
UNIT I I ASKING QUESTIONS 

3 How well (I.e. how non-d~rect~vely) does the ~ntew~ewer reply to the respondent's 
query 'I've got to choose one of these?' when offered two statements on a show 
card? 

4 Note down one example each of good ~nterv~ewer pract~ce and of bad mtervlewer 
practice. 

5 F~nally, how well do you thlnk th~s structured lntewlew represents the respondent's 
Images of soc~al class? 

Compare your notes w~th mlne at the end of th~s un~t. 

4 UNSTRUCTURED 
METHODS OF ASKING 
QUESTIONS 
Many soc~al scientists have long held doubts about the validity of highly structured 
methods of social investigation and data collection. The attempt to study the atti- 
tudes, beliefs, and perceptions of respondents using artificial, unnaturalistic, pro- 
cedures is held to entail an unacceptably high degree of reactivlty, no matter how 
well ~t is done And to reduce what the respondent says in reply to a question to 
one of a set of pre-determined answer categories is unnecessarily constraming of 
the respondent who may well not feel that his or her 'real' opmions have been 
correctly represented. Clearly, office coding of responses to open-ended questions 
goes some way to meet these criticisms, but there still remains the artificiality of 
structured methods of data collection and the procedural reactivity which such 
methods entail. Procedural reactivity means that the very artificiality of highly 
structured methods leads to the respondents withdrawing from the situat~ons in 
which they normally act As Hammersley (1979) puts it 'This [highly structured 
method1 results in the suspension of the relevances and constraints embedded in 
those situations, which may be important in structuring people's everyday activi- 
ties, and in their replacement by rather unusual relevances and constraints.' And 
he goes on to say, 'We must ask, therefore, what the relationship is between what 
people do and say in these "artificial" situations and what they do and say in 
everyday life. .' That is, the procedures used to question respondents - to elicit 
data - may distort or bias what the respondent believes, or how he or she might 
act in a natural situation. This is procedural reactivity. 

Responses in highly structured methods are elicited in social mteractions which 
are very artificial, this is obviously so in the case of questionnaire investigations, 
but ~t is none the less true in mterviewer-led methods of data collection A conver- 
sation, as Garfinkel (1967) polnts out, has a highly normatwe structure in which 
there are expectations of 'turn-taking' and of 'equality' between conversationahsts. 
That is, topics are expected to be initiated by both parties rather than just by one, 
dominant, interviewer Thus, in naturalistic methods of data collection, social 
scientists seek as far as possible to conduct their research in natural settings, in 
places where social activit~es are already in progress or where 'interv~ewers' fit 
into the 'scenery' and where social science investigators play a role in which they 
disturb the processes of social interaction as little as possible. This is naturalism, 
which seeks to minimize the procedural reactivity of more highly structured 
methods of asking questions. 

In order to minimize procedural reactivlty, ethnographers [i e non- 
positivistic soc~al scientists using unstructured methods of investigation] 
seek as far as possible to conduct their research in natural settings, in 
places where social activities are already in progress. Only in this way, 
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they argue, can we hope to avoid unwittingly studying artificial 
responses, or at least behaviour which is not representative of people's 
everyday lives In doing research on such settings, the ethnographer 
tries to play a marginal role, so as to disturb the processes of social 
interaction occurring there as little as possible 

(Hammersley, 1979) 

4.1 LESS STRUCTURED METHODS 

There are a number of ways in which the ethnographer plays a role in which he 
or she disturbs the processes of social interaction as little as possible. Perhaps the 
most distinctive of these roles is that of participant observer, considered in Unit 
12, and the research role in which 'marginality' is most vital. The participant 
observer may ask no questions in any formal sense; he or she participates in a 
social group, and questions that are asked are often incidental and arise from the 
normal social interaction of the group in which the participant observer finds a 
role. More artdicial, because more contrived, is the unstructured interview in 
which a naturalistic conversation is recorded in full (or nearly so) for later analy- 
sis The interviewer cannot hope, in this method of asking questions, to merge 
with the scenery and to be as unobtrusive as the naturalistic form of asking ques- 
tions demands. Some explanation of the interviewer's purposes and needs is 
required and a degree of procedural reactivity is necessarily introduced because 
people, in everyday Me, do not submit to an interview at length, except on well- 
defined occasions such as job interviews 

