scope of your research question.

Avoiding presuppositions
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Texts on qualitative interviewing stress the importance of avoiding leading questions in interviews, 
and offer various tips as to how this may be done. The present volume is no exception, as you will see 
in Chapter 5. However, it is important to note that it is possible for the research question in itself to be 
leading, such that it may blinker the way in which you go about exploring your topic with your 
participants. Take the question ‘What are the perceived benefits to the victims of street crime of a 
self-help website?’. The question seems suitably focused on meaning and experience (here in the form 
of ‘perceptions’) and realistic in scope. But there is an in-built presupposition that the website does 
have benefits for victims, which may lead you to neglect probing properly for any negative 
experiences associated with its use. A better form of phrasing would be to refer to ‘perceived benefits 
and costs’, but even this may tend to encourage you to seek a clear dichotomy of good and bad that 
may not correspond to the way participants see things. Better still would be ‘What experiences do 
users have of a self-help website for victims of street crime?’.

The shifting research question
In qualitative studies it is not uncommon for the researcher to feel that the research question is 
shifting as the study progresses. While this would be a cause for great concern in a positivistic 
quantitative study, it is not necessarily a problem in a qualitative one. Qualitative research always has 
(to some degree) an exploratory character, and as such it is inevitable that sometimes a project will 
move in directions that are of relevance to the research topic but outside of the scope of the original 
research question(s). If we return to the study of street crime victims, the researcher might find that 
participants consistently want to comment on their experiences of a helpline accompanying the 
website rather than just on the website itself. In deciding whether to allow this kind of redefinition of 
the research question, any researcher would need to consider a number of conceptual and practical 
issues for their project. These include the following:

• Would the change to the research question undermine the coherence of the study as a whole? In 
our example, we might feel that to examine the helpline as well would not substantially alter the 
underlying concern of the study with experiences of using self-help resources for victims. In 
contrast, we would be reluctant to extend the study to look in detail at victims’ experiences of 
individual psychotherapy, as this represents a very different kind of resource from the website 
and helpline.

• Would the change stretch the resources of the project to an unmanageable degree? In our 
example, incorporating a detailed exploration of responses to helpline use might extend the 
interviews by 20 minutes or so. This will have a knock-on effect on the time taken to transcribe 
and analyse interviews that the researcher would need to take into account.

• Are key stakeholders in the project happy with the change? Significant decisions about changes 
to a research project are rarely just the concern of the individual researcher. In a master’s or 
doctoral thesis, the student’s supervisor will want to be sure that any change does not 
undermine the intellectual quality of the work, and that it will not result in unacceptable delays 
to completion. In externally commissioned research, funders are also likely to be concerned 
with completion times, and there may be political or ethical considerations as well.

Choosing the type of interview to use
In some cases it is apparent from the start that a particular form of qualitative interviewing is the most 
appropriate, because of the nature of the topic to be studied and/or the requirements of the 
methodological and theoretical stance to be taken. For instance, if you wanted to follow a life-story 
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approach within the narrative tradition (see Chapter 13), you would of necessity use individual 
interviews. Very often, though, there are several types of interview that could be employed. You may, 
for instance, weigh the pros and cons of individual and group interviews. You may consider whether 
it is essential that you use face-to-face interviews, or whether telephone or internet interviews offer a 
viable alternative (see Chapter 7). You may want to incorporate visual methods into your interview 
process (see Chapter 8). Subsequent chapters of this book will, we hope, tell you enough about these 
different forms of interview to enable you to make an informed choice for your research. At this point 
we simply want to urge you to bear in mind that when designing your study, you think about the 
different ways that qualitative interviews can be conducted, rather than automatically taking the 
‘default’ option of the individual face-to-face format.

