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Il ABSTRACT

Context: this paper explores different ways of using qualitative approach
interviews, based on the assumption that the interview is not exclusively
subjective or objective, but intersubjective, allowing participants
to discuss and express their interpretations about the social world.
Objective: the aim is to guide the use of the interview, step by step, in
research in administration and related areas, offering a simplified guide to
assist beginning and experienced researchers. Method: due to its objective,
this tutorial article is descriptive and explanatory, interdisciplinary and
supported by bibliographic sources. Results: theoretical considerations
about the interview are made, conceptualizing essential aspects related
to its structuring, development and evaluation. Also listed are the factors
resulting from the intersubjectivity inherent in the act of researching, such
as the potential types of interview, the dimensions of the preparation, the
different possibilities of asking, the questions about the conduct of the
meeting, the dimensions related to the analytical work, among others.
Conclusion: as an outcome, it is suggested that the interviewer observe the
asymmetry of the relationship with the interviewee, the inevitable presence
of biases and distortions, and the rigor in planning the investigation.

Keywords: research methods for administration; qualitative approach;
interview; step-by-step application.
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Bl RESUMO

Contexto: este artigo explora diferentes formas de utilizagio de entrevistas
com abordagem qualitativa, partindo da premissa de que a entrevista ndo
¢ exclusivamente subjetiva ou objetiva, mas intersubjetiva, permitindo aos
participantes discutir e expressar suas interpretagoes sobre o mundo social.
Objetivo: busca-se orientar a aplicagio da entrevista, passo a passo, em
pesquisas em administragdo e dreas afins, oferecendo um guia simplificado
para auxiliar pesquisadores iniciantes e experientes. Método: em razio do
seu objetivo, este artigo-tutorial ¢ descritivo e explicativo, interdisciplinar
e subsidiado por fontes bibliogrificas. Resultados: sio feitas consideragoes
tedricas sobre a entrevista, conceituando aspectos essenciais, relacionados a
estruturagio, desenvolvimento e avaliagio. Também sio elencados fatores
decorrentes da intersubjetividade inerente ao ato de pesquisar, tais como
os tipos potenciais de entrevista, as dimensées da preparagio, as diferentes
possibilidades de perguntar, as questoes sobre a condugdo do encontro, as
dimensoées inerentes ao trabalho analitico, entre outros. Conclusiao: como
desfecho, sugere-se que o entrevistador observe a assimetria da relagio
com o entrevistado, a presenca inevitdvel de vieses e distor¢es e o rigor no
planejamento da investigacio.

Palavras-chave: métodos de pesquisa em administragdo; abordagem
qualitativa; entrevista; aplicagdo passo a passo.
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The qualitative approach interview in Administration: A guide for researchers

C. Cheron, J. Salvagni, R. K. Colomby

INTRODUCTION

Although the research tradition in the administration
area has favored studies with a quantitative approach, the
relevance of qualitative research has been evidenced as the
focus of interest moves from the search for maximizing
efficiency to the human and socio-historical dimension of
organizations (Lanka, Lanka, Rostron, & Singh, 2021). In
the same sense, the limitations of the quantitative approach
to capture the complexity existing in organizations were
recognized, in order to align the field with the epistemic
turns driven by the 20® century (Rodrigues, Neves, &
Anjos, 2016). In this context, this article is part of the
proposal to discuss qualitative research in administration,
with the objective of structuring a step-by-step guide to
researchers, especially those not yet familiarized with the
use of interviews according to this approach, as a data
production method.

Composed of a varied set of resources, instruments,
and techniques, it is recommended to conduct the interview
in the context of applied social research, understanding
that the participants actively contribute to the achievement
of the intended objectives. However, there are “problems
involving the researcher’s own interaction with the one who
studies” (Becker, 1993, p. 27), hence the constant need for
analytical exercise of methods.

The interview, in administration as well as in
other fields of applied social sciences and humanities, in
general, does not have exclusively subjective or objective
characteristics, but it is intersubjective, allowing participants
— whether they are interviewers or interviewees — to
discuss their interpretations of the world and express how
they perceive situations according to their singularities. The
perspective advocated in this article is that the interview
consists of dynamic ‘inter-views, that is, an exchange of
views of two or more people on a topic for which they

share some interest (Kvale, 1996). Thus, the interview is
understood as a dynamic and relational technique.

The interaction between interviewer and interviewee
is central to the production of knowledge, in close connection
with the circumstances inherent to each of them. The use of
the interview marks a reframing effort by those involved in
the research process, ceasing to be perceived as mere sources
of information. Therefore, the production of knowledge is a
construction in which all participants operate and the data,
instead of simply being collected, are co-produced.

The interview is a versatile tool for data production,
allowing the use of multisensory channels: verbal, non-
verbal, speech, and listening. It can be structured, without
removing space for spontaneity, and the researcher can
conduct the process both to obtain more information on
the question investigated and to deepen more complex or
important content. It is, therefore, a valuable instrument
for the construction of knowledge. However, like all
research methods, the interview also has weaknesses and
contraindications, which the researcher must be aware
of and for which he must prepare himself: potential high
financial cost, delay in the data production stage, subjection
to bias of the researcher himself, low receptivity or low
responsiveness of the interviewees, among other issues that
will be addressed throughout this article.

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS ABOUT
THE INTERVIEW

As defined by Kvale (1996), the interview “is a
construction site for knowledge. An interview is literally an
inter-view, an inter-change of views between two persons
conversing about a theme of mutual interest” (Kvale, 1996,
p. 14). From this notion, three aspects are highlighted, in
Figure 1, to think of the qualitative approach interview as a
research method in administration.