However, the unstructured interview typically involves far less procedural reac- 
tivity than the standardized format of the interview schedule or the questionnaire, 
it appears to be more naturalistic, and it is so because the questions asked and the 
order in which they are asked flow from the respondent's replies rather than being 
entirely imposed by the interviewer's pre-determined list of questions It must be 
said, however, that interviews in the ethnographic style are diverse and a single 
prescription for the ideal unstructured interview would give the false impression 
of a single interviewing method in ethnographic research, however, very directive 
forms of interviewing in which the interviewer openly controls the interview and 
uses standardized questions, are rarely used and then only to probe the 'fronts' 
which members of the group may have put up 

4.2 UNSTRUCTURED METHODS O F  INTERVIEWING: A 
RESEARCH EXAMPLE 

The example is taken from some research which I am currently undertaking It is 
a study of a sample of 40 people who were in long-term residential care in the 
1940s and 1950s. I was particularly concerned to understand the informants' own 
interpretations of their experience, including the transition which they made from 
the Home to the world of work and of independent living. 

I used three waves of interviews for each informant: firstly, one which presented 
myself and my research aims and sought to gain their co-operation in a data- 
collection process which demanded a considerable period of their time Because 
the topics to be covered were sensitive and likely to touch on difficult periods in 
their lives, it was important to establish a climate of trust, particularly concerning 
whether their current partner was to know of their background. This preliminary 
interview was not tape recorded (which would, I judged, have seemed excessively 
formal to my informants) but I took brief contemporaneous notes and wrote up 
more detailed notes immediately after each interview had finished (when I was 
alone). These notes were used in conjunction with my theoretical objectives for 
the research to prepare a list of relevant topics (or interview guide) which could 
be tailored to the specific experiences of each informant. This formed the struc- 
ture for the second interview (which was tape recorded) and which the informant 
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believed to be the actual beginning of the research. The third interview was, 
again, unstructured but designed to elaborate topics and interpretations which 
were gained in the second interview All interviews took place in the respondent's 
home and were naturalistic in style. The first interviews were ones in which I 
presented myself and explained my purpose; they also allowed me to gain a 
knowledge of the respondents' current position in respect of work, family relation- 
ships, and evaluations of their experience in the Home. The notes which I took 
from the first interview gave me a list of topics for the second interview, but tail- 
ored in language to the lived experience of the respondent 

Some of the topics I listed for Interview 2 (before tailoring to each individual in 
the light of Interview 1) were as follows, in the order which I would have pre- 
ferred, although the order had to be modified according to the respondent 

What are you doing for a living now? (Subsidiary topics/questions, to 
trace work and post-compulsory school histories ) 

How many children do you have, their agedgenders? (Subsidiary top- 
ics/questions, to explore aspirations for their own children and begin 
to probe indirectly into marital histories and stability of family relation- 
ships.) 

Do you still keep in touch with Sister L. or Sister F. - the staff who 
had been responsible for the group, both still alive? (Subsidiary topics/ 
questions, exploring the nature of their relationship with the mother- 
substitutes and inviting comparison with their natural parents.) 

Where did you go when you first left the Home? Were you appren- 
ticed? Where were you living? (Subsidiary topics/questions, to explore 
the transition from institution to independence and begin to probe 
early coping strategies and continuing dependence on the Home.) 