Sampling and recruitment

Defining your sample
In quantitative studies, and especially surveys, recruiting a sample that is statistically representative of 
the population to be studied is of central importance, because of the need to establish the 
generalisability of the conclusions drawn from research. For example, if a researcher wanted to test 
the hypothesis that attitudes to risk-taking in men’s driving behaviour were associated with attitudes 
towards their own masculinity, he would require a sample that was representative of the male driving 
population as a whole. Qualitative research, in contrast, does not seek to make this kind of 
generalisation and therefore does not normally use sampling strategies aimed at producing statistical 
representativeness. However, as we saw in Chapter 2, qualitative research very often is concerned to 
achieve different forms of generalisability or transferability. As Mason (1996) and May (2002) point 
out, this means that a purely ad hoc, opportunistic sampling strategy is not appropriate; rather, the 
sample needs to relate in some systematic manner to the social world and phenomena that a study 
seeks to throw light upon.

The criterion most commonly proposed for sampling in qualitative studies is diversity. Researchers 
seek to recruit participants who represent a variety of positions in relation to the research topic, of a 
kind that might be expected to throw light on meaningful differences in experience. To continue the 
example from the previous paragraph, if we wanted to carry out a qualitative study of how men 
perceive risk-taking in driving, we might consider that age, years of driving experience, and family 
status may be important, and therefore seek to recruit participants who vary on these aspects. (This 
kind of targeted sampling is often referred to as ‘purposive’.) Of course, the effectiveness of such a 
sampling strategy will depend on the choice of aspects (dimensions or categories) from which to 
select participants. This choice will in most cases draw upon a mixture of the researcher’s knowledge 
of the academic literature, personal knowledge, and anecdotal information from those who have some 
involvement with the topic.

The philosophical position of a study is a crucial influence on sampling strategy, as is the 
methodological approach taken. Qualitative neo-positivist and limited realist positions (see Table 2.1
in Chapter 2) are concerned to ensure that interpretations correspond to a reality that exists outside of 
the research process and the researcher’s position; as such, they tend to require larger samples than 
contextualist and especially radical constructionist studies, and often need to define a range of 
relevant ‘stakeholder’ groups from whom participants will need to be drawn. In contrast, a 
phenomenological study will not only require a relatively small sample (often in single figures or the 
low teens) in order to enable sufficient depth of analysis, but also one more homogeneous in terms of 
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participants’ experiences of a common phenomenon. Even within this approach, though, there is 
variation, with interpretative phenomenological analysis favouring highly homogeneous samples 
(Smith et al., 2009) while descriptive phenomenological approaches argue for a higher level of 
diversity in the sample to enable ‘essential’ aspects of the phenomenon to be robustly identified 
(Giorgi and Giorgi, 2008). Robinson (2014) provides a useful discussion of how both theoretical and 
practical issues should shape these kinds of sampling decisions.

It is important to bear in mind the real-world constraints on sampling arising from the scale of most 
qualitative interview studies. If your planned master’s dissertation research is likely to involve around 
20 interviews, it would clearly be unwise to try to select a sample on the basis of differences in ten 
different aspects. It is generally best to ‘fix’ one or two key aspects that define the group you are 
looking at, and then seek diversity in other aspects. Gerson and Horowitz (2002: 205) argue that:

By choosing a sample that controls for one consequential aspect of lived experience (e.g. age or 
generation), but varies on others deemed important in the theoretical literature (e.g. gender, race, 
class), the aim is to discover how similar social changes are experienced by different social 
groups.

In qualitative research, sampling and recruiting participants may occur at several stages in the course 
of a project. Thus an initial sample may be recruited and interviewed, and on the basis of preliminary 
analysis of their data, a further sample defined to address particular emerging issues. This kind of 
strategy is probably best known in grounded theory (e.g. Corbin and Strauss, 2015), in the form of 
‘theoretical sampling’, although it may be used in other approaches too. In a study by the first author 
and Anne Little, we examined the users’ experiences of a community gym in a highly deprived, 
predominantly South Asian area of a large northern English town. For our initial interviews, we 
recruited a sample that varied in age and gender; our initial analysis suggested that a particular 
subgroup – women over 50 – were especially interesting in relation to the issues our funders were 
concerned with. We therefore recruited an additional sample just from this group (King and Little, 
2017).

