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3.2 Interview 

I teach the value of the personal relationships to all things  

because it creates intimacy, intimacy creates understanding,  

and understanding creates love. 

Anais Nin 

 

 

Types of Interview 

Interview "may become more like a manipulated conversation, where the manipulation 

is acknowledged and accepted by both parties" (Czarniawska, 1999a, p. 5). Interviews are 

used in many fields of science and practice, can take quite different shapes and have various 

goals and applications. Generally, interviews may be either structured or unstructured. 

Structural approaches mean that questions are asked in such a way as to make the respondents 

give specific answers. For example, a structured question would be: "How many hours a day 

do you watch television?" The related unstructured question could take the following form: 

"Do you watch television? When?", or in an even more open version: "How do you spend 

your free time?" The latter question does not even suggest that the interviewee indeed watches 

television. It is up to them to take up the theme – or not.  

The goal of the structured interview is to conduct quantitative research with a view to 

proving a hypothesis. The sample of respondents should then be representative, and the 

research tool is known as a questionnaire. The answer might be pre-coded in order to make 

the data processing process easier. Qualitative research does not use such forms. In 

ethnographic research it is most common to use as unstructured an interview scenario as 

possible (also known as open interviews).  An intermediate form is sometimes used – the 

semi-structured interview - which ranges from interviews made with an auxiliary list of 



questions to what I call the collection of performative definitions, or asking the same 

questions (usually short and quite simple) of all the interviewees.   

The difference between the structured and unstructured interview is that  

the former aims at capturing precise data of a codable nature in order to explain 

behaviour within pre-established categories, whereas the latter is used in an 

attempt to understand the complex behaviour of members of society without 

imposing any a priori categorisation that may limit the field of inquiry. 

(Fontana and Frey, 1994: 52) 

As the structured interview is not used in ethnographic research I will omit it from the 

presentation, concentrating on the two types that are more common, namely, the unstructured 

and semi-structured interview. 

Unstructured (Open) Interview 

The most frequently used type of interview in ethnographic research is the non-standardised 

interview, i.e. the open interview. Most researchers prefer to talk about interlocutors or 

interviewees rather than respondents, which is a term typically used for quantitative studies, 

and the aim is often to establish contact with the person interviewed. It is a good idea to 

follow the interviewees’ train of talk and take up the topics touched upon by him or her, even 

if it was not planned by the researcher. I often have an idea of what I want to talk about before 

an interview, but try not to have any hard and fast plans so that I can listen and ask about the 

things that the interlocutor is telling me. Some typical questions that may be asked during an 

anthropological interview include the following: 

 What does your work consist of? What do you do in the organisation? 

 Who do you work with? In what way? 

 What is your usual day (at work) like?  



 Can you describe an extraordinary day, unexpected event: positive or negative? 

It is useful to have some knowledge of the interlocutor’s professional language or jargon, at 

least to the extent of being able to listen attentively and ask about the things one does not 

understand. The organisational ethnographer usually does not need to learn foreign languages, 

although it does happens at times, such as when the researcher heads for the field located 

abroad (outside their own country): Nigel Barley learned the language of the fairly unknown 

tribe in Cameroon that he wished to study (1983/1997)., Krzysztof Konecki (1992b) learned 

Japanese in order to study a company in Japan, and Elisabeth Dunn (1999) learned Polish in 

order to actively observe a Polish organisation. But even in an organisation in one's country or 

home town it is sometimes possible to encounter professional or organisational dialects that 

sound quite alien to the researcher. It may turn out that a key word that the researcher takes 

for granted has a totally different meaning in the field being studied, or is not used at all. The 

alert researcher, Karin Winroth (1999), noticed that the word management
1
 was used in a 

specific way in the law firm she was studying and this discovery led to her formulating a 

research problem relating to this difference: What happened when management came to the 

law firm? This story would have never happened if the researcher had overlooked a subtle, 

but indeed significant, difference between the understanding of the word at the home 

university and in the field she was investigating. It can be a good idea to remain alert to the 

possibility of linguistic differences, jargon, own language, or nuances of interpretation in 

commonly used words. Another thing that is worth thinking about is to adjust one's 

vocabulary to the vocabulary of the field. Using certain terms or professional jargon may not 

always be appropriate, such as when one of my students literally forced the interviewees to 

talk in terms of human resource strategy – which he later recognised as something they were 

not likely to do on their own. Probably everyone at some point makes a slip and starts using 