Very sensitive topics were left towards the end of the interview, if I could do so, 
particularly questions on the circumstances in which the informant came to be 
taken into residential care, including child-abuse (sexual or violent or both), 
illegitimacy, family break-down, etc 

Note that I have listed topics rather than actual questions Specific questions to 
each informant were phrased naturally, taking into account what they had already 
told me in Interview 1 and the flow of information during Interview 2 Nothing 
sounds more stilted or artificial than asking a set question regardless of what has 
gone before. The naturalism of unstructured interviewing requires the illusion that 
the interview is a 'conversation' rather than a formal interview between researcher 
and subject: one in which the informant can initiate questions and elaborate 
answers (without prompt~ng) just as much as the interviewer 

Note also that my structure was a list of topics which I wanted to cover, not a list 
of questions in a set order During the interviews, the informant, who is 
encouraged to speak as freely as possible, is never obviously redirected if she or 
he veers off onto another topic than the one which the interviewer has succeeded 
in introducing. The connections between events which the informant makes have 
to be understood by the researcher in their natural context Apparently discon- 
nected recollections in interviews can be especially revealing of what the inform- 
ant holds to be significant to them. 

Let me illustrate most of these general points with an extract from one of my 
Interview 2 transcripts from the Experience of Residential Care Study. Some back- 
ground information is necessary to understand the exchanges between the inform- 
ant, P., and the researcher (me - M W.) 

This is a study of children (now adults) who experienced a long period of resi- 
dential care in the 1940s and 1950s They were a group in the care of a large 
voluntary children's home, founded in the 1860s, which, in the 1940s and 1950s, 
believed in long-stay residential care (the situation has now changed). The group 
which I studied were members of two 'family groups' each in the care of a Sister 



UNIT I I ASKING QUESTIONS 

(Sister L. and Sister F.) both of whom are still alive, but retired. All of the group 
left the Home between 1954 and 1959. I was one of them. 

Follow-up studies of children who have been in care suffer from an extremely 
poor response rate. Social workers who select a random sample from Local Auth- 
ority lists typically get a response rate of 5 per cent, with all the unrepresentative- 
ness that such a low figure implies. In addition, the fact that former inmates of 
residential homes are approached by a social worker risks a personal reactivity 
which my study avoids My informants trusted me as one of them, even so there 
was personal reactivity, but of a different kind 

The following extract is from an interview (second wave) with P ,  now aged 54. 
He works as an engineer in the computer industry, has two grown-up children, 
and has been married for 25 years to a former Sister (i e an ex-staff member) of 
the Home This is an extract from a sensitive part of the interview: 

M W  What happened to D. [his brother, 2 years younger]? 

P He's a bloody alcoholic, hides a bottle of rum under a bush whenever 
we go and see him Christ, he's been in and out of work for ages and 
lives in a . . . room m London which is a complete tip and his woman 
left him I'm not . . . surprised how did she put up with him for so 
long? My Dad's to blame drank like a . . . fish, never saw anybody 
in the Navy do it like that and they could . drink all that ... free 
rum, and all that. 

M W  Yeah, never knew anything about your Father tell me about him and 
your Mum 

p .  Yeah, didn't know anything about yours either we never talked about 
it did we? (M.W. Right.) Mine split up when I was seven, that's when 
we were at Doddington remember that you was a right little . . . ? You 
were great mates with D. though, you two were always together until 
we smashed the place up Christ you couldn't half throw a brick 
(M W an old saucepan and so could you, and eggs as well! - 
[laughter]) and when they sent us to [another branch of the Homel 
you two got split up didn't you? After . . [the Governor] caned us in 
front of everyone else, when we got there, bastard' Remember the 
baths we had to take afterwards, bloody glass in them too? 

MW Yeah never forgot it, but [Governor] is dead now did you know? (P.: 
Yeah, good job.) They put us in [different houses] but we still saw a 
lot of each other. He didn't like [an area of north London1 where they 
put him in digs did he? 

P He . . . hated it! The job [in a bakery] and the landlady who was a 
right cow and wouldn't let him have any visitors we had to meet in 
the caff. My Dad went to see him once only time he did and she 
turned him away wouldn't even tell D. he'd been there. 

M W  Did your Mum keep in touch? 

P No never saw her after we went to Doddington, she took up with 
another man but I never saw him didn't want to know about us I 
suppose, starting again with another man - had more kids too but 
I've never seen them. 