Recruiting participants
In this section we will look at some of the challenges that arise in the process of recruiting participants 
once you have defined your sample. We will consider how you may go about gaining access to 
potential participants, and the kind of information you need to provide for them, in order that they 
may make a decision about participation. Inevitably, this discussion will raise ethical issues, such as 
the need to avoid coercion and to ensure proper informed consent. Some of the practical consequences 
of these matters will be considered here, but a much fuller examination of the ethics of qualitative 
interviewing was presented in Chapter 3.

Gaining access
The precise nature of the tasks involved in gaining access to participants can vary enormously from 
study to study. In some, the main challenge may be that the kind of experience you are interested in is 
a very uncommon one – such as winning a major lottery prize. In others, you may face the difficulty 
that your topic is a painful or emotive one, which people may be reluctant to talk to a stranger about – 
such as the experience of sexual assault within marriage. Alternatively, access may be problematic 
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because it requires the approval of several gatekeepers in a large and complex organisation, perhaps 
with political sensitivities to contend with too. The British National Health Service is a classic 
example of this kind of setting. These are only a few of the more common challenges regarding access 
that you may face. It is impossible to offer advice for every eventuality, so we will concentrate here 
on a set of issues that in our experience are quite commonly encountered in relation to gaining access 
for a piece of qualitative research: working with gatekeepers, using insiders to assist with recruitment, 
and advertising for participants.

Working with gatekeepers

In many research studies, potential participants must be reached through one or more gatekeepers. We 
are defining a ‘gatekeeper’ here as someone who has the authority to grant or deny permission to 
access potential participants, and/or the ability to facilitate such access. Examples could include 
health professionals for access to patients, senior managers for access to their employees, head-
teachers for access to schoolchildren, and so on. Sometimes different people will play different 
gatekeeping roles for your project. You may need to acquire the overall permission for access from 
the managing director of a company, but have to negotiate the details of recruitment with one or more 
departmental head(s). Sometimes, while it may not be obligatory to go through a gatekeeper, there 
may be advantages in so doing – both in terms of identifying and facilitating contact with participants, 
and reassuring them as to your credibility and trustworthiness.

The first step in working with a gatekeeper to recruit participants is to be sure you have actually 
identified the appropriate person. This may sound self-evident, but it is possible to go awry by 
assuming, for instance, that because someone holds a particular position in an organisation,1 they are 
automatically the correct person to help you with access. You need to be sure you have a good 
working knowledge about how the organisation is structured and how it functions before you begin 
recruitment. In planning your research, you should budget for time to explore how the organisation 
works, especially where it is relatively unfamiliar to you.

You will normally need to provide gatekeepers with a range of information to enable them to grant 
you permission for access. They will require an overview of the project, summarising its aims, 
methods, anticipated outcomes, and clearly stating the time commitments required from participants. 
While you may provide this verbally, it is best to also have a written version available, using language 
that avoids jargon as far as possible. You should provide them with copies of any written information 
that is going to be given to potential participants, including the consent form (where one is to be 
used). Gatekeepers need to know the level of anonymity that is being promised – for instance, is the 
organisation as a whole to be anonymised, and will particular subsections of it be identifiable? It is 
important that they recognise your ethical obligations to individual participants, above all the need to 
maintain participants’ confidentiality in relation to other members of the organisation (including the 
gatekeeper).

‘Insider’ assistance with recruitment

In some studies, researchers not only gain access through a gatekeeper within the organisation, but 
also use one or more insiders to actively assist in recruiting participants. Such a person might identify 
organisational members who meet the sampling criteria of the study, pass project information sheets 
and letters requesting participation to them, and forward queries to the research team. This kind of 
insider assistance can have real advantages. Where an organisation is located at a considerable 
distance from the researcher (or research team) it may not be possible within time and budgetary 
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constraints to visit in person to deal with the nitty-gritty of recruitment. In these circumstances, you 
are much more likely to be successful with recruitment if an insider is actively helping you, than if 
you merely send information and requests to individual members. Also, if the request is coming 
through a known and trusted colleague, people are more likely to give it proper consideration than if it 
had arrived from a stranger – where it might be seen as just another form of junk mail (this may be 
especially likely to happen with ‘cold’ requests received via e-mail).

