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Types of Interviews Table 1
Interviews exist on a spectrum of structure and formality, as detailed by Bryman (2016):
	Type of Interview
	Key Characteristics
	Best Used For
	Limitations

	Standardised (Structured) Interviews
	• Thoroughly scripted
	• Collecting comparable data
	• Limited ability to uncover unexpected insights

	
	• Closed-ended questions
	• Quantitative analysis
	• Assumes universal validity across contexts

	
	• Consistent delivery
	• Large sample sizes
	• Restricts participant expression

	Semi-Structured Interviews
	• Follows an interview guide
	• Most qualitative research
	• Requires interviewer skill

	
	• Mix of planned questions and probes
	• Balancing consistency with exploration
	• More time-consuming than structured

	
	• Flexible delivery
	• Complex topics requiring clarification
	• Can produce large volumes of data

	In-Depth (Unstructured) Interviews
	• Minimal predetermined questions
	• Exploring new or sensitive topics
	• Very time-intensive

	
	• Conversational approach
	• Life histories
	• Requires significant interviewer expertise

	
	• Highly flexible
	• Participant-centred research
	• More difficult to compare across interviews


Qualitative Research Design Framework
Iterative and Interconnected Phases of Qualitative Design
Qualitative research design is not linear but iterative and interconnected, as emphasised by Maxwell (2013). 'Iterative' means that researchers repeatedly revisit and refine each phase as the study progresses, while 'interconnected' indicates that each element of the design influences and is influenced by other elements. Rather than following a fixed sequence, researchers move back and forth between phases, allowing insights from each component to inform others.
As Flick (2018) explains, this cyclical process allows emerging data to reshape research questions, sampling strategies, and even the theoretical framework. For example, early interviews may reveal unexpected themes that prompt refinement of subsequent interview questions or suggest new theoretical perspectives to explore.
The interconnected phases include:
1. Developing Study Goals and Rationale
· Personal, practical, and intellectual goals (Maxwell, 2013)
· Articulate what you hope to accomplish and understand
· Identify intended audiences and contributions to field(s)
2. Formulating Research Questions
· Specific to context
· Focus on individuals' perspectives and experiences
· Avoid questions with embedded assumptions or judgments
3. Developing Theoretical Frameworks
· Situate study within existing literature and ongoing conversations
· Identify key theories, works, and theorists related to your topic
· Make cogent arguments about how your study is framed
4. Determining Appropriate Methods
· Select and sequence data collection methods
· Consider permissions, data storage, and recording techniques
5. Site and Participant Selection (Sampling)
· Purposeful selection based on research goals
· Clear rationale for inclusion criteria
· Sample size determined by research questions and available resources
6. Piloting and Refining Methods
· Test instruments to improve quality
· Practice interview techniques
· Analyse pilot data to refine approach
Types of Qualitative Research Table 2
	Research Type
	Primary Purpose
	When to Use
	Example Questions
	Business/Management Example

	Exploratory Research
	To investigate unknown areas, generate insights, identify patterns, develop theories
	When little is known about the phenomenon under study
	"What are the key challenges you face?"
	A study exploring how middle managers are adapting to remote team leadership during significant organisational change

	
	
	
	"How would you describe this emerging process?"
	

	Descriptive Research
	To provide detailed accounts of phenomena, contexts, or experiences
	When aiming to accurately capture the nature or characteristics of the subject
	"Can you describe in detail how decisions are made?"
	A study describing the communication processes within cross-functional project teams in multinational corporations

	
	
	
	"What steps are involved in this process?"
	

	Explanatory Research
	To explain relationships, patterns, or processes; focus on why and how
	When seeking to understand relationships between variables or concepts
	"What factors influence your approach?"
	A study examining how leadership styles influence employee motivation and performance in retail settings

	
	
	
	"How does X affect Y in your experience?"
	

	Evaluative Research
	To assess effectiveness, implementation, or outcomes of programmes or interventions
	When determining the success or impact of initiatives
	"How effective has this programme been?"
	A study evaluating the effectiveness of a new performance management system in improving productivity and employee satisfaction

	
	
	
	"What aspects work well and what needs improvement?"
	


Designing Effective Interview Guides
Key Principles for Question Development
1. Start with Easy, Comfortable Questions
· Begin with demographic or factual questions
· Build rapport before moving to more complex or sensitive topics
2. Use Open-Ended Questions
· Allow participants to supply their own answers
· Encourage elaboration and storytelling
· Example: "Tell me about your experience with..." rather than "Did you like..."
3. Create Logical Question Flow
· Group related topics together
· Move from general to specific
· End with summative questions
4. Use Probes Effectively
· "Can you tell me more about that?"
· "You mentioned _______, in what ways?"
· "What was that experience like for you?"
· "Could you give me an example of that?"
Common Pitfalls to Avoid Table 3
	Pitfall
	Description
	Business/Management Example
	Better Alternative

	Starting with difficult or sensitive questions
	Beginning with challenging topics before establishing rapport
	Beginning an interview with a senior executive by asking directly about recent corporate failures
	Start with professional background questions, then gradually approach sensitive topics

	Creating an interrogation-like atmosphere
	Rapid-fire questioning that feels like an audit
	Aggressive questioning about management decisions without allowing time for reflection
	Use a conversational tone, allow pauses, and show genuine interest in responses

	Using "why" questions
	Questions that can make participants feel judged or defensive
	"Why did you implement that strategy?"
	"How did you decide on that strategic approach?"

