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Abstract 





This paper makes use of theory from humanistic psychology to develop a framework for research interview skills. Although the range of skills discussed might be applied to a variety of interview modes, I suggest that they have greater utility for unstructured interviews and in grounded and constructivist research methodologies in particular. This paper also offers a number of examples from the grounded/constructivist research which I am currently undertaking into experiential modes of teacher In-service training, which  illustrate the use of  humanistic interview methodology.








Introduction


Research interviews have been portrayed in a variety of different ways (Patton 1987, Cohen & Manion 1989, May 1993, Robson 1993, Denzin & Lincoln 1994, Marshall & Rossman 1995, Kvale 1996), but they can  most simply  be seen as a conversation between an interviewer and respondent, which sets out to provide data for the former. As such all interviews have their basis in human interaction. In my own experience, an awareness and knowledge of inter-personal skills has been  an invaluable asset to the inquiry process, so it seems sensible to use theory which addresses human interaction in order to make sense of the processes involved. The framework offered here is based on the humanistic psychology of Carl Rogers, which forms the basis for much contemporary work in human relations and interpersonal skills development. The purpose of this humanistic framework is to raise awareness of the means by which interviewers can move towards influencing the interview interaction in facilitative ways, and mirrors Rogers’ pragmatic concerns with understanding and enhancing human interaction. Rogers’ argues that there are  three fundamental attitudinal qualities in facilitative relationships.





n	Realness or genuineness


n	Respect, acceptance and trust


n	Empathic understanding





These provide a simple yet powerful conceptual framework for researchers to make sense of the wide range of skills required as an interviewer.





No matter what research stance is being taken by an inquirer, the success of an interview is influenced by the inter-personal skills of the interviewer. At its most basic, the depth or richness of interaction will almost certainly be influenced detrimentally if the respondent is disaffected by the behaviour of the interviewer. However in grounded and constructivist research, where the interviewer wishes to: 





A) Ground their analysis in respondents own categories or frames of reference;





B) Encourage respondents to explore their own issues rather than simply answer questions reflecting the interviewer’s points of interest; 





C) Follow a constructivist methodology, where the inquirer believes that new knowledge/theory is formed within the dialectic between researcher and researched, which is enhanced by the expression of both respondent's explicit and tacit meanings, values and beliefs





the inter-personal skills of the interviewer become paramount, because of  the need to be sensitive to the ways in which respondents construct meaning and move between roles within their discourse. At the same time they need to be conscious of providing a facilitative climate which encourages the respondent to access, reflect on and express tacit, as well as explicit knowledge and meaning. In this situation it is more likely that an unstructured interview mode will be useful. As Denscombe (1988) says "The unstructured interview...has the effect of eliciting a member's account which inherently focuses on respondents' problems and their analyses of these, rather than being moulded to fit categories created by the researcher," (p.112) It is therefore to this form of interview, which relies more heavily on the inter-personal skills of the interviewer, that much of what follows can most usefully be applied.





The Truth is Out There?


Before considering the process of research interviews and the skills of interviewing, we need to raise an important epistemological issue. If researchers are to ‘ground’ research in respondents own perspectives, we must first ask where  their meanings and knowledge reside, and how are they derived? Holstein (1995) argues that there are basically two answers to this. The traditional - that is, scientific, positivistic, survey - perspective is that the interviewer 'mines' the knowledge, experiences and feelings of the respondent for the authentic data. Respondents are like vessels containing a body of answers which can be accessed if the interviewer can find the right questions to ask. In this case the literature on interview strategy is primarily concerned with maximizing the flow of valid, reliable information while minimizing distortions of what the respondent knows (Gorden 1987). As Holstein (1995) says





"The interview conversation is thus framed as a potential source of bias, error, misunderstanding, or misdirection, a persistent set of problems to be minimized." (p.3)





Whilst this methodology might be useful in certain contexts, where the focus is on human meaning I take a constructivist standpoint. The constructivist position is that meaning is socially constituted and knowledge is created from the processes used in obtaining it. Interviews are therefore "deeply and unavoidably implicated in creating meanings that ostensibly reside within respondents" (Holstein ibid, p.3).