                                                 
1
 In English in the original Swedish book.  



an alien expression although it is a good thing to honestly account for it, like Urlike Schultze 

did (2000). She confessed that she accidentally "infected" her field with words that the field 

did not use, such as "gap" meaning the effect of comparison between a desired and actual 

state. Schultze speaks about how such disruptions in language come from the way of asking 

questions; when the researcher uses her or his own words rather than the words in use in the 

field. Another source of interference may be body language. With facial expressions, such as 

too vigorous nodding or making disapproving faces, the interviewer may suggest directions in 

which the conversation should progress. However, an interviewer who does not give any cues, 

such as never nodding or saying "mhm", is unlikely to collect very much material because the 

interviewees will probably feel embarrassed or rejected and at best they will keep their 

answers very brief. I once had a student who reported repeated failures with his interviews. At 

some point another student pointed out to him that he tended to listen with a blank expression 

on his face and that this might make people feel uncomfortable. He changed his 

conversational style (Tannen, 1986) and his results improved immediately.  

 An open interview means that the researcher listens: without suggesting, talking too 

much, giving advice, or acting like an examiner. Sometimes interlocutors feel stressed and try 

to give the "right" answers, i.e. they attempt to guess what the interviewer wants to hear. But 

in open interviews there are no "right" answers! On the contrary, hearing what is already on 

their mind is exactly what most interviewers want to avoid. What is the point of going out into 

the field if one only hears what one already knows? I try to communicate to my students to 

give the floor to the interviewee as much as possible. It is better to appear ignorant than try to 

be an expert. In this way interlocutors are more likely to explain and be less stressed and 

inclined to give the "correct" answers.  

 It is advisable to ask the interlocutors for permission to record the interview. I always 

try to protect my interviewees’ identity and tell them this at the very beginning. This helps to 



build trust. More often than not, and especially when their anonymity is secured, interlocutors 

do not mind the tape-recorder, even though it may take time to get used to its presence. Time 

is anyway needed to get used to the researcher and the situation of the interview, and this 

varies depending upon both the researcher and the interlocutor. It has happened, both to me 

and my students, that people have taken more than half an hour to get over the initial phase, 

but once the interviewee has settled down a truly interesting conversation often begins. Short 

interviews never get to that point. But how long is long enough? This naturally varies and 

depends on the researcher and the interviewee. In my experience it has been everything 

between an incredibly fast 15 minutes (with a person I already knew quite well) to 3 hours. I 

usually say 1.5 – 2 hours when asked by students. While this is not a rigid rule, it tends to 

work in most cases.  

The recorder (be it tape or electronic) is an extremely helpful device to use during 

interviews because it allows the researcher to focus exclusively on the interlocutor, maintain 

eye-contact and listen attentively to what they are saying without the need to take copious 

notes. My first interviews were conducted without a tape-recorder, however, as I didn’t have 

access to one that was small enough to carry, so I had to take notes. As a result a lot of what 

my interlocutors were talking about was lost, because not only was it impossible to remember 

the way they formulated their sentences so that I could quote them, it was also impossible to 

retain everything they were talking about. Moreover, as my head was constantly bowed over 

the piece of paper I was furiously writing on, it meant that any eye-contact between me and 

my interlocutors was negligible. It also happened several times that the interviewee asked me 

to switch off the tape-recorder. Naturally I did that and took notes instead. Such refusals to 

talk in front of the tape recorder were most common among older managers with experience 

before 1989, as until then it had been commonplace in Eastern Europe to spy on managers. 

One of the directors I was talking to even said directly, and with a self-ironic laugh: "You 



know, communism made me paranoid, so you’d better turn that thing off, you can't teach an 

old dog new tricks".  