	Leading or loaded questions
	Questions that suggest a preferred answer
	"Don't you think the new organisational structure has damaged team cohesion?"
	"How has the new organisational structure affected team dynamics?"

	Double-barrelled questions
	Questions that ask two things at once, causing confusion
	"How has the merger affected company culture and your department's performance?"
	Separate into two questions: one about culture, another about performance

	Closed-ended questions
	Questions that limit responses to yes/no or simple answers
	"Do you enjoy leading remote teams?"
	"How would you describe your experience of leading remote teams?"


Sample Interview Guide Structure
Opening
· Welcome and introductions
· Review of study purpose and interview process
· Confirmation of informed consent
· Permission to record
· Any questions before beginning
Rapport Building
· Simple demographic/factual questions
· "How long have you been in your current role?"
· "Could you briefly outline your career journey in this industry?"
Core Content
· Main research questions arranged in logical sequence
· "Could you describe your experiences with implementing strategic change in your organisation?"
· "How do you approach decision-making when faced with competing stakeholder interests?"
Probing Areas
· Follow-up questions for deeper exploration
· Questions related to emerging themes
· Space for participant-directed topics
Closing
· "Is there anything that I haven't asked you about that I should have?"
· "Is there anything else you'd like to share about this topic?"
· Thanks and next steps information
Conducting Effective Interviews Table 4
	Phase
	Key Actions
	Purpose
	Business/Management Considerations

	Before the Interview
	• Test recording equipment
	• Ensure technical readiness
	• For executive interviews, research company performance

	
	• Prepare materials and interview guide
	• Demonstrate professionalism
	• Understand industry-specific terminology

	
	• Review participant background
	• Build background knowledge
	• Consider the participant's position and time constraints

	
	• Arrive early/log in early for online interviews
	• Create optimal interview conditions
	

	
	• Prepare a quiet, private environment
	
	

	
	• Review organisational context
	
	

	During the Interview
	• Establish rapport
	• Create comfortable atmosphere
	• Adapt to organisational culture

	
	• Listen actively
	• Gather rich, detailed data
	• Manage time effectively for busy professionals

	
	• Allow silences for reflection
	• Show respect for participant expertise
	• Be mindful of corporate sensitivities

	
	• Take brief notes
	• Capture emerging themes
	• Navigate organisational politics

	
	• Be flexible with the guide
	• Adapt to unexpected insights
	

	
	• Observe non-verbal communication
	
	

	
	• Maintain professional boundaries
	
	

	After the Interview
	• Thank the participant
	• Maintain professional relationship
	• Maintain confidentiality of sensitive business information

	
	• Allow time for informal discussion
	• Capture additional insights
	• Consider impact on professional networks

	
	• Explain follow-up procedures
	• Document contextual information
	• Manage data securely per organisational requirements

	
	• Send a thank-you note/email
	• Process data promptly
	

	
	• Write field notes immediately
	
	

	
	• Begin transcription
	
	

	
	• Reflect on technique
	
	


Transcription and Data Management
Transcription Approaches
· Verbatim transcription (including all utterances, pauses, etc.)
· Clean verbatim (removing fillers like "um" and false starts)
· Selective transcription (only portions relevant to research questions)
Data Management Best Practices
· Develop a consistent file naming system
· Create secure backups
· Maintain participant confidentiality
· Document contextual information
· Begin preliminary analysis during transcription
Ensuring Validity and Reliability
The Relationship Between Reliability and Validity
In qualitative research methodology, there has been significant debate about the sequence and relationship between reliability and validity. While in quantitative research, reliability (consistency of measurement) typically precedes validity (accuracy of measurement), many qualitative methodologists argue for a different understanding of these concepts.
Lincoln and Guba (1985), who pioneered the trustworthiness framework, suggest that in qualitative inquiry, the quality of the data (validity) is the primary concern, with consistency (reliability) being important but secondary. This is because the context-specific nature of qualitative research means that replicability (a key aspect of reliability) is often not the primary goal.
As Morse (2015) notes, "Without rigor, research is worthless, becomes fiction, and loses its utility." However, the means of establishing this rigor differs from quantitative approaches.
Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research Table 5
Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed four criteria to establish trustworthiness in qualitative research as alternatives to the conventional quantitative concepts of reliability and validity:
	Trustworthiness Criterion
	Definition
	Parallel Quantitative Concept
	Techniques for Ensuring
	Business/Management Example

	Credibility
	Confidence in the 'truth' of the findings
	Internal validity
	• Prolonged engagement in the field
	In a study of corporate culture, a researcher interviews employees across different departments, observes team meetings, and analyses company documents to triangulate findings

	
	
	
	• Persistent observation
	

	
	
	
	• Triangulation of data sources
	

	
	
	
	• Peer debriefing
	

	
	
	
	• Member checking (participant verification)
	