M W  Where is she now, do you know? 

P Don't know and I don't want to know after all this time. 

M W  Why do you think D turned into an alkie, you didn't? 

P Family I think what with my Dad I don't know about my Mother ahd 
D. had a bad time when he first left [the Homel and never got sorted 
out . . . different women and he spent a lot of time then with H. [later 
convicted of murder and sentenced to llfe imprisonment] you remem- 
ber him you three were always together he drank a lot and D. caught 
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it from him I think but I don't really know. He's weak he always was 
you led him around by the nose and H. too so I suppose he got into 
the wrong lot and drank too much 

(Wilson, work in progress) 

The shared references to mutual experiences between P and me need to be taken 
into account when assessing the impact that I had on the information collected. 
There are frequent references to people and events which we had both known 
and this gave the interview a more natural feel. It is similar in some ways to the 
sorts of interviews which might arise in a study using overt participant observation 
following a period in the field studying the group - that is, where there is a 
sense of the observer belonging to the group and being accepted as a member In 
this case, my role is perhaps less marginal than it is for most participant observers 
On the other hand there is reaction, by P., to me as an individual with his memor- 
ies of me as a boy, what I had been like, and my part in his brother's alcoholism. 
This is personal reactivity, which is an issue in any method of interviewing. One 
must ask how such reactivity may have biased the responses obtained 

4.3 INTERVIEWER CONTROL IN UNSTRUCTURED 
INTERVIEWS 

ACTIVITY 6 U 
Look back over the last section. What elements of structure - of control by the inter- 
viewer of the flow and direction of the conversation - do you detect? 

Notice how, in the extract above, I replied (naturally) to the specific yet partly 
rhetorical questions which P asked (e g. 'Remember the baths 7') but turned 
the interview back to the issues which I wanted to explore Thus I remained in 
control of the interview, appeared to be non-directive, and preserved the natural- 
ism of this method of interviewing. 

However, a full transcript would show that I had not fully followed the rules of 
'turn-taking' and of conversation between equals that real conversations have (see, 
e g Garfinkel, 1967). Although I spoke less than P., I nearly always moved the 
interview on towards topics and issues which were on my agenda rather than P 'S 
In other words, I took control and imposed my structure or agenda on to P and 
still maintained an essential rapport with him. 

This research example is, perhaps, unusual in that, even though a research inter- 
viewer, I had a natural role in the conversation - as one of the original group If 
the aim of finding an acceptable role without a background of shared participation 
is to succeed, some role for the interviewer must be found which is accepted by 
the informant. Yet, at the same time, the interviewer must remain detached in 
order to structure the interview according to his or her research interests. The 
need to engage with the informant yet remain detached is a difficulty of natural- 
istic methods of investigation It is most obvious in participant observation studies 
where finding a role to play is the first concern of researchers. Lacey (1979) was a 
teacher at a northern grammar school when he undertook his study of the under- 
achievement of working-class boys in grammar schools, and although his role 
seemed natural and blended into the scenery of the school he reports the strains 
between being perceived as a teacher, who was interested in matters not normally 
discussed by either teachers or pupils, and the need to remain detached, even 
though the headmaster knew he was a researcher. 

So it is with one-to-one interviews where the interviewer always has a role in the 
eyes of the informant, yet it must be a role which allows the informant to think 
that he or she has been listened to carefully and understood Nevertheless, it is the 
interviewer who structures the interview even though he or she may do less talk- 
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ing than the informant. It is the interviewer who changes the subject, asks clarify- 
ing questions, who refers back to something said earlier, and who finally, ends the 
interview Thus, although the unstructured interview may appear just that, it still 
contains a structure largely dictated by the researcher rather than by the informant. 
The opposition between structured and unstructured methods of data collection is 
in many ways a false one; all are structured, but in different ways. The best one 
can say is that there are degrees of structure in all methods of asking questions. 

Now look agaln at the extract In the Video-cassette entltled 'A relatively unstructured 
~nterv~ew' Make notes on the following polnts and compare your answers to  mine. 