"Respondents are not so much repositories of knowledge - treasuries of information awaiting excavation - as they are constructors of knowledge in collaboration with interviewers." (Holstein ibid, p.4)





This means that both the interviewer and the respondent are actively creating meaning through the interview interaction. The respondent can be seen as a narrator of a "diverse, multifaceted, and emerging resource" (Holstein ibid, p.30) rather than the reporter of a series of facts or units of knowledge. The content and process of the story that is told by the narrator is 'knowledge in the making', and is influenced by both the role in which they perceive themselves and the nature of the audience. A teacher's response to a question may vary depending on whether she sees herself as a classroom teacher, curriculum manager, union representative or indeed as a colleague or mother. It may also vary depending on whether she perceives the audience for her answers as colleagues, managers, the education authority, union or national assessment project and so on. The interviewer therefore needs to surface these positionings throughout the interview and bring out the linkages between these roles and the ways in which respondents construct their own perspectives. Respondents can then be encouraged to explore previously unarticulated or unformulated experience which can address knowledge in ways relevant both to the inquiry and their own experience.





In this way we can make sense of the respondent who seems to be offering contradictory statements. In my research one senior teacher said, at one point, that his experiences of a training event had provided him with 'nothing new'. Later he enthused about the inter-personal learning which had been involved. This seemed contradictory, until I realised that the former statement referred to his role as a senior manager and his desire for 'knowledge of management strategy', whereas the latter comment related to personal -that is, non-professional learning, which raised his awareness of the importance of emotions in human interaction. That he had not made a linkage between affective responses and management strategy was in itself interesting and led to further reflection. The multiple roles in which people position themselves, means that there are multiple valid perspectives, and the interviewer needs to be sensitive to the shifts between these narrative positions in order to develop the linkages with the ensuing discourse. These can be heard in comments like 'speaking as a coordinator', 'if  I were in his position' and so on. Indeed the interviewer can 





"encourage the respondent to shift positions in the interview so as to explore alternate perspectives and [..] knowledge. Rather than searching for the best or most authentic answer, the aim is to systematically activate applicable ways of knowing - the possible answers - that respondents can reveal, as diverse and contradictory as they might be." (Holstein 1995, p.37)





So in the conventional sense, a constructivist would not agree with Mulder and Scully that 'the truth is out there'. The truth for a constructivist is 'in the moment' of interaction, continually moving and subject to multiple existences and interlinks.





A Humanistic framework for interviewer skills


Some writers have attempted to show how interviewer effects on respondents can be minimised, usually in an attempt to provide ‘objective’ data within the context of positivistic or scientific methodologies (Fowler & Mangione 1990 p.33, Gorden 1987, Converse & Schuman 1974 pp.22-34). The assumption made here is that the  interviewer will always affect the interview interaction in some way, if not through conscious or unconscious verbal communication then through body language, social ‘position’, race or gender.  Indeed research by Cannell, Fisher & Marquis (1968, cited in Holstein 1990) indicates that up to 50% of everything said by survey interviewers is something other than a specified question or probe. 





The issue of power and its relationship with race, culture, social position, ability and gender is clearly an important contextual influence on the interview process, and should not be minimised. As Holstein (1990) says





"the presentation of any identity is an activity that must be considered and can, to a degree, be actively manipulated to facilitate talk about relevant subject matters. This is not something to be eliminated or standardized; it is something to be actively used to productively engage respondents in the research task." (p.41)





Contextual influences are however, not the focus of this paper, but readers will hopefully see useful links between these issues and the ideas presented here. 





Although some writers have highlighted problems in Rogers empirical work�, much research has demonstrated the utility of humanistic theory in the fields of psychotherapy, counselling, education and management (Truax & Carkhuff 1967, Rogers 1983 pp121-131, Ryckman 1993, p.414, Hall & Hall 1988). 