	Transferability
	Extent to which findings can be applied to other contexts
	External validity
	• Thick description of context, participants, and methods
	A researcher studying leadership practices in a technology startup provides detailed descriptions of the organisational context, size, industry position, and growth stage to help readers determine relevance to other settings

	
	
	
	• Purposive sampling strategies
	

	
	
	
	• Detailed contextual information
	

	Dependability
	Showing that findings are consistent and could be repeated
	Reliability
	• Audit trails of all methodological decisions
	When studying decision-making processes, a researcher creates detailed records of interview protocols, sampling decisions, and analytical procedures, allowing others to understand how conclusions were reached

	
	
	
	• Documenting changes to the research design
	

	
	
	
	• Consistent interview procedures
	

	
	
	
	• Process documentation
	

	Confirmability
	Degree to which findings are determined by respondents and not by researcher bias
	Objectivity
	• Reflexivity (researcher self-examination)
	A researcher studying workplace diversity acknowledges their own cultural background and potential biases, documenting how these were addressed during data collection and analysis

	
	
	
	• Audit trails of analytical decisions
	

	
	
	
	• Documentation of researcher positionality
	

	
	
	
	• Multiple coders/analysts
	


Innovation in Interviewing
Alternative Interview Approaches Table 6
	Approach
	Description
	Advantages
	Challenges
	Business/Management Applications

	Email/Written Interviews
	Participants respond to questions in writing, often asynchronously
	• Allows for reflective responses
	• Lacks spontaneity
	• Interviewing busy executives

	
	
	• Eliminates transcription needs
	• Missing non-verbal cues
	• Cross-border research

	
	
	• Accommodates different time zones
	• May receive brief responses
	• Sensitive corporate topics where reflection is valuable

	
	
	• Creates ready-to-analyse text
	• Delayed follow-up
	

	Virtual Interviews
	Conducted via video conferencing platforms
	• Global reach
	• Technical difficulties
	• Multinational organisation research

	
	
	• Convenience
	• Rapport challenges
	• Remote worker experiences

	
	
	• Can record easily
	• Privacy concerns
	• Cross-cultural management studies

	
	
	• Partial access to non-verbal cues
	• Digital divide issues
	

	Walking Interviews
	Conversations conducted while moving through relevant spaces
	• Contextual stimulation
	• Recording challenges
	• Workplace layout studies

	
	
	• More informal atmosphere
	• Limited to mobile participants
	• Retail environment research

	
	
	• Environment triggers memories
	• Environmental distractions
	• Factory/operations research

	
	
	• Observational data
	
	• Organisational space utilisation

	Photo-Elicitation Interviews
	Using images to stimulate discussion
	• Accesses different types of knowledge
	• Requires preparation
	• Organisational culture studies

	
	
	• Bridges communication gaps
	• Photo selection biases
	• Brand perception research

	
	
	• Evokes deeper responses
	• Ethical considerations
	• Workplace design feedback

	
	
	• Participant-centred
	• Additional consent needs
	• Marketing materials development


Ethical Considerations
· Informed consent processes
· Privacy and confidentiality
· Managing sensitive topics and emotional responses
· Power dynamics in the interview relationship
· Data storage and protection
· Representation of participants' voices
Reflection Questions for Researchers
1. How would you establish yourself as a professional in an interview setting?
2. How might your approach differ when interviewing people of different ages, backgrounds, or positions?
3. What strategies will you use to ensure participants feel comfortable sharing their experiences?
4. How will you address potential bias in your interviewing approach?
5. What accommodations might be necessary for different participant groups?
Sample Interview Questions by Research Type Table 7 
	Research Type
	Research Objective
	Sample Interview Questions

	Exploratory Research
	Understanding new phenomena, generating insights
	• "What has been your experience of implementing agile methodologies in your traditionally structured organisation?"

	
	
	• "How would you describe the emerging challenges for middle managers in hybrid working environments?"

	
	
	• "What key issues do you face regarding succession planning in your family business?"

	
	
	• "In what ways have digital transformation initiatives affected your role?"

	Descriptive Research
	Documenting processes, experiences, structures
	• "Can you walk me through a typical decision-making process for major investments in your organisation?"

	
	
	• "What activities are involved in onboarding new team members in your department?"

	
	
	• "How do you currently approach conflict resolution between cross-functional teams?"

	
	
	• "Could you describe the communication channels between headquarters and regional offices?"

	Explanatory Research
	Understanding relationships, influences, causes
	• "What factors influence your decisions about resource allocation during periods of uncertainty?"

	
	
	• "How does your leadership style affect your team's approach to innovation?"

	
	
	• "What connections do you see between your organisation's reward systems and employee retention?"

	
	
	• "How do market conditions shape your strategic planning process?"

	Evaluative Research
	Assessing effectiveness, value, impact
	• "How effective do you find the new performance management system in supporting your development goals?"

	
	
	• "What changes would you recommend to improve knowledge sharing across departments?"

	
	
	• "What aspects of the recent organisational restructuring have worked well, and what hasn't worked regarding team collaboration?"

	
	
	• "To what extent has the mentoring programme achieved its intended outcomes?"
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