Alongside these advantages there are some significant risks associated with using insiders to help with 
recruitment. It is possible they may be overtly biased, consciously choosing participants likely to hold 
(or not hold) certain views. Perhaps a greater threat is that there will be an unintentional distortion 
stemming from reliance on personal networks within the organisation. There is also an ethical danger 
that insiders may exert pressure on people to participate that would deny them genuine free informed 
consent. In balancing these risks and advantages the following guidelines may help you to determine 
whether and how to use insider assistance with recruitment:

• Select insider assistant(s) carefully – consider whether they may have axes to grind on the topic, 
and whether they are likely to be seen as trustworthy by those you seek to recruit. This 
generally means spending some time getting to know potential assistants before you ask them 
for their help.

• Make sure insider assistants are briefed thoroughly about the study.
• Keep in regular contact during the recruitment process. This will allow you to discuss how best 

to deal with any problems in recruitment as they occur, and to determine whether there is 
anything you can do to facilitate the process – for example, providing clarification or additional 
information to potential participants.

• When potential participants have received their invitation to take part in the study, where 
possible they should respond directly to the research team, not via the insider assistant. This 
will enable their participation to be kept confidential if they so wish.

Box 4.1 provides an example of the process of gaining access through organisational gatekeepers and 
insider assistants.

Box 4.1 Accessing participants through gatekeepers

In a study led by the first author, we examined experiences of allotment gardening among allotment plot-
holders (sometimes known as ‘allotmenteers’) on three sites in a northern English town (King, 2012). The sites 
had received development support from a local charity, which employed an allotment development worker 
(Hassan). We sought to recruit a cross-section of users in terms of age, gender and gardening experience. The 
process of gaining access is shown in the flow chart below:
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Note that in relation to the allotment site secretaries, the roles of ‘gatekeeper’ and ‘insider assistant’ are 
blurred. It would have been possible to recruit participants without going through the secretaries, and it was 
not an ethical, legal or administrative necessity to do so. However, the secretaries had not only the most up-to-
date knowledge about who held plots and was actively working them, but also personal acquaintance with the 
other allotmenteers on their site. This meant they could give considerable help in suggesting people to 
approach in order to collect the kind of diverse sample we sought. Furthermore, they were also participants 
themselves and were interviewed early in the project, and thus able to reassure others about the research 
process.

Two main issues arose from using the site secretaries in the recruitment process. Firstly, it was important that 
they did not exert any pressure on others to take part. We did not feel that this was a problem in reality, 
because their role did not place them in any substantial position of power over other allotmenteers. (It should 
be noted that some allotment sites do operate in quite a hierarchical manner, but these three were strongly 
egalitarian in ethos.) Secondly, there was a danger that site secretaries might select those to approach who they 
expected to take particular positions. We can be less certain that this did not occur, although by emphasising 
the need for a diverse sample we hoped that such bias might be minimised. Certainly the interviews themselves 
did not suggest participants taking any kind of ‘party line’.

Snowball sampling

In snowball sampling, the researcher uses the initial few interviewees (often recruited 
opportunistically) to recommend other potential participants who fit the inclusion criteria for the 
study. They in turn will be asked to suggest further contacts, and so the sample builds up. This 
strategy inevitably introduces a form of bias into the sample. Participants may, for example, tend to 
recommend people who share their view of the phenomenon under investigation. If one is concerned 
with some degree of generalisability or transferability, then snowballing would not be the preferred 
option (Gerson and Horowitz, 2002). Certainly, where snowballing is used simply as a convenient 
way of recruiting participants, it is really no more than a form of convenience sampling.