 It is a good idea to encourage the interlocutor to tell stories, because stories are close 

to the logic that drives the actions of people in the field. I really dislike abstract answers, such 

as when an interviewee becomes theoretical or normative and lectures me about things I could 

read in management textbooks. I try to ask, or even press them for stories by way of 

examples. But it also happens that one meets an interlocutor who begins with very abstract 

generalisations then starts to tell stories. One of my favourite interviews began like that: with 

generalisations and abstract statements. Then, on his own initiative, the interviewee slipped 

into story-telling mode and provided me with story after story. Although they were all good, I 

particularly liked the one about a man who started to attend the foreign language course 

taught by my interlocutor, and then, without paying any fee, just disappeared. Encouraged by 

his boss the teacher decided to try to find the said student but failed as he had not left any 

trace that would disclose his true identity. Quite accidentally the teacher later learned from 

one of his colleagues, who was also a foreign language teacher, that he had once had such a 

student. Driven by some odd intuition the teacher asked about his appearance. "But that's my 

student!" my interviewee exclaimed. When they compared descriptions they realised it was 

the same man, so my interviewee became curious and started to ask other teachers he knew in 

Warsaw about whether they also knew of this person. It turned out that this man just turned up 

here, there and everywhere, picked up as much as he could get away with and then promptly 

disappeared from each course – and they were indeed many. Months and years passed, and 

one day a man knocked at the door of my interviewee's private apartment. He opened the door 

and was flabbergasted to see that it was the notorious student, who had come to ask a question 

about the language he taught. At that point he felt as though he had known the student for 

years, so he invited him in and gave him all the advice he wanted free of charge. The student 



was very grateful and turned up with a bottle of vodka the following evening, which they both 

happily consumed. This story did not explain or even illustrate any general rule or 

characteristic of the teacher's organisation – but it is just that kind of surprise or catalyst that I 

hope to receive when starting an interview. Good stories illustrate part of the interviewee’s 

working life in a way that is unparalleled.  

 A colleague of mine, considering himself a positivist, once asked me how is it possible 

that my interlocutors, all very busy people, tend to refuse to take part in questionnaire studies 

on the grounds of not having enough time and then devote several hours to an interview with 

me. Neither trick nor supernatural ability is involved – the plain fact is that people often do 

not mind sacrificing their time for an interview. I think that the anthropological interview is, 

against all appearances, a two-way communication (Czarniawska, 2002). The interlocutor 

gives the researcher their story, while the researcher in turn offers them a listening ear that is 

both intensive and reflective. With a good listener one can allow oneself hesitation, 

experimenting with thoughts, expressing nostalgia or uncertainty: and all that without any 

practical consequences. The interlocutors, in particular when they are managers, do not often 

have listeners as they have to stay fixed in their professional role. Even in their free time they 

are probably not likely to find anyone (a husband or a wife) willing want to listen for hours to 

them describing their job and ideas in detail. Managers are often reluctant to reveal their 

doubts or hesitations to their peers. The ethnographer is an unusual listener, or, as one 

interlocutor expressed it, "even better than a priest, because they only want to hear about your 

sins, and you want it all, sins and successes". Sometimes the interlocutor cuts the first 

interview short because of time pressure, but afterwards they may create more time for the 

next meeting. 

 Many colleagues share my conviction that interlocutors should be treated as partners 

rather than passive informants, and that it is important to aim towards achieving an authentic 



understanding of their perspective on the studied reality. Great care should therefore be taken 

about their voice not being misrepresented in the produced text that results from the research 

(e.g. Fontana and Frey, 1994). If we want a "thick description" of culture (Geertz, 1973), then 

it is essential to be careful and respectful interviewers.  

 In the following passage I quote an excerpt from the transcript of an interview taken 

from my own studies of non-governmental organisations in Poland.  

 

An Interview with the Social Activist (by Monika Kostera) 

Researcher: So, could you just tell me your story, how did you start to work in the 

helpline? 

Interlocutor: I didn't really have the faintest idea about what it meant until I started 