In common with all these areas, the research interview relies on the researcher’s inter-personal skills and so it seems appropriate to apply humanistic theory to its processes. There are however, clearly differences between therapeutic and research contexts, not least the on-going nature of therapy and the focus on the clients growth and development. Nevertheless there are also significant similarities which warrant an exploration of common underlying skills. Woods (1986) notes the parallel between the therapeutic situation and the unstructured interview





"[the unstructured interview] provides a platform for people to speak their minds in a way and in such detail that rarely occurs to the ordinary person." (p.69)





Denscombe (1983) concurs with this, quoting Mayo (1949)





"[the interview] can become almost therapeutic, as Mayo once pointed out because the respondent is provided with a platform for expressing his or her opinions, attitudes and explanations. 'There are few people in this world who have had the experience of finding someone intelligent, attentive and eager to listen without interruption to all that he or she has to say.'" (p.111 quoting Mayo pp64/5)





This has also been my experience as a research interviewer. Several respondents have commented on how positive they felt about having the opportunity to discuss their professional concerns. 





“You don’t get the chance to get all this off your chest in the normal run of things. So it’s really been worthwhile for me too.”





The assumption made here is that the human relations skills of the counsellor or therapist can be utilised productively by research interviewers.





A key aspect of Rogers' theory is that a facilitative relationship is based on the  attitudinal qualities that exist between people. These are congruence; empathic understanding; and unconditional positive regard. According to Rogers (1957, 1961) the following changes (amongst a fuller list) could be observed in clients whose therapists exhibited these three attitudinal qualities.





1. Increasingly express feelings about their lives and problems


2. Become increasingly accurate in their assessment of the meaning of their feelings.


3. Begin to experience fully, in awareness, feelings that have in the past been denied to awareness or distorted in awareness. (Ryckman 1993)





The application of these three points to the interview situation would clearly have benefits for grounded and constructivist methodologies which aim to encourage respondents to explore issues in their own terms and to reflect on tacit and explicit meanings. It is this type of effect that the development of  the skills discussed below aims to elicit.





To reflect differences between therapeutic and interview contexts, the three key attitudinal qualities quoted above have been slightly altered. Roger's himself relabels the qualities for the contexts of education and management (see Rogers 1983), and in addition, what Rogers calls 'prizing' has been replaced here by the term 'respect' to reflect the interview context, where (in comparison to the other contexts mentioned) there is much less emphasis put on the growth and development of the respondent.





1. Realness or genuineness.


The interviewer enters into the interaction with the respondent without presenting front or facade, being fully herself. The interviewer must therefore develop awareness of and be close to her own feelings.





2. Respect, acceptance, trust.


The interviewer accepts the respondent's feelings opinions and person. She has a basic trust in and respect for the respondent’s worth as an individual.





3. Empathic understanding.


The interviewer nurtures a sensitive awareness of the respondent’s perception of the world as they see it, seeking to understand the respondents world as if 'standing in their shoes'. (see Rogers 1983, pp119-135)





It is these qualities which provide the framework for interviewer skills discussed below. 





Interviewer skills





As Patton (1987) points out “On the surface [the interview] appears to require no more than knowing how to talk and listen” (p.108), but underneath a range of subtle skills and sensitivities are required. He goes on to say, and I agree





“One of the greatest obstacles to overcome in learning to be a skilled qualitative interviewer is unlearning the bad habits practised and reinforced in our daily conversations.” (ibid, p.108)





The unstructured interview is  particularly sensitive to the influence of the interviewer, simply because it relies so heavily  on their interpersonal skills. Marshall & Rossman (1995) set out a number of reasons that "interviewers should have superb listening skills and be skilful at personal interaction, question framing, and gentle probing for elaboration." (p.81) These include





n	the need for cooperation in personal interaction.


n	respondents being unwilling or uncomfortable in sharing their perspectives.


n	respondents being unaware of recurring patterns in their lives.


n	respondents untruthfulness (often for good reasons).


n	lack of interviewer familiarity with 'local language'.


n	lack of interviewer comprehension of responses.





I go along with Wragg (undated), who warns against the use of the unstructured interview by inexperienced researchers, and suggests that training or some background in human relations skills is required. Interviewers need to be simultaneously aware of at least four things; 





1. who he or she is and what they are about; 


2. what they are offering the respondent in terms of support, encouragement and the opportunity for reflection; 


3. what the respondent is able and willing to offer in return; 


4. how best to receive data whilst promoting meaningful communication. 





