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Marathon module….

• Notes on Protocol
Development/Qualitative
Research Design

• Types of Interviews
• Designing & Conducting your

Interview
• Iteration between data

collection and analysis
• Focus Groups



Notes on Protocol Development & Data 
Collection

• Start to contextualize Charmaz & 
Yin information

• Analytical exercises on publicly 
available “data”, how might it be 
different with collected data, 
how/why does collecting data 
influence analysis? 



Elements of Qual Research Project

Research 
Question

Data 
Collection

Data 
Analysis

Theoretical 
Foundation

Presenter
Presentation Notes




Qualitative Research Design

• Units of analysis
• Language, text
• Narratives
• Cases, organizations, persons, etc.

• What is sampled?
• Often more than one data source
• Often more, or other, than “participants”

• Purposive sampling
• Purposive sampling – general features
• “Snowball” approach
• Theoretical sampling



Notes for protocols: The Qualitative Research Question

Note: the qualitative research “question” is often not 
expressed as a question, but rather as a study  
objective, or as a topic for investigation

• Content

• Coherence

• Structure

See:  Mantzoukas, S. (2008). "Facilitating research students in formulating qualitative research questions." 
Nurse Education Today 28(371–377).

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This slide based largely on Mantzoukas, see also Charmaz and Yin on designThe value of the findings depend on how well they answer the question – question is important, and takes hard work to craft wellThe question is a kind of guide to the method, including choice of appropriate methodQualitative Study Research QuestionsEmpirical – requiring data, not theoreticalBegs a particular qualitative methodology for answering the questionFor this course, you may formulate several different questions or objectives, as we move along, for pilot data collection and analysesOften these arise intuitively – but try to articulate themContentA “concise, focused, and workable” declaration of the area of interest or problem to be investigated Open ended – not presupposing specific categories, variables, dynamics etc. will be found…yet specific enough to suggest focus & boundaries of empirical investigationCoherenceQuestion must be coherent with (ie, entail) the method that will be usedSee the language used in methodology texts as well as published studies using the methodologyVerbs:  to understand, explore, interpret, construct, explain, describe, etc.Nouns: experiences, feelings, views, perspectives, knowledge, understandings, meanings, etc.Methodological jargon:  grounded theory, case study, ethnography, phenomenology, etc.StructureThe who, when, where, what, how, why of the study processIncluding eg:  participants, context, time frame, general content of data to be collected, data collection & analysis procedures



Qualitative Data Collection Methods

• “Researchers conducting qualitative studies will want to collect as 
much data as they can that will allow them to capture all of the 
elements of an event that come together to make it the event that it 
is” (Sandelowski)

• “Grounded theories may be built with diverse kinds of data-
fieldnotes, interviews, and information in records and reports. The 
kind of data the researcher pursues depends on topic and access.” 
(Charmaz)



Research Q -> Data Collection 

• How you collect data affects which phenomena you will see, how, 
when, and where you will view them, and what sense you will make 
of them.  (Charmaz)



The relationship of data to “truth” (according 
to Charmaz)

The “Facts”

How participant understands the 
“facts”

What participant chooses to communicate 
about the “facts” to the 

researcher

How the researcher interprets/ 
understands what the participant is 

communicating

How the researcher chooses to interpret 
those facts to the reader

How the reader interprets what the 
researcher communicates



The relationship of data to truth
(according to Yin)

Findings from 
source A

Findings from 
source B

Findings from 
source C

Truth



Types of Data Collection

Elicited
• Created with researcher 

participation
• Created without researcher 

participation,  but with direction 
from researcher

Extant
• Created with neither 

participation nor direction from 
researcher



Types of Data Collection

Elicited
• Created with researcher 

participation
• Interview
• Focus group
• Participant observation

• Created without researcher 
participation,  but with direction 
from researcher

• Photovoice
• Reflective journalling
• Arts-based approaches

Extant 
• Created with neither participation 

nor direction from researcher 
(found).

• Document analysis
• Analysis of video or audio recordings 

taken for another purpose (e.g. 
security footage) 

• Created with neither participation 
nor direction from researcher, but 
with awareness of the (virtual) 
presence of the researcher. 