[my involvement with the helpline]; it happened that my friend and I were kind of 

active in it [in the NGO] but I had never really got inside, I am rather a poor organiser, 

that is an office worker [inaudible], so I wouldn’t have been much use in the back 

office. And, others' suffering terrifies me; I couldn’t cope with it. I didn't know what to 

do. However, I have been always inclined towards helping others, that is, I was always 

fascinated by all kinds of extreme situations. And that is why one day I proposed that 

my friend should come to some party to [an NGO], and then I made friends with a guy 

from here, and somehow all three of us were there, somewhere, and suddenly my 

friend said "listen, we could use some help". And that friend of mine had also been a 

bit of an outsider [in the NGO], but was really a social activist at heart, so I thought 

that was a perfect moment to join together. So we came, and on the spot I met two 

people who had founded the Warsaw G8. It is a really tiny community of what I call 

the human elite, it is really small, limited, and they are special people because they 



want to do something for the others. While people in general think about others 

increasingly less. Having an interest in others does not happen very often. And the 

very situation that people want to do something for the others made them into a kind 

of elite. I keep saying: you are the elite. And so I met two such people, they were the 

founders of the Christian group, Olek and Andrzej, and somehow immediately we 

made the connection, we made friends, and through them I started to learn this 

environment, slowly, step by step. And then it happened, because everywhere you can 

see the hand of God and it just happened that they left, they had to leave for the U.S. 

and there was a vacant position in the helpline… 

[the phone rings, a break in the tape recording] 

… that vacant position in the helpline just came up and being terrified I internally 

panicked, but after several long conversations with the guys, I said "yes". And that’s 

how, as a complete outsider in the sense of psychology, of counselling, and so on, I 

came to be here. But I have been doing it for my entire life. In private, very much for 

my family and friends, and I have always been the person people come to in order to 

ask for advice, someone like an auntie who always knows what should be done, and 

besides, I am really very tolerant. I just like people, just like them, I can tell that they 

are just like me. So I was thinking that since things unfolded so that I could try to use 

my inborn skills, some skills, because I still have some, somewhere in the wider 

forum, so then I would go for it, I would try to do it in a way so as not to harm 

anybody, God forbid, of course, that was the thing I was most afraid of, and see if I 

could do it, and there is no other way than to try, "live", so after several [inaudible] 

times on duty when I was watching and listening to my colleagues working, I finally 

decided that I could be on duty myself. All the time I had the feeling that there was 

nothing I really could, I really knew, nothing that I did not understand, because as 



regards understanding I did understand. Luckily, I have it, luckily I have that. But, that 

I do not have all the technical skills to conduct such a conversation. Luckily, very 

quickly there was some training, one or another, I myself take these trainings 

whenever I can, I have some friends who are psychologists, and therefore I am 

continuously providing training for myself on my own. I have even tried to set up such 

a group, such a mutual help group… anyway, I am all the time somehow orbiting 

around this issue and actually the impulse for it was my first meeting with the group of 

G8. The group, that is the entire organisation of [an NGO] is, luckily that they are in 

Warsaw at all, for sure because there are some opportunities, some, some, 

institutionalised opportunities. Anyway it is organised to the sufficient extent, that 

people who are in need will always find some help. And that is the most important 

thing. When we had some housing problems we just got ourselves together in some 

incredible way, for we just could not stop being, for there are several people for whom 

we must just be, for whom we are unconditionally needed. Everyday, when we sit here 

on the phone, we listen to people [inaudible], every day it just gets confirmed that we 

are so absolutely needed. And that would be it [inaudible]. 

 

There are many interesting examples of ethnographies extensively based on 

interviews. Barbara Czarniawska (1985) interviewed a group of top-level managers from 

Polish and American enterprises in order to learn about the control mechanisms that top 

executives used in these two completely different countries. The research was done before the 

fall of the Eastern Bloc, which further adds to the differences. The book is about why people 

want to be top managers and what motivates them to work in a profession that is, as they 

themselves emphasise, stressful and demands responsibility. Even though they were talking 

about different problems and rewards, both the Poles and the Americans indicated that 



management provided an opportunity to exert control, not necessarily over people or 

organisations, but over their own fate. The power that was at their disposal was different, 

however. In the case of the American managers it was mainly top-down hierarchical power, 

while Polish managers used horizontal, or networking, power. They also had different ideas 

about how to balance control and autonomy as well as participation and isolation in their 

work.  