Points one and three are related to the ways in which both the interviewer and respondent construe their experience, and the importance of this is illustrated in later sections.  Laslett & Rapoport (1975, cited in Lee 1993, p105) highlight the importance of raising interviewer’s awareness of feelings during an interview, and the ways in which these affect the interviewing process. They also point out the impact of transference and countertransference which can result in respondents offering what they think the interviewer wishes to hear, or interviewers according certain aspects of respondent’s discourse undue prominence.





All the above points relate to the issue of the rapport between an interviewer and the respondent, which many writers have discussed (Spradley 1979,  Patton 1987, Lee 1993, May 1993). Spradley (1979) defines rapport as "a basic sense of trust [which] allows the free flow of information." (p.78). In the context of the framework offered here, rapport relates to the verbal and non-verbal skills required to demonstrate 'respect, acceptance, trust' which ultimately facilitate 'empathic understanding'. As May (1993) says "Practically speaking, if people feel valued then their participation is likely to be enhanced.' (p.98).





Rogers’ theories about helping skills dominate the practice of counselling and interpersonal skills training, and so it is to these skills (largely synonymous or overlapping with the terms 'counselling', 'communication', 'helping', 'human relations' and 'social' skills) that we now turn to in attempting to develop the framework of interviewer skills which encompass the points made above.





1. Realness or genuineness


Rogers (1983) argues that realness, genuineness or congruency are the most basic of the three essential attitudes. This means that the interviewer is ‘being the real person that they are’ without presenting a front or facade, and  through this enters into a relationship with the respondent. In this way she is more likely to become an effective interviewer. This is reinforced by advice from numerous writers (Patton, 1987, p.128) from various interview ‘camps’, to make clear the purposes and goals of the interview. Not only does this facilitate focussed dialogue, but conveys to the respondent the motivations of the interviewer and helps to set up a ‘genuine’ interaction. 





Interviewers might sometimes seek to present themselves as stereotypical interviewers, whatever that may mean for the individual, but “inner feelings leak out in non-verbal behaviour” (Hall & Hall, 1988) and respondents are likely to  receive paradoxical messages with discomfort or unease, qualities which are not likely to improve the dialectic. This has been labelled paralanguage. Paralanguage is the term used to describe the aspects of speech containing information other than that which is intended to be conveyed. Feelings can ‘leak out’ in the tone of voice being used, communicating much more than the meaning of the words used. In setting the tone of the interaction, interviewers should strive to make the tone of their voice congruent with the messages they wish to convey. Hall & Hall (ibid, p.202) argue that this congruence contributes to the development of the type of open interaction which facilitates the collection of rich data. There are also obvious implications here relating to the efficacy of, for instance, bored or demoralised interviewers. We all  sometimes bring certain feelings or attitudes to situations which we attempt to suppress, but which, in actual fact,  may be ‘leaking out’ unknowingly. In my experience it has been productive to surface unrelated negative emotions to respondents prior to the interview. By telling one respondent that I had arrived in an 'upset condition' unrelated to the interview, I sensed an accepting and nurturing reaction which was unlikely to have been forthcoming if I had simply conducted a 'grumpy' interview. Patton (1987) says that in his opinion interviewers must enjoy the process and be





"..interested in what people have to say. You must yourself believe that the thoughts and experiences of the people being interviewed are worth knowing. In short you must have the utmost respect for people who are willing to share with you some of their time." (p.141)





2. Respect, acceptance, trust


The unstructured interview relies on the collaboration of the respondent, which in turn is influenced by their motivation. The respondent's motivation and engagement with the research process is likely to be positively influenced if they feel valued by the interviewer. This involves respecting the respondent and accepting them for who they are. This begins with the interviewer being ‘non-judgemental’. Patton (1987) makes a useful distinction between rapport and neutrality which concurs with Rogers' position.