Intersubjectivity —

Interchange

— Knowledge building

Overcoming the rigid
attribution of research subject

Result of the active involvement
of the interviewer and the
interviewee in the production,

roles to the interviewer and
research object to the
interviewee.

Interaction of subjects for
data production, in a direct
relationship.

interpretation, and analysis of data
related to the theme developed in
the research.

Figure 1. Essential aspects of the qualitative approach interview as a research method in administration.

Source: Author’s own elaboration.
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When emphasizing intersubjectivity as one of its
essential aspects, a perspective is adopted according to
which the interview inevitably presents biases, due to the
active participation of the interviewer and the interviewee,
subjects of the production, interpretation, and analysis of
the data. Intersubjectivity leads the researcher to take into
account the varied range of motivations and non-rational
factors that govern human behavior, such as emotions,
unconscious needs, and interpersonal influences, present
in many circumstances of conviviality. However, although
the scientific construction presupposes a distortion of
‘reality, given the researcher’s interference, this does not
mean that there must be a distortion of the ‘truth’ (Santos,

1987).

To deal with these factors, what is required are
not mechanisms for eliminating or controlling the biases
inherent in the relationships between the subjects, but
the foundation of a theory of everyday life that considers
intersubjectivity. The subjects — interviewer and interviewee
— weave the interview together, in a social encounter that
transcends the mere transfer of information. The validity
and reliability of the information produced at this meeting
depend on the establishment of a careful commitment
between them, considering the epistemological and ethical
aspects associated with the use of qualitative research (Paiva,
Ledo, & Mello, 2011).

For the researcher, this commitment means, among
other relevant items, those indicated in Table 1.

Table 1. Relevant factors for the researcher resulting from intersubjectivity.

Relevant factor Description

Know the subject discussed in the interview well enough to conduct the conversation properly and with

qualified guidance.

Develop methodologically congruent instruments to address the topic in focus.

Proper structuring

Properly use the terminology related to the topic addressed, to be well understood by the participants.

Allow participants to understand the stages at which the interview will take place.

Enable participants to respond in their own way and time.

Be empathetic and sensitive to understand what is expressed by the participants, either verbally or non-

verbally.

Be aware of some interview aspects that may be more meaningful or sensitive to the participants.

Keep the focus on the topic addressed, bringing the conversation back to it whenever necessary.

Appropriate development

Check the reliability, validity, and consistency of the information produced during the conversation,

through questions or strategic interlocutions.

Be able to recap the participants’ previous statements about the topic addressed or pertinent to the
conversation.

Clarify, with the participants, the senses and meanings they mention during the conversation, taking care
not to induce the answers.

Adequate analysis of the information Be aware that the information produced is the result of an intersubjective social interaction, remaining

produced

faithful to the senses and meanings attributed by the participants to their manifestations.

Note. Source: Author’s own elaboration, from Kvale (1996).

Underlining intersubjectivity, Kitwood (1977) states:

However hard the researcher may try to be systematic
and objective, by deciding on this form of research
he has committed himself to a series of interactions
which are subject to many of the constraints of
everyday life. The solution is to have as explicit a
theory as possible to take the various factors into
account. For those who hold this view, there are
not good interviews and bad in the conventional
sense. There are simply social encounters; goodness
and badness are predicates applicable, rather, to the
theories within which the phenomena are explained

(Kitwood, 1977, pp. 168-169).

The uniqueness of social encounters connects the
interview to a direct relationship, in which the interchange
is not restricted to the exchange of information. On the
contrary, it extends to interactions in which the interviewer
and interviewee mutually interfere in their points of view.
The interview is a conversation in which the questions, far
from being neutral, are presented in the cultural repertoires
of all participants, indicating how people understand their
social world and that of others (Kerlinger, 2007).

The interchange provided by the qualitative approach
interview opens for the researcher a wide range of possibilities
to investigate the horizons of the investigated, seeking to
understand their points of view as subjects who experience
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the world in different ways. In Cannell and Kahn’s (1968)
definition, the interview appears as a “conversation initiated
by the interviewer for the specific purpose of obtaining
research-relevant information, and focused by him on
content specified by research objectives” (Cannell & Kahn,
1968, p. 527). The interaction between the themes is direct,
through verbal and non-verbal language.

Widely used in the field of social sciences since the
1980s, the interviews meet the need to employ alternative
research methods to the positivist quantification of surveys,
which reify the subjects, as well as the rough manipulation
of behaviorist experiments. Qualitative interviews contrast
with the alienated relationships between the research
subjects, insofar as the conversation, through which they
develop, suggests mutuality and egalitarianism. However,
the fact that the relationship between the interviewer and
the interviewee is direct and intersubjective does not prevent
it from being asymmetrical or harboring the potential to
manipulate the results (Kvale, 1996).

Often, the qualitative interview has been described
inappropriately as dialogue. According to Kvale (20006), it is
stated that interviews “give voice to the many. For example,
the marginalized, who do not ordinarily participate in public
debates, can in interview studies have their social situations
and their viewpoints communicated to a larger audience”
(Kvale, 20006, p. 481). It is a meeting, a conversation, an
intersubjective and direct exchange. However, the interview
and the dialogue differ substantially, in that the latter
implies “a joint endeavor where egalitarian partners, through
conversation, search for true understanding and knowledge”

(Kvale, 20006, p. 483).