• Non-participant observation



Method <-> Methodology
Grounded Theory

Case Study

Phenomenology

Ethnography

Narrative

Historiography

Interview

Interview

Interview

Interview

Interview

Interview

Interview



standardized

unstandardized

structured unstructured

Only closed responses 

Seeking a mix of open 
and closed responses

Only seeking open responses

Variation in Interviewing

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Standardized: looking for closed answers, to allow greater scope for quantificationE.g. Do you live in a house, apartment, mobile home, or other?More suited to quantitative research (verbally administered surveys)May be appropriate for demographic information in qual research.Unstandardized: looking for open answers to give greater depth about personal experience. Cannot be quantified. Where do you live?Structured: The questions are asked in the same order, with the same wording, every time. Unstructured: The wording and order of the questions changes each interview.Semi-structured: Some wording remains the same, some elements of the order remains the same, but the interviewer has flexibility to change either factor.  



standardized

unstandardized

structured unstructured

Flexible 
question 
inclusion 

& 
sequence

Rigid 
inclusion 

& 
sequence

Both fixed 
& flexible 

re: 
inclusion 

& 
sequence

Variation in Interviewing

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Standardized: looking for closed answers, to allow greater scope for quantificationE.g. Do you live in a house, apartment, mobile home, or other?More suited to quantitative research (verbally administered surveys)May be appropriate for demographic information in qual research.Unstandardized: looking for open answers to give greater depth about personal experience. Cannot be quantified. Where do you live?Structured: The questions are asked in the same order, with the same wording, every time. Unstructured: The wording and order of the questions changes each interview.Semi-structured: Some wording remains the same, some elements of the order remains the same, but the interviewer has flexibility to change either factor.  



Which one to choose?

• Check methodology handbook
• Narrative inquiry: unstructured
• Grounded theory: semi-structured
• Ethnography: unstructured or semi-structured, depending on type of interview. 

• Structured interviews are used to maintain high levels of reliability and 
repeatability

• Similar to a verbal survey; most qual methodologies use unstructured or structured.  

• Unstructured interviews are able to emphasize the depth of each 
individual’s experience. Lets the interviewee direct the priority and flow. 



standardized

unstandardized

structured unstructured

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Closed answers, but flexible on inclusion and sequence



Writing an interview or focus group guide

• First, pick what type of guide you are writing. 
• Check methodological handbook
• Think about what type of information you will need.

• Outline what you are seeking to investigate
• From background literature
• Your own interpretation of the material and topic

• Approach may vary depending on methodology. 
• Their own stories, meanings, interpretations about a particular event?

• Narrative, phenomenology
• Responses to questions about different potential factors of influence. 

• Grounded theory, case study



balance

• Initial questions have to come from 
somewhere.

BUT

• You want to influence responses as 
little as possible.

SO

• Try to be as open-ended as possible, 
especially at the beginning.



My process

1. Identify specific areas of interest
1. From lit review, personal experience

2. Brainstorm potential themes of interest for each issue.
• What might a participant talk about in relation to that issue? 
• What do you think might be relevant?
• Some themes may become questions in their own right.

3. Write an open-ended question about the initial issue.
• Note some of your themes as “probes” to keep in mind as interviewing, and ask if relevant.

4. When finished, check questions for redundancy, gaps in logic. Arrange in a 
logical order.



Piloting the interview guide

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Great way to test questions, get feedback, see how long the interview will take, and feel more comfortable as an interviewer.Best scenario: someone who has the same experience as your participants, no expertise on your research, will give you honest feedback. Any piloting is better than none though, so use your parent, partner, colleague- anyone who will give you an hour of their time. 



Evolution of interview guides

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You’re never done writing your interview guide! It can change often throughout the process of research, to respond to emerging analytical insights.



Iterative process of qualitative research

Looking 
for data 
sources

Collecting 
data

Analysing
data

Refining 
interview 

guide



Narrative, phenomenology

Initial interviews use wide, broad questions to explore the 
research area, and let the participants guide the researcher to 
particular issues of importance. 

Further interviews may use slightly more focused questions 
that have been adapted from analysis of initial interviews, but 
questions remain broad and wide.



Grounded theory, case study

Start broadly, open to 
hearing many 
different responses 
and areas of interest

As interviews + 
analysis continues, 
questions may focus 
on a particular aspect 
of the topic of 
interest. 



General tips for writing interview questions

• No matter what stage you are in your analysis, ensure your questions 
are phrased in a way which:

• Invites all sorts of answers
• Does not presume the experience or opinions of the participant
• Phrased in “every day” language.



example

• Research question: 

What is the process  widowed 
men and women go through 
when making the decision to 
move to assisted living facility?



Refining interview guide

Tell me about living on your own, 
now that your spouse has 

passed. 

What does “independence” 
mean to you? 

Started hearing a lot 
about feeling 
dependent on 

friends and family to 
maintain home, see 

assisted living as, 
paradoxically, a way 

to maintain 
independence

Want to probe 
future participants 

to see if this is 
common, without 

suggesting to them 
what to say.