"Rapport is a stance vis-a-vis the person being interviewed. Neutrality is a stance vis-a-vis the content of what the person says. Rapport means that I respect the person being interviewed...Yet the content of what I am being told will not be subject to my judgement.." (p.127)





Although this may seem an obvious statement given the context, it is not necessarily as straightforward as it seems. Verbal and non-verbal clues can be given inadvertently by interviewers. For instance, a colleague who interviewed violent husbands, found it very difficult to avoid the negative feelings that she had in response to the stories that were recounted by the respondents. Even if the interviewer does not verbally offer any judgement of these behaviours, they may be displayed in her body language, to the detriment of the interview rapport. It also contradicts the first essential quality - that is, being real or genuine. How can an interviewer be congruent and hold back negative judgemental feelings towards the actions of a respondent, so that the second essential quality of respect can be observed? In a therapeutic context Rogers would argue that judgmental feelings need not be expressed immediately, but “when it is appropriate to do so” (Ryckman 1993, p.412), maybe after several sessions, and in a way that her “negative feelings are presented as [her] own personal reaction, not as some character flaw in the client” (Ryckman ibid., p.412). In the context of an interview, which is often a one off occurrence, it seems sensible to me for the interviewer to ‘bracket’ judgemental feelings as ‘temporarily inappropriate’. This ‘awareness in the moment’ is a difficult skill to develop. An awareness of one’s own value systems and an understanding of how individuals construe� their experiences in quite different ways will be helpful, and it might also be appropriate to work with colleagues on self awareness in relation to sensitive issues prior to undertaking this type of interview. If confronted by the respondent she can remain congruent, but remain focussed on their action, rather than the person or character of the respondent. This does represent a fairly extreme situation. In general, applying Rogers theory to interview skills requires that the interviewer cultivates an attitude of non-judgementality, that accepts the ‘lifeworld’ of the respondents as fully as possible, and in doing so aims to enrich the quality of data collected. This attitude is conveyed to the respondent in a number of verbal and non-verbal ways.





Non-verbal Skills


Respect, acceptance and trust are displayed not only in the things that an interviewer says to a respondent, but in their demeanour. Human relations literature points to a number of  aspects of non-verbal behaviour that can be applied to interviews. Observation of successful counsellors has produced the following guidelines (Hall & Hall 1988, p.98).





1. Maintain a relaxed alertness, body leaning slightly forward, arms open and unfolded.





2. Keep an effective eye contact, softly focussing on the interviewee, allowing the gaze to move gently to other parts of the body. 





3. Move in synchronicity with the other person, and avoid fidgeting or compulsive movements (like nail biting).





4. Avoid physical barriers such as desks or chair arms, and distracting situations (is there a phone nearby?)





5. Maintain a relaxed breathing pattern. (Hall & Wooster 1985, Hall & Hall 1988)





These points indicate the significance for interviewers of raising awareness of the impact of posture, eye contact, facial expression, proximity and touch, and are dealt with in detail in the human relations literature (see Hall & Hall 1988).





Verbal Skills


Verbal skills largely pertain to the development of empathic understanding, which is dealt with in the next section. However, the following areas are appropriate to this section. Firstly, as Patton (1987) says "The interviewer communicates respect for people being interviewed by giving them the courtesy of explaining why questions are being asked." (p.126) Patton (ibid) also makes the point that feeding back to the interviewee how the interview is going, and by offering a few words of thanks, support or praise the interviewer makes the respondent see how worthwhile the process is (p.127). Two further attributes convey how the interviewer values respondents and their contributions.





Minimal encouragement and silence


Minimal encouragement - that is, non-committal noises like ‘mm-mm’, ‘ah-ha’, ‘go on’, ‘yes’ convey the interviewer's interest and encourage the respondent to continue without getting in the way of the discourse. Ivey & Authier (1978) provide research evidence that inexperienced counsellors respond much more quickly than experienced counsellors and Hall & Hall (1988) point out that this minimal encouragement of the experienced counsellors led to longer periods of talking by the client. This research suggests that if an interviewer always waits 5 seconds before responding, the respondent is likely to initiate further discussion in 25 per cent of cases (p.100). During my research I have noticed that when I have felt intuitively that a respondent seems to have more to say about a topic, often it seems, whilst they are considering disclosing something of a critical nature, an extended period of silence following a remark has catalysed its development. This ability to tolerate silence has been  surprisingly difficult to cultivate and needless to say, that in numerous other situations my burning desire to move on to another theme has no doubt, foreclosed on additional useful material. In the same type of situation a descriptive comment like ‘you looked like you were going to add something’ has proved useful.