In this sense, the distinction between dialogue and
interview is relevant, especially when the field of work is
qualitative research in management, since the scientificity
criteria inherent to academic research demand respect for
clear methodological procedures, previously defined and
aligned with an established objective. In general, it can be
said that what brings the two terms together is the exchange
between two or more people.

Buber (2001) emphasizes that in the exchange in
the context of human life, ‘I-Thou’ and ‘I-it’ are the basic
words that give meaning, respectively, to the relationship
and to the experience. The interaction refers to a ‘between,
an encounter in which whoever pronounces ‘T is related to
“Thou’ or is linked to ‘it.” The dialogue takes place in the
‘between’ of the ‘I-Thou’ relationship, in an authentic, direct,
immediate encounter, in which the other is recognized and
accepted in its total uniqueness.

The dialogic, for Buber, is a form of inter-human
behavior, an opening ‘between’ people who are necessarily
turned to each other. The author identifies three ways of

perceiving the dialogue: (a) the authentic, “where each of
the participants has in fact the other or the others in mind
in their presence and in their way of being and turns to them
with the intention to establish a living reciprocity between
them and themselves”; (b) the technician, “driven only
by the need for an objective understanding”; and (c) “the
monologue disguised as dialogue,” in which each person
speaks only to himself (Buber, 1982, p. 53-54).

Dialogue differs precisely because it recognizes the
other that transcends intersubjectivity. “More than an
objective understanding of something, intimate knowledge
would be someone’s ‘transjective’ understanding” (Von
Zuben, 2003, p. 11). This transjective understanding,
required by authentic dialogue, is at the heart of the
difference with the interview, in which, objectively, one of
the subjects (interviewer) seeks understanding and the other
(interviewee) provides subsidies for such understanding.
Thinking of the interview as an authentic dialogue gives
the illusion that the interviewer and the interviewee have
converging interests, when, at least initially, the conversation
of both takes place in the interest of the interviewer.

In this light, the interview is a unidirectional
conversation, or, as Buber (1982) classifies, an instrumental
dialogue. To admit this one-sidedness is not to defend
the hierarchy of the encounter between interviewer and
interviewee. However, it is essential to show that the
interchange between subjects, in the interview, involves an
asymmetric relationship, with an unequal distribution of
power, in which the interviewer reserves the monopoly of
interpretation for himself. The conversation is unidirectional
also due to its low: the interviewer asks and the interviewee
answers. If the interviewer subverts this flow, the interview
will no longer be useful for the research purposes. Under
the researcher’s control, an interview can be a form of
manipulation, deliberate or not. Thus, the researcher
must not lose sight of the fact that, if it is possible to
understand the dialogue established with the interviewee
as a conversation, an exchange that involves question and
answer, it is not enough to consider only if the exchange
is taking place, but also the relationships involved (power,
asymmetry, symmetry).

Gaskell (2003) points out that the interview starts
from an experiential world perspective: an unnatural social
construction, made by people in their daily lives, but not
under conditions that they themselves have established.
Thus, the qualitative interview “provides the basic data
for the development of an understanding of the relations
between social actors and their situation” (Gaskell, 2003,
p. 39). In addition to making an important distinction
between individual and group interviews, the author also
emphasizes the importance of preparing the researcher for
the interview. According to him, it is necessary to know
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the theoretical and conceptual references of the interview,
to have beforehand a guiding topic (which is not rigid)
without forgetting to use the social imagination and,
finally, to mount the selection of the interviewees in order
to explore the spectrum of opinions and representations.

To a greater or lesser extent, the conversation is
structured, satisfying the need for planning inherent in the
research design — and this, in itself, already distances the
interview from authentic dialogue, free from domination
and between equal partners. The research project and the
objective interest of the interviewer define the agenda
and govern the conversation: the interviewer must have
scientific competence to plan, define the time, choose
themes and approaches, question, analyze responses, and
disseminate results.

The researcher’s commitment, as previously
mentioned in Table 1, supports the use of qualitative
interviews in research in administration according to
ethical parameters, which must be observed in all stages, as
suggested in the next segment of this paper.

PRACTICAL STRUCTURING OF QUALITATIVE
INTERVIEW IN ADMINISTRATION RESEARCH

Based on the theoretical considerations raised
in the previous segment, we reflected on the practical

circumstances related to the use of qualitative interviews in
administration research. To contribute to the researchers’
work in this field, a simplified guide for the steps involved
in using the interview was elaborated, highlighting its
potentials and vulnerabilities.

However, please note that the guide is a set of
suggestions and not a universal model. It is intended to
draw attention to some important topics to be considered,
without, therefore, offering a standardized model for the
use of this method, which is impossible or, at least, of little
use for research in administration.

Why use the qualitative interview in
administration research?

For the researcher, an interview is a conversation
with the intention of achieving different purposes,
systematized in Figure 2.

The purposes of using the interview derive from
the research objectives, formulated within a theoretical
framework’. The methodology, which includes the methods
and, among them, the interview, places the phenomena
and circumstances of the empirical universe in interface
with the theoretical framework, as shown in Figure 3.

INTERVIEW

Test or formulate
hypotheses that address
the research problem

Compose a complex research
design, articulating or
complementing other methods to topic

Access information that is
directly related to the research

achieve the intended objectives
| Apply — Data
concepts | Explore unexpected
results — Ideas
| | Identify
variables | Validate other methods —| Values
. —| Preference
| Relate Deepen understanding of
variables L responses received | Behaviors
—| Attitudes

Figure 2. Purposes of using the interview in administration, according to the researcher’s perspective.