Performing the interview

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“The interviewer is the performer, audience, and choreographer. When the script is flexible, the qualitative interviewer must be all the more prepared for the role they are to perform” (David & Sutton, p. 120)Remember data as manufactured by researcher and participants? This is an important site of data creation. 



What is your role?

• Think about who you are in relation to your participant?
• Do they usually interact with people like you?
• Can you use that interaction to your advantage?

• E.g. are you like a grandchild, or a student, or a friend? 

• Dress the part. Consider the impact of your physical appearance, language, 
body language.

• Use accessible language, but don’t talk down

• Be aware of educational differences, power differences and how these 
might affect the dynamic of the interview. 



My experience

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Interviewed many academic physicians and medical residents, particularly as a doctoral student and postdoc.  Recognized that I’m a similar demographic to medical residents (similar age, education level). Thought about the culture of medical residentsLearned some of their vocabularyDressed to fit inAsked physician colleagues coach me, observed, learned over time. Senior medical residents and physicians do a lot of teaching.Phrased questions to take advantage of this dynamic. “When you get a new PGY1 on your service, how do you coach them to deal effectively with older adults?”Now- I’m aging out of that, so I need to find a new dynamic. Also, my position as a faculty member puts a different spin on the power relationship. In a current project requiring ethnographic observations of medical clerks, we have hired a research assistant who is the same age/stage and has no power relationship. In another study about prenatal testing, I stepped back from the interviewing when visibly pregnant, because I did not want to add an extra layer of complexity to the interview, especially for women who had suffered recurrent miscarriage, had had terminations etc. 



Interviews are demanding of the interviewer

Outwardly Inwardly

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Outward: Being a likeable, approachable, open stranger. Being someone who your participants can relate to and want to talk to. Match your language to theirs.Show appreciation of their responses to encourage continued engagement. No matter what ideas they are expressing, acting neutrally encouraging (incl. non verbal language)Being polite, respectful, appreciativeBe empathetic to what they are sharingInward: Listening to responseGiving “active listening” cues like nodding or “uh huh”Monitoring your facial expression and body languageInterested! Engaged! Neutral!Probing for more infoThinking about the next question and your transition sentenceThinking about how the info ties into your projectKeeping track of time and how many questions you have left.Taking notes (?)



Tips

• Practice! Practice! Practice!
• Friends
• Pilot interviews with people you don’t know well.

• Know your questions/prompts really well
• I memorize the whole script before conducting an interview, but bring it anyway to 

refer to if needed. 

• Don’t be afraid of making mistakes
• Comfort comes from experience

• Feel mentally prepared and calm before interview.



Taking notes

PRO CON

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Two campsPRO: In case recording is lostCan note non-verbal informationCan note key ideas and then use them to segue to other questions later.CONDistracts full attention from interviewMay make the participant nervous that you are writing



My strategy

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Minimal notes about ideas expressed I want to follow up on later. Second researcher to take notes in a focus group. In telephone interviews: lots more notes- helps keep me focused! 



Focus groups



Interviews v. Focus groups

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Interview: a one on one discussionIn person or over the phoneCan be structured, unstructured, or semi-structuredCan be standardized, unstandardized, or somewhere in the middle. Focus group: a discussion with 3-10 other people. Discussion between participants, with facilitatorCan be with a group of strangers, or people who already know each other.Can also vary in terms of structure and standardization



FG Purpose

• Group interview
• Focus on participant-participant interaction
• Good for exciting, interesting topics that are not too personal. 
• Want to encourage participants to bounce ideas off each other, agree, 

disagree, elaborate. 
• Worst case scenario: each participant answers one by one. 



How many people?

If topic is unfamiliar, 6-12
• Won’t have thought about it before
• Might not have much to say

If topic is familiar, 4-7
• Lots to talk about

I prefer small focus groups, 3-6
• Everyone speaks
• More time for debate
• N.B. Much of my research has involved highly educated, engaged participants with a lot to 

say. 



Who?

• Homogeneous
• Similar characteristics.
• May encourage people to act according to those characteristics
• Might be useful to compare to other types of groups
• Might make participants feel more comfortable

• Heterogeneous
• Gain insight of others’ perspectives
• See how differences play off eachother



Who?

• Considerations: 
• Power differentials
• Dominant groups may dominate opinion
• Ethical reasons (e.g. teachers/students, students may feel uncomfortable 

expressing opinions that may be seen as negative by teachers) 

• You can try both ways, see what happens. 



Role of a second researcher

• Optional. 

• Second researcher can help organize the group, run the recorder, etc. 

• Second researcher can take notes about the group dynamic, body 
language, and other things that will not be noted on the audio-
recording. 

• This lets the facilitator engage fully with the group. 



Finished!
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