The converse can also be true. Respondents sometimes ramble and meander along at great length. As Patton (1987) says, "It is both patronizing and disrespectful to let the respondent run on when no attention is being paid to what he or she is saying. It is respectful of both the person being interviewed and the interviewer to make good use of the short time available to talk." (p.132) He suggests that the first step to remedy this is to stop giving the verbal and non-verbal encouragement described above. If this is not successful a sensitive interruption is appropriate.





"Let me stop you there for a moment and check out something you mentioned earlier....."





Paralanguage


As already mentioned paralanguage refers to the messages contained in speech beyond those which the words are intended to convey. The important point to re-iterate here is that respect, acceptance and trust need to be felt by the interviewer, in order that paradoxical messages are avoided. It is no use knowing that this attitudinal quality is beneficial to the interaction; it is no use attempting to convey this through the tone of speech, because unless the interviewer truly has those attitudes, paralanguage will convey contradictory messages to the respondent and be detrimental to the interview.





3. Empathic understanding


Here, ‘empathic’ refers to a sensitivity to respondents’ frames of reference. This is not only influenced by the amount of experience of the respondent’s situation that an interviewer has - that is the balance between how ‘neutral’ and how ‘native’ the interviewer is, but also the degree of sensitivity which the interviewer has, and displays for the respondent’s ‘lifeworld’ and the alternative ways in which this can be construed. In his theory of personal constructs, Kelly (1955) argues that people use completely different words to describe the same things, and the same words to describe completely different things. If an interviewer is aware of this, and that their own perception of themselves is reflected in how they perceive others, a more empathetic understanding can be developed. 'Understanding' implies the interviewer's construction of the respondent’s frames of reference’, and this can be checked out with the respondent during the interview. The interviewer may also be able to surface tacit perspectives as well as those more explicit or readily accessible ones. In my experience a number of respondents make remarks like





"You know, I've never made sense of it that way before now."





Although the interviewer's skill in asking questions, probing answers and checking interpretation is usually seen as the key method through which empathic understanding  is developed, the interviewer should also be aware of the non-verbal messages that the respondent is displaying.





Non-verbal messages


Birdwhistel (1970) suggested that non-verbal messages account for 93% of all communication. This figure is contentious, and it is true to say that we still know little conclusively about non-verbal communication, perhaps because the meaning of non-verbal communication is so highly contextualised. Galloway (1977) presents this summary of  the knowledge about non-verbal communication that we can be fairly sure about.





1. Non-verbal communication plays an important part in all relationships, which the participants recognize and understand.





2. The main way of expressing emotion is through non-verbal communication.





3. Non-verbal communication acts as a meta-communication and makes a statement about the relationship between people.





4. The information given by non-verbal communication is difficult to control and is often a statement of a person's true feelings. Unconscious processes may be leaked out.





5. It is difficult to be aware of your own non-verbal communication because it is not common to be given feedback on the effect you have on other people.





For these reasons the interviewer should pay attention to the types of non-verbal messages (as discussed in section two) being given by the respondent. 





Listening


Before there is understanding the interviewer must listen! Both May (1993) and Lofland (1971), amongst others, advocate the use of tape recorders in order to enhance the ability to remain attentive during interviews. In discussing this Lofland (ibid)  conveys the difficulty of the listening process. 





"One's full attention must be focused on the interview. One must be thinking about probing for further explication or clarification of what he is now saying; formulating probes; linking up current talk with what he has already said; thinking ahead to putting a new question that has now arisen ...;and attending to the interviewee in a manner that communicates to him that you are indeed listening." (p.89)





Powell (1974) adds to this





"Listening in dialogue is listening more to meanings than to words...In true listening, we reach behind the words, see through them, to find the person who is being revealed....I can never tell you what you said, but only what I heard. I will have to rephrase what you have said, and check it out with you to make sure that what left your mind and heart  arrived in my mind intact and without distortion." 