I What examples can you find of the ~nterv~ewer's 'dlrect~on' of  the ~ntervlew, I.e. how 
does she Impose her agenda o f  mterest on the respondent? 

2 How does the ~nterv~ewer maintam rapport? What examples can you find of non- 
judgemental prompting? 

3 What examples of poor lntervlewlng pract~ce are there In th~s extract? 

4 What are the main contrasts between thls extract and the 'Relat~vely structured 
~nterv~ew' from Act~vlty 5? 

My answers are at the end of th~s un~t. 

5 CONCLUSION: VALIDITY 
AND DEGREES OF 
STRUCTURING 
It is important to define at the outset what the ideal researcher's objectives should 
be when assessing and evaluating published research I shall follow Martyn Ham- 
mersley (in Block 1) in adopting a realist position on the nature of validity That 
is, there exist phenomena (such as beliefs, opinions, facts) independent of the 
observer, which the researcher is endeavouring to collect, and which may be dis- 
torted or biased by poor techniques, the phenomena may be misrepresented and 
the accounts given of the respondents' beliefs, attitudes, opinions or factual data 
may be untrue or invalid. However, it would be naive to think that there exists a 
'true' response to any given question, because every reply 1s an artefact produced 
by the particular interviewer's interaction with a speclfic respondent in a context. 
What can be said is that there is a body of methodological knowledge, built on 
researchers' experiences, which shows how certain biases may be introduced by 
poor techniques. There exists in social research a set of good practices in data 
collection which aims at minimizing bias in the process of collecting data by inter- 
view methods The ideal in using interview methods is to show that the methods 
used would produce similar results from the same sample of respondents if 
repeated by another interviewer using the same methods. This is reliability and is 
an important criterion in assessing and evaluating research products. 

The central problem in data collection in the human sciences is that it usually 
involves personal, social, interaction between the observer and the observed or 
between the interviewer and the respondent Even when postal questionnaires are 
used there is still social interaction The respondent is asked to give time and 
application, usually for little reward except, perhaps, a feeling of satisfaction Will- 
ingness to assist the investigator depends on the context in which the respondent 
is asked to take part. A request to complete a four-page questionnaire which 
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comes from the respondent's family doctor and which is concerned with patients' 
experiences at local hospitals when referred as out-patients is likely to get a better 
response rate than a market research questionnaire posted to a sample of new car 
buyers The patient survey is being conducted in the context of a satisfactory pro- 
vision of medical services to the very respondents who are asked to take part - 
there is the satisfaction of being asked for your opinion in a matter which is of 
great personal concern. The market research questionnaire carries little or no 
sense of reward, it is simply a chore for most respondents, and response rates in 
this sort of research are notoriously low, as I have already mentioned The context 
in which respondents are asked to answer questions does not just affect their will- 
ingness to respond, it also can alter the responses, and so it is an aspect of the 
validity of the data-collection method This is so not just in naturalistic face-to-face 
interviews, in which the way the interview was set up (e.g. what is said about the 
nature of the research, the characteristics of the interviewer, etc.) matters greatly 
because the respondent will react to his or her perceptions of the nature of the 
questions and to the characteristics of the interviewer. It applies equally to stan- 
dardized questionnaires These are conducted in a context too and although, 
apparently, more objective there is still social interaction between the researcher 
and the respondent The latter applies whether or not the questionnaire is self- 
administered or conducted by an interviewer 