Source: Author’s own elaboration.
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Research objectives

Empirical Universe

Space-time outline Methods Methodology
Cases
Subjects INTERVIEW

Figure 3. Relationship between theory, empirical universe, and methodology, placing the interview according to the

research objectives.

Source: Author’s own elaboration, from Sautu, Boniolo, Dalle, and Elbert (2005).

The research objectives derive from a given theoretical
perspective and constitute the link between theory and
methodology. Thus, the objectives are fundamental for the
research, and it must necessarily be possible to be achieved
by the methods chosen by the researcher. This leads to
considering, when choosing the interview, the potential
that this method has to achieve the intended purposes, as
well as the inherent vulnerabilities.

What are the kinds of qualitative
interviews most commonly used in
administration research?

In administration, as in other areas of knowledge,
the interview can serve the researcher in several ways, in
close connection with the disciplinary context, the themes
worked on, the theoretical framework, and the empirical
universe. Table 2 emphasizes some of the possible situations
in which the interview is strategically useful for research in
administration.

According to Patton (1980), there are different types
of interviews in qualitative or mixed research approaches
that can bring advantages and disadvantages for the
researcher, as summarized in Table 3.

The differentiation between the types of interviews,
in practice, lies in the greater or lesser degree of structuring

of the questions, which reflects the purposes for which it
is intended and, therefore, the research objectives. It is
important to note that less structuring does not mean
less planning of the interview: all types require researcher
preparation, organization, and programming. The choice
for one oranother type of interview will necessarily be based
on the adoption of a consistent theoretical framework that
supports the construction of the problem and the research
objectives, from which the subjects involved are defined,
which, in turn, requires some knowledge of the empirical
universe.

In addition, it is worth mentioning two other
modalities, although less usual. The first is the narrative
interview, which comprises the act of telling a story:
“a context is given; events are sequential and end at a
certain point; the narration includes a type of the result
evaluation” (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2003, p. 92). The
second is the so-called episodic interview, created to
delimit certain conceptions in concrete terms, in which
the interviewee is encouraged to narrate events, situations,
or episodes in a concrete way, starting from what he
considers relevant (Flick, 2003). With a more objective
character, the technique seeks to “analyze the interviewee’s
daily knowledge on a specific topic or field, in such a way
that it allows comparing the respondents’ knowledge from
different social groups” (Flick, 2003. p. 118).
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Table 2. Possible situations in which the interview is strategically useful for research in administration.

Research subjects What does the researcher seek with the use of the interview? (Examples of possibilities)

Aspects of human and social behavior ~ Understanding knowledge, values, beliefs, or decision-making processes of stakeholders.
Explore the contextual experience, actions, and relationships within the interview process, instead of just
describing behaviors or classifying the subjects.

Social and organizational contexts Understand the scenario of the relationships between the components and members of specific organizations or
groups from the point of view of the interviewee.

Understand specific interactions that involve more than one group.

Understand a trajectory, an event, a specific or emblematic process for the research problem.
Speciﬁc cases, singular orina

comparative perspective Develop a biography, a life history report, or a historical study.

Understand the perceptions of specific individuals.

Reflect on the conditions in which the educational context can be transformed or reformed.

. Check the congruence of a given theory in a changing scenario.

Changes and transformations . . L
Suggest solutions for problems in the administrative field.

Check changes or transformations in a given organizational context, based on actions or interventions.

Note. Source: Author’s own elaboration.

Table 3. Types of interviews according to the questions structure, possibilities of use, requirements for the researcher, potential advantages
and disadvantages.

Unstructured, open, or non-directive interview

— It is a more informal conversation, without a pre-defined question script: the questions are proposed based on the elements that

Features . .
emerged in the conversation.
— When the researcher wants to know more about the investigated topic, without having defined the specific points of the investigation;
— Generally used to describe individual cases, to understand cultural specificities for certain groups and to compare different cases;
— Study strategy aimed at addressing realities not yet explored by the researcher, or offering an approximate view of the researched
Use problem;
— Strategy to deepen unexpected research results;
— It is also used with groups of people who shared a specific experience (such as attending the same meeting, witnessing a certain
occurrence, experiencing a specific event).
— It may requires that the researcher has extensive theoretical knowledge on the research topic, so that, during the conversation, he can
formulate the necessary questions, or identify the topics to be deepened;
— Requires the researcher to have communication skills to stimulate the interviewee’s speech and inspire greater confidence in him
(rapport);
Requirements ~ — It requires the interviewer to actively listen to the interviewee’s speech, identifying information relevant to the investigation objectives,
as well as avoiding deviations in focus that compromise the usefulness of the interview;
— It demands greater care from the researcher in ensuring that the senses and meanings that the interviewee attributes to their testimonies
are respected in the interpretation and analysis of information;
— Requires interview subjects to take the time to engage in a productive conversation.
— Greater flexibility for the interviewer to conduct the interview according to the emerging elements;
— Increases the relevance and pertinence of the questions built during the meeting and emerging from observations;
Advantages — The interview can be personalized, corresponding to individuals and circumstances;
— Makes the interviewee more comfortable, which can allow for more spontaneous (less calculated) responses;
— Greater potential to add knowledge to the researcher.
— Different information collected from different people with different questions results in less systematization, making it difficult to
organize and analyze;
Disadvantages — The fulfillment of the research objectives depends more on the spontaneous appearance of important questions and information;

— More susceptible to research subjects’ bias;
— More time consuming.