This highlights the reactive nature of listening to understand and the importance of probing. This listening does not end with the completion of a respondent's sentence. Wooster & Hall (1985) suggest that 





"Attentive silence can be used to give the speaker time to think about what he has said, experience his feelings and formulate his next statement. [the listener] can use the time to demonstrate attention, observe body language, and think about his communication." (p.38)





In this way the interviewer begins to attend to the ‘lifeworld’ of the respondent, make sense of the communication and formulate strategies to develop her understanding.





Verbal skills


The interviewer of course, uses a range of verbal skills for developing understanding of the respondent's perspective. This is usually considered to be the interviewer's range of questioning techniques, but there are also useful lessons to be learned from the fields of counselling and psychotherapy. These include the skills of probing and careful reflection of discourse to validate interviewer interpretation and develop respondent's expression of both explicit and tacit thought processes.





Questioning


Generally in qualitative research, the aim is to enable the interviewee to talk freely and openly about aspects of their life experience. In this situation open questions are the main instrument used in collecting the data. However the goal of understanding must not overpower the interviewer’s empathic position, nor their respect, acceptance or trust. As Patton (1987) points out it is the responsibility of the interviewer "to be sensitive to how the interviewee may be affected by different questions and various question formats." (p.129) So at the start of the interview it may be appropriate to ask a number of factually oriented or straight forward questions to develop the respondents' sense of security. These type of questions request uncomplicated descriptions, behaviours, actions or experiences and encourage the respondent to talk descriptively. Patton (ibid) argues that opinions and feelings which are linked to this descriptive information are more likely to be accurate as the respondent has "just verbally relived the experience." (p.120)





Cohen and Manion (1989) describe the advantages of open ended questions as their ability to; be flexible; allow probing; develop understanding; test knowledge; encourage cooperation and rapport; test belief; produce unexpected or unanticipated answers; elicit unthought-of relationships or hypotheses (p.313). The last point made here is important. Skilful interviewing can help the respondent to organise their thoughts and feelings in ways more coherent or more communicable than previously. In this way not only are explicit understandings communicated, but tacit understandings can be made accessible to the data collection process. This enriches the research process, particularly where the development of new theory aims to be grounded in the perspectives of the respondents. However the interviewer must be careful in the construction of open ended questions.





"How satisfied are you with the training?"





This may seem like an open ended question, but as Patton (ibid) points out "the truly open-ended question does not presuppose which dimensions of feeling, analysis or thought will be salient to the interviewee. The truly open-ended question allows the person being interviewed to select from among that person's full repertoire of possible responses." (p.123) In this way the respondent is allowed to construct responses in their own terms and not be programmed by those of the interviewer. So in order to reflect a truly constructivist positioning the above question might be rephrased





"Tell me how you feel/think about the training now."





Reflection of Content


According to Egan (1975) the ability to feedback to a respondent the main content of what has been said is one indication of accurate empathy. It is however important to avoid 'parroting' the respondent by repeating their words exactly as this is likely to sound insincere. An accurate paraphrase indicates listening and empathy and allows the respondent to correct any misconception. Indeed if the interviewer is confused, an expression of this confusion demonstrates congruency and honesty on their behalf and respondents are usually happy to have the opportunity to clarify any misconception. The work of Kelly (1955) illustrates the multiple and idiosyncratic ways that individuals construe their experience. A concise reflection of content can bring together respondents rambling discourses, whilst at the same time providing them with an opportunity to verify the interviewers interpretation. In my experience  respondents will also paraphrase rambling questions from the interviewer! As already mentioned, responding without judging or evaluating what has been said is another way of communicating empathy.