There are circumstances, however, where snowballing may be an appropriate strategy – namely where 
the population to be sampled from is especially hard to access and quite tightly defined. Langdridge 
(2004) and Howitt and Cramer (2005) give examples such as drug addicts, street gangs, and even 
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banjo players! In Turley’s research investigating the lifeworlds of bondage/sado-masochism 
practitioners she used snowball sampling as a way in to a relatively self-enclosed community (Turley 
et al., 2017). Where snowballing needs to be used with these kinds of groups, some of the biasing 
effects may be reduced by giving very clear instructions about the characteristics sought. For instance, 
a researcher may ask a participant to recommend others of a particular age, gender or with other 
specified characteristics in order to enhance the diversity of the sample.

Advertising for participants

An alternative to contacting potential participants through organisational gatekeepers or insider 
assistants is to use some form of public advertising. This could include notices in public places 
(universities, doctors’ surgeries, community centres, etc.), adverts in newspapers or magazines, on 
social media, or messages to internet discussion groups and other online communities. There are a 
number of issues to bear in mind if you are considering using such strategies.

• Be sure to get proper permission before you put up notices in a public place. This includes 
permission to use an online discussion group for recruitment purposes.

• Effectively target the population from which you wish to recruit. If you were looking for 
sufferers from a rare chronic illness, it would not be very efficient just to plaster the corridors of 
your university with posters. In such a case, finding a relevant internet discussion group would 
be more sensible, or alternatively identifying a self-help group which might be willing to 
distribute flyers to its members.

• Think carefully about the design of your advert. You need to provide enough information to let 
people know what the research is about, who you are, and what kind of commitment is required 
of them, but not so much that they might feel overwhelmed or intimidated. You need to use lay 
language, without being condescending. For material such as posters or flyers, you must think 
about the visual impact – font size and style, the use of colour and graphics.

• When recruiting through public advertisement, you will be accessing people who in most cases 
will be complete strangers to you, and will not even have come to you through someone else’s 
recommendation (unlike all the other methods described above). You therefore need to be 
especially mindful of your own safety when meeting them. We discuss the issue of researcher 
safety in more detail in Chapter 3.

Methodologically, the major pitfall of recruiting participants through advertising is that the sample is 
highly self-selecting. This may mean that you do not get the balance of participants that you would 
ideally have liked. One way to mitigate this effect is to use a purposive sampling frame to select the 
sample you need from all those who respond positively. For example, you might have 20 people 
coming forward in response to the advert, of whom 15 are female and five male. If your sampling 
frame stipulated up to five participants of each gender you would pick all the men and five of the 
women. This of course relies on you getting substantially more positive responses than you need. If 
you do use this strategy, you should reply to those you are not going to interview, thanking them for 
making the effort to contact you and briefly explaining why you could not include all respondents. 
This process does reduce some of the biases that may be inherent in a volunteer sample; however, 
there may still be the difficulty that some subsets of the population are particularly unlikely to respond 
and therefore will not be represented.

Developing an interview guide
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Flexibility is a key requirement of qualitative interviewing. The interviewer must be able to respond 
to issues that emerge in the course of the interview, in order to explore the perspective of the 
participant on the topics under investigation. This means that the traditional interview schedule used 
in quantitative survey research – with fixed questions in a predetermined order – is inappropriate. 
Instead qualitative interviews use an ‘interview guide’ that outlines the main topics the researcher 
would like to cover, but is flexible regarding the phrasing of questions and the order in which they are 
asked, and allows the participant to lead the interaction in unanticipated directions. The precise format 
of interview guides varies enormously, reflecting the needs of different methodological traditions in 
qualitative research as well as the personal preferences of individual researchers. Below we address 
some of the key questions you will need to consider when deciding on the form and content of your 
own interview guide.