Continues
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Table 3. Types of interviews according to the questions structure, possibilities of use, requirements for the researcher, potential advantages
and disadvantages (Continued).

Semi-structured, semi-open, or semi-directive interview

Features

Use

Requirements

Advantages

Disadvantages

— The topics and questions to be addressed are specified in advance, in the form of a script with central questions, based on theories
and hypotheses® related to the research problem, complemented by other questions inherent to the momentary circumstances of the
interview;

— The researcher combines open and closed questions and decides their sequence and convenience during the interview: questions can

be modified, included, or deleted.

— When the researcher wishes to delimit the volume of information produced in the interview, thus obtaining a greater focus on the
topic, intervening to guarantee the achievement of the research objectives;

— When the researcher intends to maximize the understanding about the description of a certain social phenomenon, and asks questions
from a phenomenological theoretical framework;

— When the researcher intends to establish causalities or explanations for social phenomena, and elaborates questions from a historical-
structural (dialectical) theoretical framework.

— In addition to the requirements mentioned for the open interview, the interviewer must be attentive to direct, at the time he deems
appropriate, the discussion to the relevant topics previously defined, or to bring the conversation back to the proposed focus;
— Relative knowledge of the theoretical and empirical universe addressed.

— It allows, at the same time, the interviewee freedom of expression and the maintenance of the focus by the interviewer;
— It allows access to the unobservable, causing the interviewee to reflect, and access to current representations, even of past events;
— Enables unobservable elements to be identified and related to other elements relevant to the research;

— It allows evaluating the coherence or incoherence of the information obtained, performing procedures that increase its validity and
reliability, such as the triangulation of sources?, for example;

— Allows greater systematization of the information produced in relation to the unstructured interview, facilitating its interpretation
and analysis;

— Allows possible gaps to be anticipated and solved.

— Topics relevant to an investigation may be inadvertently omitted;

— The interviewer’s flexibility to conduct the questioning can result in substantially different responses, thereby reducing their

comparability.

Structured, closed, or directive interview*

Features

Use

Requirements

Advantages

Disadvantages

— The exact wording and the sequence of questions are determined in advance;
— All respondents receive the same basic questions in the same order.

— When the researcher seeks to know the interviewee’s points of view and circumstances in a comparative perspective, based on specific
information, previously defined;

— When the researcher wants to interview a larger number of people, whose perspectives and situations will be categorized and compared.

— Prior knowledge of the empirical universe, in order to ensure that the topics and questions include the elements necessary to achieve
the research objectives;

— Clear and understandable wording of the questions for all respondents.

— It allows responses to be different due to the elements investigated, the interviewee’s perspectives and circumstances, and not because
they answer different questions;

— Increases the comparability of responses in relation to the semi-structured interview;

— Enables the involvement of a larger number of respondents in the investigation;

— Reduces the potential for a posteriori bias in the information built by pre-defining the topics and categories covered by the questions;
— Allows the researcher to delegate the interviews conduct to other interviewers simultaneously, reducing the time taken.

— Increases the potential for skewed information produced by inducing respondents from the topics and categories covered by the
questions;

— Less flexibility, not allowing exploring unexpected responses from respondents that raise potentially relevant topics for investigation.

Note. Source: Author’s own elaboration.

The conduct of the focus group and the The first step consists in choosing the theme and
elaborating the problem and research objectives, guided

It is suggested that, based on Kvale (1996), the by a consistent theoretical framework. The definition of
interview planning be carried out following seven steps, the interview as a methodological strategy is based on this
illustrated in Figure 4. theoretical framework, which guides the researcher to pay

a de Administragéio Contemporénea, v. 2 4,e-210011, 2022 | doi.org/10.1590/1982-7849rac2022210011.en| e-ISSN 1982-7849 | rac.anpad.org




The qualitative approach interview in Administration: A guide for researchers

C. Cheron, J. Salvagni, R. K. Colomby

attention to factors that concern both the method and
the research objectives. In this sense, the researcher has
limited choices due to the ability to achieve the objectives
outlined (usefulness of the interview as a method),
objective limitations (financial resources, time, access to
interviewees), ethical issues (confidentiality and use of
information, for example), and institutional demands
(administrative procedures, institutional policies).

The research design is the subsequent step, in which
the concepts indicated by the theoretical framework are
operationalized and the information that will answer
the research problem is listed and categorized. Here, the
researcher chooses the type of interview (see Table 3) that
best fits the factors mentioned above, with more or less
structuring of topics and questions.

—
* Choice of theme * Meeting with * Interpretation * Results
* Theoretical the interviewee of the dissemination
framework . Questions information . Report
composition presentation produced Verification _ | writing and
* Problem and listening to according to )| other
formulation Jp— the theoretical || o Verification || outcomes
« Objectives framework of the validity
elaboration Interview e AN .
* Definition of the Design orientation — _J | reliability, and| * Divulgation
interview as a T ot Analysis reasonable
methodological e Choice of ranscription extrapolation
strategy interview type of produced
* Script and * Record of information
N Thematizafi ?| questions 1nf(zlrmagon and analyzes
3 roduce .
ematization formulation p carried out

Figure 3. Planning steps for a research in administration, considering the qualitative interview as a methodological strategy.

Source: Author’s own elaboration, from Kvale (1996).