Reflection of Feelings


Respondent’s feelings about things are usually an important part of making sense of their ‘lifeworld’. Sometimes these feelings are expressed precisely, but at other times they are unclearly defined or 'leak out' in non-verbal clues. Either way the interviewer can add further dimensions to the data collection by reflecting back her interpretation of these feelings, as discussed above with respect to content. It is the reflection of implicit or tacit feelings often registered through non-verbal stimuli, which can produce the most stimulating dialogue. But (and this is a large BUT), it should be remembered that the interviewer's construction of feelings may be quite different from those of the respondent, so it is crucial to "enter his feeling world as sensitively as you can" (Hall & Hall, 1988, p112).





This particularly applies when the respondent's words seem to be incongruent with non-verbal messages. This may be perceived in a tremor in the voice, agitated fidgeting or a pained expression around the eyes. The interviewer’s perceptions can be tested by reflecting back their interpretation of non-verbal messages pertaining to respondent’s feelings or emotions. For instance,





"When you talked about your experience as an Appraiser then, I could hear a tremor in your voice. It sounded like it had upset you?"





Respondents may reflect more deeply on this, or simply deny the emotion. Whatever the actual fact, the point is best not pressed. In such cases Hall & Hall (ibid, p.113) advise that





"It may be inadvisable to confront a person too early, as you may be threatening an habitual defence for coping with their anxiety, which is necessary for survival." 





In my experience, some respondents will return to the point later if they wish to explore the point.





Reflecting Meaning


This can most simply be achieved by the interviewer reflecting back to the respondent both content and feeling of the interaction, using the formula "You feel/felt [...feeling...] because [..content..]. For example





"You felt anxious about the activity because people were watching you."





In this case the respondent replied that she felt that she may be judged by the audience. If the reflection does not match the respondents perspective they have the opportunity to correct the interviewers interpretation of the situation (this is often not achieved in less responsive interview styles). The interviewer should also be alert to sustained passages from the respondent, and in this case it is useful to summarise the main themes and feelings to promote clear understanding. Where a clearer picture is not forthcoming the interviewer may need to probe deeper.





Probing Deeper


Probing respondent's perspectives is an important aspect of developing understanding. Probes ask in sensitive and neutral ways for more detail or clarification. Everyday language is however, sometimes complex and filled with unsurfaced, hidden and superficial meaning, which is used, not for communication but defence. The speaker can be unaware of the defence where it is a subconscious protection against fuller understanding of painful or difficult realisation, and as Hall & Hall (ibid, p.151) point out





"Much of the time, people collude to accept a conversation that has missing information [..]. To ask for missing information could create an embarrassing or emotionally charged situation."





An often heard phrase from the counselling world is "What I hear you saying is......." followed by a restatement of the unspoken message. Hall & Hall (ibid, p.114) point out that this can be a highly potent intervention, but it should be used carefully, particularly with respondents familiar with counselling who may perceive it as jargon at best or patronising at worst. Bandler and Grinder (1975) discuss a number of ways in which we limit our communications, through deletion; distortion and generalization. Once alerted to these limitations they can be addressed by interviewers in their quest to develop empathic understanding. In doing this it should be born in mind that the respondent may not have previously assimilated the awareness which is being sought, and so the probing needs to be pursued with an empathy for the challenging nature of the process which the respondent is being asked to undertake. It should also be noted that non-verbal messages (as discussed above) may also be probed if they appear to be relevant to the research process. This can be extremely challenging for the respondent and a good rapport and great sensitivity are required for this type of probing.








Summary


For constructivist inquirers and interviewers attempting to promote facilitative relationships with their respondents this paper has raised numerous considerations. Whilst recognising that the points made are not without dilemma, I do hope that it provides the reader with a number of pragmatic ideas on which to base further reflection on the practice of interviewing.





Contact Fred Paterson at the School of Education, University of Nottingham. E-mail TEXASP@ten2.educ.nottingham.ac.uk
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Bachelor (1988) for  instance, found that the key term 'empathy' had at least four separate meanings to people in therapy,  and as Ryckman (1993, p.415) points out, "fuzzy concepts lead to the construction of inadequate measures and consequently poor test of theory". Ryckman (ibid, p.415) also indicates the lack of long term follow-up studies, and the anecdotal basis for much of the evidence for changed behaviour.


�This relates to the personal construct theory of George Kelly, which is discussed in section three below.
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