Context in data collection is one of the dimensions on which I compared data- 
collection methods in the Introduction to the unit One other analytical dimension 
on which I distinguished different methods of data collection was that of the pro- 
cedures which are used. At one end of a dimension of differences in procedures 
of collecting data lies the standardized, impersonal (apparently) methods of the 
laboratory experiment The experimenter uses a fixed set of instructions for each 
subject and is rarely allowed to vary the wording or to give further information 
even when subjects ask for it Frequently, the experimenter will not know the 
hypothesis which is under investigation All this is to prevent the experimenter 
unwittingly biasing the results by indicating, however subtly, what is the preferred 
response or behaviour (i.e. the one which will confirm the investigator's hypoth- 
esis) On the face of it, this sort of procedure appears objective and scientific - in 
fact it is clearly derived from the experimental procedures of the natural sciences, 
hence it belongs to the posztivistzc school of the philosophy of science and is open 
to the same objections. There is known (through experiments about experiments 
in the social sciences, see Crowle, 1976) to be less objectivity in experimentation 
on human subjects than some of its proponents as 'the scientific method' have 
thought In particular, the subjects may lie to the experimenter. The problem is, as 
Crowle puts it, that ' the human subjects are of the same order of complexity as 
the experimenters', and may detect what the experiment is really about and alter 
their behaviour accordingly or give false responses Subjects may react in 
undesired ways to the rigid procedures of the experiment and the data which is 
gathered may be biased in unknown ways, thus making interpretation of the 
results ambiguous. And by needing to work out in advance the entire procedures 
of the experiment and not being able to change them, this method of data collec- 
tion is inflexible and forecloses the possibility of exploring connections and 
potential analyses which may emerge during the course of the investigation 

It was in reaction to positivistic methods of conducting social research that some 
researchers long ago adopted methods of data collection which are naturalistic in 
their procedures, such as the unstructured interview In Section 4, I showed that 
such methods were not unstructured despite superficial appearances to the con- 
trary. This means that we cannot say that research based on ways of asking ques- 
tions which are relatively unstructured is more valid than research using highly 
structured methods Less structured methods minimize procedural reactivity and 
allow the freer exploration of respondents' meanings and beliefs. They do this at 
the possible expense of reliability - the ability of another researcher to obtain the 
same results using the same methods, something which is stronger in highly struc- 
tured methods However, less structured methods do sometimes have a reflexive 
account of the research in which the investigator reflects on the context and on 
the procedures which were adopted and tries to assess the impact which these 



UNIT I I ASKING QUESTIONS 

might have had on the responses obtained and on the interpretations which are 
placed upon them There is a partial, and implicit, reflexive account in my 
research example in Section 4.2. 

However, procedural reactivity is only one source of bias; there remains personal 
reactivity, i e the effect which a particular researcher's interactions with the 
respondents might have had on the research Personal reactivity is maximal in less 
structured methods and minimal in highly structured ones. In the experiment, the 
behaviour of the experimenter is closely controlled with a view to minimizing the 
impact of her or his persona on the experimental result, the same is attempted in 
highly structured interview studies, through standardization of questions and pro- 
cedures and the standardized training of interviewers. 

Validity, then, is a matter of trade-offs: between procedural and personal reactivity, 
and between reliable and less reliable methods. Whichever method of data collec- 
tion is chosen attention must be paid to the objectives of the research and the 
methods adopted must be evaluated in this light I had, for example, considered 
using highly structured methods of research for my study of the 40 respondents 
who had been in residential care, but I rejected this because it would be imposs- 
ible to have avoided the personal reactivity which would have followed from my 
knowing them since childhood. More importantly, I wanted their understanding of 
what it was like to be in care, and this would have been impossible without 
employing a method which allowed me to explore their memories using their 
meanings rather than to impose mine from the outset. 
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ANSWERS TO ACTIVITIES 

ACTIVITY 5 

'I'm a student at the Open University . . . ' says the interviewer, asking for help 
on altruistic grounds (I e please help me I am studying for a qualification and 
need your co-operation) She promises confidentiallty very effectively. There is 
no research bargain apart from this. The interviewer says 'say what you really 
think ', that is there are no rlght or wrong answers 

By uslng the prompt 'anything else', which is non-directive (good practice), 
when the respondent's first reply is 'people who work for a living'. 