Kristina Genell (1997) studied economic education in Poland by interviewing a 

number of employees of selected organisations, mainly those affiliated with two Polish 

universities but also students and several representatives of Polish public administration. In 

addition to the interview material analysis she also analysed a number of documents. The 

author had some knowledge of the Polish language, although most of the interviews were 

conducted in English, partly because this was much easier for her to transcribe and interpret 

and partly because most of her interlocutors had no problems with speaking English. It turned 

out that there was a distinctive Polish educational "mix" that combined the new and 

traditional Polish and foreign ideas in processes of simultaneous de-institutionalisation and re-

institutionalisation. In general, the Polish transformation of the educational system in 

economics is based on imitation (of the West, the past) – as well as a kind of occupation (by 

Western ideas).  

The story told by Ulla Eriksson (2000) about how gender is constructed by trainees 

starting their work in a global company is based on 31 interviews with 10 interlocutors, as 

well as additional material resulting from multiple observations and participant observations. 

The entire research process took seven years and embraced the acculturation of the trainees. A 

bond and trust emerged between the people being studied and the researcher, which meant 

that the process of acculturation could be presented from many perspectives: organisational 

and well as individual. The issues that were taken up concerned not only behavioural aspects 



but also included quite personal ideas and attitudes. A picture of both the overt and hidden 

factors that influence the construction of gender in society emerges from the book. Contrary 

to open declarations and perhaps also against the intentions of management, gender is 

reconstructed in a rather conservative way, and male managers constantly outnumber their 

female counterparts. Furthermore, male managers tend to be quite homogenous as a group in 

the studied organisation.  

The book by Ruth Behar (1993), Translated Woman, has attracted a lot of attention. It 

is not an ethnography of organisation but the record of the life of Esperanza, a woman from 

Latin America.  Ruth Behar is loyal to her interviewee to the point that in the book she 

decides to allow the woman considerable freedom of expression by refraining from 

commenting on or editing the material – she does that in the second part of the book. The first 

part of the book describes the life of Esperanza with words carefully transcribed from the 

interview. In the second part, which is devoted to methodological considerations and 

theoretical reflections, Ruth Behar takes over the narration.  

Despite being regarded by many as a novel way in which to do ethnography, Behar's 

book can be said to follow the tradition of Znaniecki. The classical The Polish Peasant in 

Europe and America by William Thomas and Florian Znaniecki (1918/1996) describes the 

vicissitudes of Polish immigrants in the United States. The authors focus on the lives and 

stories of people, the perspective adopted being close to the one of their characters, and the 

sociological theory that emerges is built on these human biographies.  

It is common that one person is interviewed by a single interviewer. However, 

sometimes it can be useful to conduct a group interview, particularly when the group 

dynamics are of interest – or when additional aspects might emerge (Fontana and Frey, 1994). 

This method is most often associated with the technique of collecting data in marketing 

research, when focus groups are regularly used to gather information about a product. But that 



is not the only example of a group of people being interviewed together – group interview has 

also conducted by Bronislaw Malinowski, and is certainly used by contemporary researchers 

(such as Ulla Johansson, 2006).  

A group of students conducted a group interview with the employees of a well-known 

consulting firm. Group pressure and integration within the group were reported as being the 

main forces linking people to the company. The group dynamics visible in the interview said 

a lot about how the group worked together and what positions the different individuals 

occupied in the group. However, the interviewees were quite superficial in what they said 

during that interview. When interviewed alone they were much more willing to approach 

more personal issues. This is a fairly common occurrence in a group interview because people 

in groups tend not to be as open and talk about personal matters as lone individuals. On the 

part of the researcher, group interview requires a slightly different technique than a regular 

face-to-face interview in that it is sometimes necessary to intervene and act as something of a 

moderator, rather than just be a listening partner as in a person-to-person interview. In a group 

interview situation the phenomenon of groupthink may also affect individuals’ responses, 

which can in turn lead to the whole interview becoming more superficial. 

The following story, recounted by Joanna Brewis, is about the problems and pleasures 

of interviewing.  

 

Informative Interviews (by Joanna Brewis) 

For my PhD, I conducted something in the region of 46 qualitative interviews with 

men and women working in a university, and in a financial services organization. The 

subject matter was sexual relationships at work - so many of the interviews were quite 

difficult to do because people were embarrassed or thought I was prying. My age (I 



was 22 at the time and many of my interviewees were older) and my gender didn't 

help. However, I realized just how useful interviews can be when I went to see a 

respondent who was nearer my age, and was in her first lecturing job.  

