
Guidance for Conducting Interviews 
As discussed in Community Assessment and Monitoring Results and Activities (Modules 4 and 8) 

 

 
Interviews are a method of information gathering based on one-on-one conversations with 
people. The person interviewing provides the context for the conversation often through open-
ended or structured questions. The primary interest is in understanding the interviewee’s 
opinions, reflections, and evaluations regarding a particular topic of interest. Although the 
responses of the interviewee add value to the process of the interview, the person interviewing 
must be prepared to maximize benefits from this one-on-one interaction by probing and 
exploring additional areas of interest as they come up in the conversation. Interviews can be 
time consuming and have extra costs associated with them in terms of energy, travel, and 
training, but can be well worth the effort to gain an in-depth look at a topic. 
 

 

According to Gillham, interviewers must be able to clearly inform the respondents about: 

 When and where the interview will take place 

 The purpose of the interview and why they have been asked to participate 

 The time commitment 

 Whether the interview will be recorded  
 

 

The  two  most  commonly  used  modes  when  conducting  an  interview  include  face-to-face  
and telephone. Face-to-face interviews give physical closeness, access to non-verbal cues, and 
immediate feedback to the questions that are being asked. On the downside, face-to-face 
interviews may make respondents uncomfortable, especially if the interview is about a 
sensitive topic, like war related trauma of service members. Additionally, they can be 
expensive and time consuming. Telephone interviews are less personal and the interview 
information is gathered vocally over the phone. The telephone method helps to reach a larger 
number of people than face-to-face interviews and is less expensive. Although the interviewer 
does not receive immediate feedback or non-verbal cues, it places less performance pressure on 
the respondent. 
 

 

An effective interviewer is one who can listen well, be non-judgmental, help the interviewee 
feel comfortable, remember details of the conversation, ask follow-up questions, and is adaptive. 
 

 

Below are few guidelines to help when preparing for and conducting effective 
interviews. 
 

1. Develop an interview guide to make the interview interaction clear. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) suggests the following guidelines for developing an interview 



guide: 
a. Identify specific topic of interest and who is wanted for the interview. 
b. Decide on the level of detail and approximate length of the interview. 
c. Draft the questions. Think about what is to be found out from the interviewee 

and then determine what question(s) would help get those answers. 
d. Order the questions and make them as conversational as possible. 
e. List any probes or additional prompts if the interviewee draws a blank or is 

unclear about what is being asked. 
f. Determine how or where the interview will be conducted (over the 

phone or in person?). 
g. Pilot the questions with others to make sure the questions are getting complete and      

expansive answers and ensure the questions make sense to the people being 
interviewed. 

h. Revise the questions based on experience and feedback from pilot interviews. 
i. Invite people to be a part of the interview and explain the purpose and time 

commitment upfront. 
 

2. Record the interview. This is a good method to help retain all the information 
collected and also allows the interviewer to focus on the responses and ask follow up 
questions. While note taking is not discouraged, it often distracts the interviewer from 
paying attention to the conversation and instead they are more focused on getting the 
details of responses written down correctly. 

 

3. Use the recorded interview data (video, audio, notes taking) to find additional 
descriptions, insights, and leads to answers to the original questions that prompted the 
interview. 

 

4. Share findings with the appropriate audience. 
 

Different Types of Interviews 
Below is a description of the different types of interviews, with additional information about 
each: 
 

Structured interviews are interviews in which there is a rigid interview structure. All 
respondents receive the same questions in the same order. The interviewer is in full control of 
the interview pace. Structured interviews make it easier to compare responses to the same 
questions to get a broad understanding of the issue. However, respondents’ input is limited and 
they may not have a chance to clarify their reply or even their understanding of the questions. 
 

Semi-structured interviews are interviews that are more thematic and the questions are broader. 
Although the interviewer may rely on an interview guide, in semi-structured interviews 



additional questions may be asked based on responses from the respondent. The interviewer and 
the interviewee are both cooperatively involved in the interview process. With the freedom to 
probe and explore the topic more freely, semi-structured interview formats can provide 
substantial and in-depth information. The semi-structured interviewer can be more spontaneous 
and is able to direct conversations to gain greater insight but does not stray away from the overall 
theme of the conversation. 
 
Unstructured interviews are interviews with no particular structure but are extremely focused on 
the conversation that develops between the interviewer and interviewee. This is helpful when 
one does not know details about a particular topic or issue and is beginning to develop an 
understanding of the new topic area. The interviewee’s responses lead to further questions. 
While an unstructured interview has its merits in exploring new and unchartered ideas and 
issues, as a technique of interviewing it is often hard to organize, code, and understand data from 
unstructured interviews. An example would be a conversation that focuses on what it means to 
be a military child or adolescent. 
 
Interviews can be an effective way of gathering in-depth, accurate information regarding a 
particular issue or concern. Based on the needed information, think about who the right 
respondents are that can give the maximum yield of information. Ensure that the respondents 
recruited for the interviews are in a position to give the necessary details. Finally, it is 
important to ensure participants privacy during and after collecting information. Prior to asking 
for participants’ information, ensure they are aware of policies in place to protect their privacy 
(e.g., any identifying information will be removed from the information they share). 
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