Upon what do I base my guide?
We would suggest that there are three main sources you can draw on to identify topics to include in 
your guide. Firstly, you can think about your own personal experience of the research area – both 
first-hand experience and stories and anecdotes told by people you know. For example, if you are 
studying responses to the experience of being burgled and have yourself been a victim of this crime 
you could reflect upon your own responses. You could also think about accounts you have heard from 
family, friends and colleagues of being burgled. Secondly, you may consult the research literature on 
the subject, to see what previous research suggests. (Note, though, that there are some methodologies 
that discourage you from reviewing the literature before doing your interviews, to minimise 
presuppositions that might distort your research – grounded theory (Corbin and Strauss, 2015; 
Charmaz, 2014) is the best-known example of this.) Thirdly, you may carry out some informal 
preliminary work to focus your thinking about the area. Thus, in the research the first author carried 
out on the psychological and social impact of allotment gardening, he spoke to several colleagues and 
family members about their experiences as well as to some of those involved in initiating the 
allotment development scheme that was being evaluated. This last point highlights the necessity to 
bear in mind the requirements of external funders when deciding upon the scope of your interview 
guide.

How comprehensive should I be in covering topics relevant to my 
research area?
When you have drawn on the sources noted above, you will probably have an extensive list of topics 
that you could cover in your guide. It is important to now think about whether you want to 
comprehensively cover most or all of the potentially relevant topics, or whether you are going to be 
moreselective – perhaps choosing three or four broad areas that you are sure you will want to address 
in the interview. (Of course, you can choose to adopt a strategy anywhere between these two 
extremes.) This is really a question about the extent to which you as a researcher want (or need) to 
lead the direction of the interview. If you have a very comprehensive interview guide, there will be a 
danger that you do not allow sufficient opportunity for the participants to bring up perspectives that 
may be unanticipated but actually of real interest to your research. If you go for a minimalistic 
interview guide, you may fail to address important issues, should the participant lead you into lengthy 
digressions from your research focus. In deciding how comprehensive to make your interview guide, 
you must reflect on the aims of your study and your methodological position. A realist evaluation 
study, for example, is likely to use quite a comprehensive guide, in order to ensure that key aspects of 
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the programme or intervention being evaluated are covered. A narrative study, seeking to elicit life 
stories from a particular group of participants, would use a much more minimalistic guide.

What types of question should I ask?
Patton (2015) argues that there are six types of question that can be asked in a qualitative research 
interview, each seeking to elicit a particular kind of information from the participant. In reality, these 
categories may not always be as distinct as he describes, and we would certainly not suggest that you 
take a mechanistic approach to including a certain number of each type in every topic guide. 
Nevertheless, they can be a helpful way to think about the different kinds of response you need within 
the course of an interview and about how you can best facilitate them.

• Background/demographic questions. These are straightforward descriptive questions about 
personal characteristics of the participant that you might need to be aware of in your analysis – 
for instance, about their age, gender and occupation. It sometimes makes sense to collect at 
least some of this information on a simple form at the same time as obtaining written consent.

• Experience/behaviour questions. These questions focus on specific and overt actions that you 
could have observed were you yourself present at the time. Examples could be: ‘What did you 
do when the doctor told you the diagnosis?’; ‘What happened when you cautioned the 
suspect?’; ‘What did you and the other candidates do while you were waiting for your 
interviews?’.

• Opinion/values questions. These are questions that ask what the participant thinks about the 
topic at hand, and/or how their thoughts relate to their values, goals and intentions. They might 
ask such things as: ‘What did you hope to achieve by doing that?’; ‘What do you think is the 
best way to deal with that kind of situation?’.

• Feeling questions. These questions focus on participants’ emotional experiences. Patton warns 
that they often get confused with the previous category, because we habitually use the question 
‘how did you feel about …?’ in a very loose way that can mean ‘what is your opinion about …’ 
as well as ‘how did you respond emotionally to …’. If you particularly want to explore 
emotional responses, you must phrase your question in a way that makes this clear to the 
interviewee. ‘What feelings did this provoke in you?’ would be a better formulation than ‘How 
did you feel about it?’.