What question formats are used in a
qualitative interview in administration
research?¢

Depending on the degree of structuring proposed
for an interview, the researcher will ask different questions
covering: (a) the topics of a script for a semi-structured
interview; and (b) the questions and answers for the semi-
structured and structured interviews.

The script consists of a list of topics that the
interviewer intends to address during the interview. For its
elaboration, the researcher needs a reasonable knowledge of
the theory and the empirical universe of the study, in order
to select themes relevant to the achievement of the research
objectives. If he does not know the theoretical framework
of the study well enough, he may subsequently face great
difficulties in the interpretation, analysis, and construction
of sufficient results to answer the research problem. If, on
the other hand, he ignores the empirical universe under
investigation, he will find it difficult to define essential
aspects of the method, such as who to interview, when,
where, and how. In the latter case, a recommended strategy
is to conduct an exploratory study to learn about the object,
planning a research design integrated by mixed or articulated
methodological approaches’.

According to Patton (1980), some elements are key to
the elaboration of a semi-structured interview script, among
which: (a) definition of the topics to be discussed, based
on the concepts indicated by the theoretical framework;
(b) possible questions that can be related to each topic; (c)
possible obstacles to addressing each topic (for example,
sensitive issues or communication difficulties), and strategies
for solving them; and (d) stimuli related to each topic (data,
narratives, images, hypothetical situations, among others).

The questions of a qualitative interview can be asked
according to multiple criteria, as shown in Table 4.

Just as the questions have different formats, by varying
criteria, the answers provided by the interviewee may also
vary, according to the researcher’s definitions.

‘The questions and answers, as Trivinos (2009) warns,
should not be ties that hinder the research, but instruments
that open possibilities of work for the researcher. Because
of this, the combination of different question formats
in the same interview can increase its viability to achieve
the research objectives. Qualitative questions are usually
developed or refined at all stages of a reflective and interactive
research journey. Flick (2009) notes that “reflecting on and
reformulating the research questions are central points of
reference for assessing the appropriateness of the decisions
you take at several points” of research (Flick, 2009, p. 105).
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Table 4. Different question formats, by definition, classification, and examples.

Criterion Format Features Examples (based on supposed leadership research)
. . The interviewee formulates the answers in his
Questions with the 1 . .. . .
) ossibility of open answers 0% WV within the subject proposed by the — In your opinion, what is leadership?
Regarding the P ty ofop interviewer
format of the .
interviewee’s — Do you consider leader and boss to be synonymous?
responses Questions with the The interviewee chooses his answer among the (a) yes
possibility of closed answers alternatives presented by the interviewer (b) no
(c) I don’t know
Questions that address the ~ The question deals with the subject investigated — What are the main skills of a leader in your
Regarding the  topic directly explicitly and objectively organization?

approach to
the research
topic

Questions that address the
topic indirectly

The question deals with the theme investigated
implicitly, more subtly

— How do you perceive the relationship between
the organizational climate and the need for employee
representation in senior management positions in a
company?

Regarding
the questions
content

Sociodemographic
information

Experience and behavior

Emotion

Knowledge or description

Sensory information

Opinion, evaluation,
analysis, or interpretation

The question asks the interviewee to provide
characteristics about himself, in order to help
the researcher situate him in relation to the
other people in a group or society

The question asks the respondent to report
his experience, or to show his behavior or
attitude toward a certain element, which can
be presented through encouragement

The question seeks to understand the
interviewee emotional responses to his
experiences and reflections; when targeting
feelings, these questions differ from those
related to the interviewee’s opinions

The question asks the respondent to state
what they know about a specific element;
it is different from the questions about the
interviewee’s opinion

The question is focused on what the interviewee
perceives with the senses of sight, hearing,
touch, smell, and taste

Questions designed to understand the cognitive
and interpretive processes of the interviewees;
the question asks the interviewee to express
what he thinks, his goals, intentions, desires,
and values; these questions usually involve an
implication in the interviewee’s rationality

— What is your age?
— What gender do you identify with?
— What is your marital status?

— What is your reaction when you did not identify in
one of your company leaders the necessary conditions to
be in management position?

— If you were invited to a leadership position, but you
didn’t feel prepared, what would you do?

— How do you feel when you interact with your leader?

— You mentioned a successful initiative in the leadership
training program, adopted by another company. What is
the name of this company?

— What is the recommended procedure for retaining
talent in your company?

— You said that you heard a striking phrase from
a colleague who later came to occupy a leadership
position. What was the phrase?

— To what do you attribute the occurrence of turnover
among leaders in your company?

— In your opinion, how effective are the policies and
practices of training, development, and education of
existing leaders in organizations?

— What do you mean by leadership?

— What is your level of agreement with the following
statement: “The teams that stand out the most are those
with more humanitarian leaders”?

(a) disagrees

(b) does not disagree or agree

(c) agree

Note. Source: Author’s own elaboration, from Patton (1980), Spradley (1979), and Trivifios (2009).

How to conduct a qualitative interview in

administration research?

Once the types of interviews and question formats are
defined, the next step is to meet with the interviewee. At this
point, some aspects about the choice of the interviewees earn

to be highlighted. This process is broader than just sample

selection techniques, including challenges such as accessing
participants, justifying and reporting your choice. The

researcher must be concerned with choosing people who in
almost all cases will be asked if they consent to participate.
Although occasionally, it may be possible to choose
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potential participants from a target population, instead
of a sample. How many participants will be sufficient for
the research to be considered authentic and reliable? When
discussing this, the researcher should consider the research
planning empirically based and question the adequacy of
the data saturation pattern. Another challenge is to ensure

transparency in the selection criteria, conducting the process
in an ethical manner and ensuring respect for the rights of
participants.