By saying 'you can say you don't know'. Bad practice would have been to 
insist on the respondent's choosing one of the two statements, whatever their 
reluctance to do so As it was, a substantive reply was obtained without press- 
ure 

Examples of good interviewer practice in this extract include the ways in 
which the interviewer dealt with the prompts in answers 2 and 3 above Other 
examples could include 'four to five social classes ... OK' which does not 
make the respondent feel that her reply is inadequate, even though it is dlffi- 
cult to code in the questionnaire used and might have proved irksome to 
some interviewers Further, the promise of confidentiallty was given with suf- 
ficient detail to be convincing, and in so doing the Interviewer gave the 
impression of being very 'ordinary', so lessening any social distance between 
the respondent and the interviewer. This tends to encourage the expression of 
true opinions, rather than trying to impress the interviewer or what the 
respondent ascribes as opinions to the interviewer on the basis of her percep- 
tions. 

Two examples of poor interviewer practice were noticeable to me At the 
beginning, there are vague references to the physical length of the question- 
nalre and it IS shown to the respondent. It is much better to say something 
like 'This will only take about half-an-hour of your time'. The other example 
is when the interviewer says 'I haven't got a category for it!' The respondent 
should not be told that, no matter how extended their answer, lt is to be 
reduced summarily to a pre-determined category This can alienate many 
respondents and jeopardise the interview and the responses made 

There is a reluctance on the part of the respondent to use the conventional 
language of social classes Notice how she temporized in her answer to 'What 
sort of people are working class?' And when shown two statements on a show 
card defining different images of the soclal structure (the 'football team' image 
on the one hand and the 'opposite sides' image on the other) she is reluctant 
to choose either one; when she finally does so, she adds 'this is the idealistic 
way'. In her answer to the first question 'Do you see yourself as belonging to 
a particular group in soclety7' she identifies herself as a woman rather than as 
a member of any other sort of group, including a social class. Social class 
does not seem very salient to this respondent as a way of classifying people 
or behaviours, but when her responses have been coded and added to the 
many others in this survey this point will have disappeared from view 

ACTIVIN 7 

1 The interview starts with a specific question to the respondent, thus starting 
the data-collection process. The frequency of questions is much greater at the 
beginning of the interview as the interviewer tries to focus on the issues rel- 
evant to her research - all this directs the interview process Later, there is a 
clear example of moving the agenda along when the interviewer asks, 'Did 
you stay in secretarial work?' 
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The extract shows a great deal of smiling and nodding by the interviewer, all 
of it useful for encouraging rapport and a sense of sympathetic understanding 
for the respondent At the point when it is revealed that Michele has been 
married three times, widowed once with young children, and divorced once, 
the interviewer (wishing to probe these events further) says, 'Lot of events 
compressed in a short time . . . ?' which is ideally non-directive. The eliciting of 
Michele's educational aspirations (and their frustration) is completed with a 
number of good non-directive prompts. 

The start of the interview, where the interviewer is explaining the purpose of 
the meeting and putting the respondent at her ease, is not well handled The 
request to tape record is clumsy, the phrases 'as much as you need to know' 
and 'what do you think you're doing here?' could have been resented by 
some respondents One question is put in a very directive way: 'Did you have 
any money problems - expect you would?' This is partly understandable, 
although still bad practice, because the catalogue of woe which the respon- 
dent narrates would normally call for expressions of sympathy from a listener, 
and as the unit argues, an unstructured interview does follow the rules of 
natural conversation 

The main contrast for me between the two interviews is the differences in 
Michele's view of social class which emerge In the structured interview she is 
reluctant to use the conventional language of social class differences or to see 
significant class structuring of society In the unstructured interview she 
explains her father's professional background, the milieu in which she was 
brought up, and the fact that her first two husbands were professional men 
(notice how she insists on 'professional' engineer for her second husband) 
Her early world was clearly divided between professional people and others 
Her third marriage to a carpenter is probed by the interviewer and Michele 
emphasizes how he is self-employed (l e of a higher class status than as an 
employed manual worker) under the interviewer's encouragement. The 
respondent also recounts her educational and career ambitions both in the 
past (frustrated) and in the future Thus from the unstructured interview I get 
a clear impression of someone to whom professional status is very important. 
This did not emerge at all clearly in the structured interview 
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