• Knowledge questions. This category relates to questions about factual information the 
participant holds. The distinction between knowledge and opinions/values is a difficult one; the 
important thing to remember is that you are concerned here with what the participant believes 
to be a ‘fact’ and not with whether it is actually true in any objective sense. Knowledge 
questions might be formulated in such terms as ‘What do you know about the systems for 
referring students for pastoral support?’ or ‘How well did you know this patient’s history?’.

• Sensory questions. These are questions about sensory aspects of experience – what the 
participant saw, heard, touched, tasted or smelled in any given situation. While conceptually 
they might be seen as a subset of experience questions, they tend to be quite distinctive in form, 
asking the participant to recollect a very specific sensory impression in a specific setting. They 
are particularly important in studies where embodied aspects of experience are of central 
importance (see Chapter 11 for further discussion of embodiment in interview studies).

Can I change my interview guide in the course of my study?
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Not only is it permissible to change your guide in the course of your study, it is generally advisable. 
Remember, the aim of a qualitative interview is to elicit participants’ accounts of aspects of their 
experience, rather than to collate answers to specific questions as if they were variables in a survey. 
As such, any insights you gain in the process of carrying out your first few interviews should inform 
subsequent ones; for instance, you may note a probe question that worked particularly well, or 
recognise that an aspect of participants’ lives you had overlooked initially may be important to the 
phenomenon you are studying. So long as you remain aware of the way your interviewing practice 
developed over the course of the project, you should be able to avoid such changes distorting the 
analysis of the data.

How should I format the questions or topic areas on the guide?
Interview guides vary in how they lay out the questions to be asked. One style is to formulate full 
questions, written in proper sentence form. The opposite approach is to just include short phrases or 
single words as reminders of the topics to try to cover – perhaps in bullet points or similar. Box 4.2
shows two different styles of interview guide that could be used for the same study.

There are pros and cons to either style of interview guide. The advantage of using full questions is 
that it forces the researcher to think carefully about question formulation – to avoid the kinds of 
leading question, endorsement of participant opinions and so on that can happen if the interview drifts 
into a style that is too conversational (Willig, 2008). The disadvantage is that with full questions 
stated on the guide, the interviewer may tend not to use it as flexibly as they should. The pros and 
cons of the topic heading format are, of course, the mirror image of those just stated; it encourages 
flexibility but does not help guard against inappropriate phrasing of questions.

Box 4.2 Examples of different styles of interview guide

Below is an extract from the community gym study referred to earlier in this chapter (King and Little, 2017). It 
is presented in two different formats: ‘full questions’ and ‘key points’.

Extract from Interview Guide for Community Gym Users – Full-Question Format

1. Starting at the Community Gym
How did you first hear about the Community Gym?
When did you start attending?
Why did you start attending the Community Gym?
Had you used a gym before?
Do you go to any other gyms now? 

If ‘yes’: Which? How does it compare to the CG?
If ‘no’: Why not?

Do you take part in any other regular sport or exercise now? 
If ‘yes’: What do you do? When did you start this?
If ‘no’: Why not?

2. Overview
What (if anything) has been the best thing about attending the Community Gym for you?
What (if any) changes or improvements would you like to see made to the Community Gym?
Would you recommend the Community Gym to a friend? 

If ‘yes’: Why?
If ‘no’: Why not?

If the Community Gym closed, what (if anything) else would you do instead?

Extract from Interview Guide for Community Gym Users – Key-Point Format
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1. Starting at the Community Gym
• How heard about it?
• When?
• Why?
• Used a gym before?
• Other gyms now?

If ‘yes’: Which? Compare to CG?
If ‘no’: Why not?

• Other regular sport/exercise?
If ‘yes’: What? When started?
If ‘no’: Why not?

2. Overview
• Best things about attending CG?
• Desired changes or improvements?
• Recommend to a friend?

If ‘yes’: Why?
If ‘no’: Why not?

• Alternatives, if CG closed?