Table 5 points out some recommendations to the
interviewer at this stage.

Table 5. Recommendations to the interviewer when conducting the interview.

Recommendation Description

— Communicate in a very clear and positive way the objective, the probable duration, the nature and content of the interview,

taking care not to influence the responses;

— Explain the process of conducting the interview;
— Explain how the responses will be recorded (notes, audio, video) and how the information will be used, ensuring that the
interviewee gives his free and informed consent for this;

Transparency

— During the interview, the interviewer’s bias and values should not be revealed;

@1 If necessary, guide the interviewees on topics or questions, or refocus the interview.

— Establish the conversation in an empathetic and professional manner;

— Give the interviewee the opportunity to ask questions;

Rapport

— Be sensitive to the interviewee’s emotions, avoiding judgments, showing signs of annoyance or impatience;
— Ensure that the interviewee is comfortable and willing to talk;

— Take into account the interpersonal, interactional, communicative, and emotional aspects of the interview;

— Actively listen to the interviewee.

— Concern about how to maintain the conversation, stimulating the interviewee’s speeches in a careful and conscious way about
the possible problems resulting from the asymmetry in the established relationship;

— Use, as necessary or convenient, progressively directive strategies:

— Make encouragement sounds;

. — Referring to the interviewee’s statements;
Conversation flow . . , .
— Explore the interviewee’s positions;

— Introduce new topics;

— Distribute the questions in order to facilitate the interviewee’s answers:
M More ‘descriptive and immediate’ questions should be asked before ‘how?” or ‘why?’, more elaborate and reflective;
@M Non-controversial topics should be addressed before more controversial topics.

— Avoid external interruptions (third party intervention, phone calls, etc.);
— Minimize distractions (T'V on, side conversations, etc.);

— Ensure that the interview is convenient at the moment (appropriate place, schedule, and time);

— Prevent the interviewee’s or interviewer’s inhibition from making conversation impossible;

— Avoid using terms that the interviewee is not familiar with;

Difficulties forecast

— 1If the interview is carried out remotely, or involves self-applied instruments (via online form, email, phone, or other means),

ensure that the questions are sufficiently clear and will be well understood by the interviewee;

— If the researcher delegates the interview to interviewers, ensure that they receive the necessary information and training;

— Ensure that the interviewee can be contacted in the future for clarification or validation of the interview;

— Predict and resolve possible reasons that the interviewee may have for not participating in the interview or not answering a

certain question.

Note. Source: Author’s own elaboration, from Kvale (1996).

It is also important that the interviewer presents himself
adequately to the interviewee, providing elements that identify
him and the institution, company, or agency to which he is
linked, so that the interviewee can perform, if desired, a security
check. On the other hand, the validation of information
demands that the interviewee can be properly identified and
located by the researcher, without compromising the ethical

duty of confidentiality, when required.

Revista de Administragdo Contemporéneq, v. 2

The application of appropriate ethical principles is
important in any research study. In a qualitative study, ethical
considerations have a particular resonance due to the profound
nature of the study process. Concern about ethical issues
becomes more prominent when conducting a face-to-face
interview with participants who may be potentially harmed by
the exposure of certain data, or because they are approached
in a careless manner, for example. While ethical considerations
are important in all research areas, the concern becomes more
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salient in qualitative research. It is the responsibility of the
researcher to ensure participants have the power of freedom of
choice to be involved in the study, to protect the participants’
identity throughout recruitment and dissemination process,
and to promote clear and honest research reporting.

What are the main factors to consider
when transcribing, analyzing, and
disseminating research resultse

It should be noted that, specifically, the analysis of the
information constructed from the interviews goes beyond
the scope of this article. However, it is recommended that
the researcher keeps in mind that his research objective,
his theoretical-analytical framework, and the information
constructed have a close correlation with the methods and
techniques he will use. In addition to this care, although the
interview is described as a social, intersubjective, and interactive
encounter, it is necessary for the researcher to record the
information produced, not only to form the research corpus,
but also for its documentation, respecting the criteria of

scientific knowledge®. In this stage, some important points are

highlighted in Table 6.

It is important to note that the construction of the
corpus must reach a degree of saturation, which occurs when
the “inclusion of a new extract does not represent anything
new. It is assumed that the representational variety is limited in
time and social space” (Bauer & Aarts, 2003, p. 59).

It is necessary to point out, however, that the epistemic
position adopted rejects the notion that interviews are merely
a technique or data collection strategy. When we refer to
intersubjectivity and the factors arising from it, we are linking
to the perspective defended by Kvale (19965 2006), Kitwood
(1977), Gunzenhauser (2013), Unger (2005), and other
authors who have worked with the qualitative approach in a
critical way. Data are not merely collected, but produced by
interviewer and interviewee, who interact. Thus, the analysis of
information begins with the researcher still in the field, favored
by using flexible instruments (Guilherme & Cheron, 2021).
Table 7 shows the analysis strategies most frequently associated
with the use of qualitative interviews.

Table 6. Possible difficulties that the researcher will face in transcribing, interpreting, analyzing, and disseminating the research results, and

care to deal with them.

Possible difficulties

Care that the researcher must take

. . Record the information properly;
Loss of information properys

Know how to distinguish which information is relevant to the research objectives, and which is not.