We struck up a rapport instantly and she had a lot to tell me about her own experiences 

in my area of interest. In fact this interview was much more like chatting to a friend - 

at one point we strayed off the subject so badly that we actually spent 20 minutes 

talking about football! This experience made me realize that qualitative interviewing is 

very much a two way street - if the respondent doesn't want to talk, isn't interested in 

the subject matter, feels threatened by the interview situation, or is `clockwatching', 

then the interview is not likely to succeed even if the interviewer is both skilled and 

experienced - which I certainly wasn't at the time. Obviously there are ways and 

means of getting someone to talk, but I think it's still worth considering whether you 

will be able to talk to the `right' kind of respondents if you want to do this kind of 

interviewing - achieving what's often called cognitive access is to some extent the 

most crucial thing in ensuring that you collect meaningful and useful data using this 

method. I have many respondents that I remember being as easy to interview as the 

woman I've talked about above - but she sticks in my memory as the first one who 

taught me that interviewing doesn't have to be a chore, and that it can be as enjoyable 

for both the respondent and the interviewer if the right conditions are in place. 

 

 

Interview is popular research method for ethnographers and everyone who has ever worked in 

the field has a number of stories to tell about successful, unsuccessful, surprising, funny 

interviews, etc. The next story, by Tomasz Ludwicki, takes up two aspects of interviewing, 

namely, success and failure, and does so with a twist.  



 

Interviewing: No Easy Task (by Tomasz Ludwicki) 

Having read several books it seemed to me that conducting an ethnographic interview 

should not constitute a problem for me. At last, almost everyone can do things like 

talking, asking questions and listening. So I prepared my tape-recorder, extra batteries 

just in case, cassettes, a list of question for a "workout" and I set off to the field. In my 

case that was a consulting firm where I had an appointment, this time with a head of 

one of the departments. As was usually the case in this organization the interview was 

set in advance, I had been asked if there was anything that was to be prepared for the 

meeting, what it would be about and what kind of questions might be expected. I 

managed to get away with a general explanation that the interview would be about the 

functioning of the company and the issue of decision-making in order not to limit the 

interests. 

When I came to the building I met a nice energetic man of around40, who introduced 

himself as the head of the division. At the beginning he asked how much time the 

interview would take and when I responded that it would be about an hour he said that 

there was nothing to wait for and we should proceed to the crux of the matter 

immediately. It was already about 6 p.m. on the Monday before Easter and the feeling 

of holiday was already pervading the atmosphere. We sat in one of the cubicles and 

started the interview.  

Prior to conducting initial interviews in an organisation, I usually make the effort to 

understand its history and how it has evolved over time. So I It was the same this time. 

Often people tell me a lot about the history of their organisation and I do not need to 

encourage them, sometimes I even have to stop them. But it was different this time. 



When I first asked about the history of the organisation the answer was more or less as 

follows: "Well… I remember when in this firm there were only 20 employees. An 

important thing that happened was the set-up of the HR department". Of course I tried 

to learn something more, but all I got were completely banal answers. This happens 

sometimes, particularly when it is one of the first interviews, you – the researcher – do 

not know the organisation or the people and they do not know you. The beginning 

tends to be especially tough, because relationships need to be built up and one needs to 

listen attentively for interesting plots and the probe deeper. It is important to keep on 

searching even in the case of laconic replies. If the issue is interesting, you might wish 

to return to it later on. At such a moment the list of questions you have prepared may 

turn out to be particularly useful. But sometimes it is not useful at all. When 

interesting issues arise they drive the conversation and lead, like a thread, to the next 

question. But if it is hard, as it was the case in this particular organisation, to find a 

story or a plot, then the questions at least offer us a chance to find something 

interesting. So, I was trying not to worry too much about the brief answers and 

continued asking the questions from my list. As the time passed, however, the 

situation got somewhat out of the control. The interviewee started to give very brief 

answers to my questions, usually consisting of one or two sentences, such as: "…. I do 

not know" or "Do you know our specificity?", "it is not that there is one or another, 

everything is important", "I cannot tell you". And finally we reached the point when 

our roles exchanged and he started to ask me questions: "What do you mean by that?" 