As can be seen, the ‘key point’ format is much more succinct; it would be very easy to glance at momentarily 
to remind yourself what you want to cover during an interview. However, there are several places where 
having the full question before you might help you to avoid inappropriate formulation of questions. For 
instance, in the ‘Overview’ section, the first question asks ‘What (if anything) has been the best thing about 
attending the Community Gym for you?’ The parentheses here seek to remind the interviewer not to take it for 
granted that the participant thought there was any ‘best thing’ about the gym. A similar formulation is used for 
other questions in this section, for the same reason: to avoid implicit leading of the participant. Using the ‘key 
points’ format, an interviewer – especially an inexperienced one – might fail to recognise this danger.

Two factors may be useful to consider when choosing how to format the guide. Firstly, the experience 
of the interviewer is relevant. On the whole, we would recommend that relatively inexperienced 
qualitative interviewers opt for the full-question format, as the skill of phrasing questions 
appropriately in the interview generally takes some time to acquire. Secondly, the methodological 
approach you are using may influence your choice. As we noted above in relation to the 
comprehensiveness of the guide, a key issue is the extent to which the methodology requires the 
researcher to take a directive role in the interview. Those approaches that seek to minimise 
interviewer directiveness – such as most narrative approaches – may be better served by the topic 
heading style of guide. We would suggest that whatever the format of the questions, it can be useful to 
take two versions of the guide to interviews. To minimise distraction from focus on the interaction, it 
is helpful if a very brief version (ideally a single page if that is possible) is used – perhaps just noting 
topics with bullet points. Alongside this, the researcher can have a fuller version of the guide with 
them, so that should they find themself seriously losing their way (it happens occasionally, even to the 
most experienced of us) they can reorient themself.

What are probes and prompts and how do I include them in my 
interview guide?
Sometimes you may see these two terms used interchangeably, but we feel it is useful to make a 
distinction here. We take probes to be follow-up questions that encourage a participant to expand on 
an initial answer, in order to obtain more depth in their response. In contrast, we take prompts to be 
interventions that seek to clarify for the interviewee the kind of information a question is seeking to 
gather, usually used where the interviewee has expressed uncertainty or incomprehension about the 
initial question.
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You will often need to formulate probes and prompts in the course of an interview, as you seek to 
obtain the fullest account possible from an individual interviewee. However, it is often reasonable to 
anticipate that certain probes or prompts are likely to be needed at specific points in an interview, and 
in such cases it makes sense to include them in the interview guide. This may be done at the outset, 
when designing the guide, and probes and prompts may also be added in the light of experience as the 
study progresses. For example, returning to the topic guide in Box 4.2, we may anticipate the need for 
probes and prompts to follow up the question asking why the participant started attending the 
community gym. For instance, we may want to be sure that they reflect on a variety of possible 
reasons for joining, and find out whether there had been a particular ‘trigger’ to their decision. 
However, we may be concerned that the notion of a ‘trigger’ may need some clarification. This part of 
the topic guide might therefore be laid out as below:

Why did you start attending the Community Gym?
Probe: Health, fitness, social reasons?
Probe: Any specific ‘triggers’ to starting?
(Prompt: e.g. following advice from a health professional, influence of friends or family, an 
incident that made you concerned about your fitness or health?)

Care must be taken in the way probes and prompts are formulated, so as to avoid them ‘leading’ 
participants such that they feel a particular answer is required. We will discuss this issue in detail in 
Chapter 5.

Conclusion
The success of a qualitative interview study is not just based on how well you ask questions and how 
skilfully you analyse the data. Rather, the decisions that you make at the very start of the research 
process, when you are designing your study, can have a major impact on its outcomes. In this chapter 
we have provided advice on each of the main steps on the journey from framing your research 
question to deciding on the areas to include in your interview guide. We would stress again that doing 
all this effectively requires you both to be aware of your theoretical position and its underlying 
philosophical assumptions and to be pragmatic about what you can achieve within the resources 
available to you.
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Note
1 Note that we use the word ‘organisation’ in a very wide sense, to include small, informal groupings 
such as self-help groups, clubs and interest groups, as well as larger, more formal bodies.
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