Admitting that all forms of information transcription, analysis, and dissemination imply some degree of distortion, to be added

to the bias already mentioned;

Distortions

Pay attention to the senses and meanings attributed by the interviewees to their own statements;

Pay attention to the consistency between the concepts operationalized in the interview, the information produced, and the
researcher’s considerations when interpreting, analyzing, and disseminating the results;

Avoid generalizing the search results beyond the reasonable extrapolation allowed by the information produced.

Take into account that the information is accessible through verbal and non-verbal language;

Reduction of the
complexity of the
information produced

Give importance to the interviewee’s specificities (for example, factors related to the interviewee’s identity or conditions);
Take into account the information produced in the context of the interview (who said what, for whom, when, where, and how);
Take into account the different possibilities indicated by the theoretical framework and their suitability for the research objectives;

Know the methodology, to choose and use it as a technique of interpretation and analysis;

Wrrite research products in a clear, concise, and objective way, in order to be understood by the public (general and/or specific).

Note. Source: Author’s own elaboration.

Table 7. Qualitative analysis strategies most frequently associated with the use of qualitative interviews.

Analysis strategy

Description

Narrative research

Thematic analysis
Grounded theory
Coding cycles

Interpretive phenomenological
analysis

Framework

Content analysis

Study of the subjects’ lives, from which the researcher requests narratives about their individual trajectories, which are
recounted or re-established by the researcher in the chronology.

Grouping of data by theme and evaluation of all cases.
Inductive process of identifying analytical categories as they ‘emerge’ from the data.

Cyclic, non-linear analytical process, in steps: (a) data coding; (b) construction and/or articulation of categories.
Analysis that seeks to understand how people experience and describe their world, and how they build meanings.

Deductive form that aims to connect qualitative and quantitative approaches. Evolution of matrix-based methods.

Systematic analysis of texts, through a system of categories developed from the material and guided by theory.

Note. Source: Author’s own elaboration, from Guilherme and Cheron (2021).
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The research can result in several products: report,
book, scientific article, documentary, toolbox, website,
game, or app, among many others. Communications of
research results, in whole or in part, are often written texts,
according to scientific criteria and formatting standards,
which present the researcher’s work to the public.

The questions (outline of topics or questions) and
the transcript of the interviews, if they have been prepared
by the researcher, can appear in the Appendices. However,
if the researcher used questions elaborated or interviews
transcribed by another author, they are part of the Annexes
of the research communication.

CONCLUSION

The intention of this article was to provide researchers
in administration and related topics with a horizon about the
qualitative approach interview, its characteristics, advantages,
disadvantages, and the main practical circumstances involved
in its use. In conclusion, some last points are highlighted
that, it is suggested, the researcher observes when dealing
with interviews: the asymmetry of the relationship with the
interviewee, the inevitable presence of biases and distortions,
and the rigor in the research planning.

As seen, the interview constitutes a direct relationship
between the interviewer and the interviewee, both subjects
of the research. This relationship, however, differs from the
open dialogue between equal partners. Instead, the interview
is an objective, instrumental, and, to a greater or lesser extent,
hierarchical conversation, in which the interviewer defines
the scenario and plot according to his interests, within the
scope of the investigation. Neglecting this asymmetry does
not mean reducing biases or distortions, but, on the contrary,
amplifies them, and can seriously impair the validity of the

knowledge built.

Distortions and biases are ubiquitous and inescapable
in any research; it would not be different with those in which
the researcher uses interviews. In this specific context, the
biases arise from the different ways of seeing, being, feeling,
understanding, and representing the world, both from the
interviewer/researcher and from the interviewee, as well as
from circumstantial factors that are beyond the scope of these
subjects. The bias starts, if not before, when the researcher
chooses the research topic, composes the theoretical
framework, selects relevant concepts, and operationalizes

them in questions to be proposed to the interviewee. The
biases persist during the conduct of the interview itself,
advance through the transcription, interpretation, and
analysis of information produced, and are prolonged in the
dissemination of results.

To claim the research authorship, planning it
rigorously, is not to adopt a rigid stance, but to commit
oneself to the investigation. It is up to the researcher to
constitute a theoretical reference consistent with the theme
and intended objectives, understanding it well enough so
that he can identify and operationalize the concepts with
coherence. Equally, it is the researcher’s job to know the
object of the study, in the empirical universe, enough to
articulate a research design that is congruent and useful to
its objectives, enabling the construction of knowledge that
qualifies and values the interviewee’s active participation.

NOTES

1. About the hypothesis formulation and development, see
Gilgun (1992).

2. According to Gilgun (1992), the qualitative approach
interview has great potential in the process of generating
hypotheses from empirical, qualitative data. The author
argues that a discovery-oriented qualitative method
of hypothesis generation has great capacity for the
development of social knowledge. The conceptual
framework, the research question, the sample, and the
hypotheses evolve in response to the empirical patterns
that the researcher discovers in the conduct of the
research.

3. For knowledge about the validity and reliability of the
research, cf. Paiva, Ledo, and Mello (2011).

4. Although structured interviews are more related to
quantitative studies, they are referred to here in
comparison to other formats, as a way of differentiation
and also because of the mentioned potential for using
combined approaches.

5. To learn more about research designs and mixed or
articulated approaches, we suggest reading the specific

chapter of Creswell’s (2012, p. 534-575) work.

6. On the criteria of scientific knowledge, see Kerlinger
(2007, p. 1-21).
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