Rather than being discouraged by this I started to ask about more and more detailed 

issues in the hope that I would finally hear a longer story. In my research such an issue 

was the decision-making process. Almost everyone had something to add here, and for 

this reason I named this topic "the last resort". And then I asked how the decisions 



were made and I got the reply: "a decision is just implemented and that is it [laugh]
2
. I 

do not fully understand…" At this point I was close to cracking up. I had not learned 

much and was running out of questions. However, I was still trying and hoping for any 

reaction on the part of my interlocutor. Unfortunately that did not help. Tough luck - I 

thought for a moment, not every interview has to be successful, and I will seemingly 

have to write that one off. Perhaps when I manage to get to know the organisation a 

little bit better I will be able to prepare better questions and come back? I even 

confessed that to my interlocutor by saying: "Being frank with you, I am running out 

of questions". But the answer was somehow unexpected: "you see, it is a tough case". 

What kind of "tough case" and why? What is all this about? Suddenly I realised that a 

way to further questioning was opening: this time I should be more open to listening 

than asking questions! My interviewee then started to tell stories and the interview 

changed beyond all recognition and I learned what the "tough case" was all about. The 

interview was successful in the end, although I had been on the verge  of giving up. It 

became evident that one should never give up. Perhaps my first questions had got off 

on the wrong footing or perhaps they had been too general – and I was interviewing 

someone with a special story.  On the other hand it might have been that my 

interviewee simply wanted to get home as quickly as possible and was trying to bring 

the interview to a close by giving short answers. Surely, it was the list of questions that 

saved me, but also the constant search for a new theme. Without this, the interview 

would have ended after 15 minutes in my total defeat and I would have not gathered 

very much interesting information.  

 

                                                 
2
 My interviewee just started to laugh! In the square bracket I noted everything that was not explicitly mentioned 

but could be important for the interpretation of the interview. [TL] 



Semi-structured Interview 

Quite often the actors in the field demand that the researcher gives them a list of questions 

before the interview. Also, it does happen that the researchers themselves want to have such a 

list. Interviewing with the aid of list is known as semi-structured: there is an agenda to follow 

that is the researcher's and not the interviewee's, and certain topic are addressed that the 

interviewer has prepared in advance. In all other respects else the semi-structured interview 

situation is similar to an open-ended interview. It can, but does not need to be, shorter than the 

latter, as there is no need for an "ice-breaking" phase. For example, a group of my students 

tried to map how consultants employed by a Polish consulting company cooperated with each 

other. They prepared a list of questions: What is your position called? What are your main 

responsibilities? With whom in your team are you communicating on a regular basis? Etc. 

The result of this interview was a chart of posts and actions that described what the team as 

the whole was employed with. 

There is one other kind of semi-structured interview; one that I call the collection of 

performative definitions,
3
 where the questions asked usually start with "What is a …?" For 

instance, two of my students wanted to find out what different inhabitants in Warsaw thought 

about happiness. First, they went to the Department of Philosophy at Warsaw University, 

where in the lobby and in the cafeteria they asked several students one question: What is 

happiness? The students responded willingly and at length, making use of their philosophical 

knowledge and also providing relevant examples relating to their private life. Then, the 

students went with their tape-recorder to one of Warsaw's main streets, where they randomly 

approached passers-by and asked them the very same question. Some of the passers-by just 

ignored them, some refused to answer, but some were quite willing to respond. Their answers 

                                                 
3
 After Austin (1962/1985). For more about this method, see e.g. Kostera (2005).  



were much shorter and did not involve any kind of philosophising. Instead, they talked about 

the importance of family, health, having a job, enough money, etc.  

 It is also possible to ask people to provide definitions in writing. The researcher asks a 

group of people to answer several questions such as: "What is…? "What does … mean?" etc. 

In the following passage you will find several answers that I collected from my students at the 

Faculty of Management at Warsaw University. They were asked the following question: What 

is an organisation?  

 

What is an Organisation? A Collection of Performative Definitions  

 The ability to collaborate with other people, the ability to influence other people 

 Since his very early years Johnny had "worked" in the student council. In primary 

school he was elected by the teacher because he was the smartest in the class (?). In 

high school he was elected because there nobody else was willing to do it. During his 

studies he applied for membership of the student council. He become a "social 

activist" and was not liked very much by the others. However, he felt great in his role. 

