How to Organize and Conduct Interviews 

Introduction

Every interviewing experience is unique; this is part of the charm of political fieldwork. While there is some validity in the adage, "The only way to learn how to do it is to do it," there are things you can do before, during, and after your interview to make every interview more successful. 

Before the Interview

Prepare for the interview by knowing the subject you're studying thoroughly. Know what information you want to gain from the interview, and design your pre-interview study accordingly. 

Know as much as you can about the interviewee before you go to the interview. Such knowledge will also assist in establishing rapport with the interviewee by laying a groundwork of shared knowledge and confirming your interest in him/her. 

Set up the appointment for the interview, confirm the appointment, and keep the appointment. Arrange to conduct the interview in a place and time most comfortable for the interviewee, away from noise and distractions. 

Prepare a list of questions for the interview. You need not follow this list exactly; other questions will arise during the interview, but they will give a solid organization and cohesiveness to your interview. Put the simplest questions, like biographical data, at the beginning, and the most complex or sensitive questions at the end. Group the questions logically, so you and your subject can easily follow the progression of ideas or chronology in the interview. 

Interviews are generally improved by sending the interviewee a list of your questions in advance. The point is to give the interviewee time to think about people and events that may not have occurred to him/her in a long time. 

Ask open-ended questions rather than questions that can be answered by yes or no. Especially don't ask leading questions. For example, if you were interviewing an anti-globalization anarchist protester, you would not ask, "Don't you feel that the government was hostile to your concerns?" but "What was the attitude of government toward your concerns?" 

Ask simply structured, single-stranded questions. Compound questions, multiple rephrasings, and false starts are harder to answer. If you have more than one point to pursue on a given topic, compose follow-up questions. And if a point that hasn't occurred to you in composing your questionnaire flies by in the midst of an interviewee's answer, you can always go back to it later in the interview. 
Take copious notes. Yes, it’s awkward, but it’s necessary

At the Interview

It's best to have a one-on-one interview, so that the interviewee's attention is focused on you, and yours on him/her. 

Some people are nervous about being interviewed. Put people at ease before beginning the interview with some pleasantries, and answer any questions the interviewee may have about the interview process or larger project. 

Speak at a sedate pace, project, and speak clearly. The tone you set will generally be echoed by the interviewee. 

After you ask a question, stop...and wait for the answer, even if you have to sit in silence for several seconds. Subjects often need several moments to think about the questions you ask. Give them quiet time; it's not really as long as it feels! 

Once the answer comes, don't cut off or talk over an interviewee. Some people do go on and on, but let them talk to the end of their strand of thought and wait for an opening patiently. Cutting them off gives the impression that what they're saying isn't important to you, or that you're hurrying through the interview. 

One last element of interviewee behavior to keep an eye on, especially with older subjects, is fatigue. Interviewing is a tiring process; it is emotionally and intellectually challenging. If the person is showing signs of weariness, it's better to adjourn and take up the interview another time. 

Be alert to your own responses to an interviewee's remarks, taking care not to sound judgmental, impatient, or disrespectful. An interview is not the place to show off how much you know, or to take issue with an interviewee's beliefs or opinions. All interviewees are to be treated with unfailing courtesy, respect, and gratitude for the privilege of sharing a part of their lives with you. 

Can interviews be done by telephone or over the Internet?

The answer is yes.  When there is not other way to record an interview that is critical to your research, an interview can be done over the Internet in a real-time format using instant messaging.  However, this technique loses the intimacy and spontaneity afforded by interviews done face-to-face.  

After the interview

Thank the interviewee and turn your notes into a reflection ASAP.