Having completed his studies, he and some colleagues set up a consulting company 

that helped students to find their first jobs. 

 An organisation is a somewhat artificial construction, where people "on their own 

wish are forced" to work collectively, to attain the common goal as well as individual 

smaller or greater intentions. Usually people who lack the courage to be individuals 

become members of organisations. 

 Organisation is a collection of seeds of various species of plants, and, until the very 

end, there is no knowing how it will grow and develop. It is dependent on many 



factors, such as the environment they live in, which might be both the bush and the 

well-designed garden, cute, but not really beautiful. 

 People, who pursue predetermined goals (collectively) 

 A well-integrated team of people 

 A lonely human being, sitting in an unknown place. In their hand they hold an object 

that will soon become indispensable to them. They do not have the faintest idea as to 

how it should be used. They are afraid of breaking it, but they know there is no way to 

avoid risk. They see another person looming. They are angry, full of apprehension; 

wanting the other person to leave. The other stops suddenly, still maintaining a safe 

distance. Nothing happens for a moment or two. Fear slowly fades and the other 

person seems less stressed. Gradually, one person extends the hand holding the object 

to the other one. The other takes it. Now, they are to take the risk together.  

 A young person enters the world of business and this introduction is rather hasty and 

radical. A lot of duties and tasks are imposed on them. On the other hand, they are not 

treated as partners. The standard is very high, but they still preparing for the next run-

up. Suddenly, they notice some obstacles on the road. Is it only lack of experience that 

makes them aware of the barriers? Or maybe it is the organisation, or "real life", that 

puts them there?  

 A workplace for most of us is a place consisting of many everyday matters, out there 

in the huge world that itself is an organisation. 

 Organisation for me is a lot of people, all with beautiful smiles on their faces and a 

willingness to help:     He should not be in the organisation:  

 Organisation is like the Catholic Church. Its members are more or less active, more or 

less eagerly cultivating the values are have been built upon. On the top there is always 

the Pope, the most "excellent" member of the organisation. 



 I associate organisations with the inhuman machine, the creature derived directly from 

Kafka’s Trial. Uniformity, adjustment, people dressed in the same way, arrays of 

drawers, piles of papers, cubicles divided by compartments. The situation where the 

human being does not matter at all, but the case, procedures, actions of the 

organisational giant. Generally speaking, a nightmare vision.  

 A collection of people where everyone knows the purpose of them being in the same 

place and at the same time.  

 I associate organisation with something very tangled, very complicated, like 

"Ariadne’s thread". As we follow it, we also come closer to some kind of truth, but it 

is not known. Is that a way out, or the centre of the labyrinth?  

 Organisation = order, sometimes excessive.  

 Like a relay: one goal: common action: enthusiasm and individualism are important 

 A boss orders people around 

 Organisation is like my rally team. At the beginning all the participants of this 

endeavour worked passionately and for pleasure. As time went by we got older and 

approached the developments more professionally. At the moment, the situation is 

significantly different. We treat the team as our job. The mechanics and drivers want 

to earn money through it. However, it is conditioned by greater demands, so the team 

works better and achieves better results.  

 A hierarchical institution or internal organisation: the human attitude, or a form of 

spending time. 

 A building, modern and huge, with beautiful interior design and many windows. There 

are people inside, at best young people. Perhaps that is the image of a firm I would 

like to work for in the future. 



 "I take you to be my wife/husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for 

better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to 

cherish, till death do us part" 

 There was an organisation that had a lot of doors. And there was an ordinary human 

being that wanted to enter it, but he could not because they were all locked. 

 There was a life. A life of many ways, contents and realisations. Its appearance was 

varied, too; its colours and outfit alike. It was jiggling about, wanting some things and 

not wanting others. But, in reality, it was very well organised. Only it did not know it. 

 There was a forest populated by many animals. It was calm and quiet, and the animals 

were very happy. One day people came to the forest. They built a fire, danced at night 

and drank beer, and fearful noises came from their tents. The animals were terrified, 

but also fascinated by the people, and observed them from a safe distance. They came 

to the conclusion that the people were probably just having great fun, and they decided 

to form such a group themselves. They collected food, called all their friends and 

headed for the river. They started talking about their life in the forest, and each animal 

had an idea about how it could be improved. The picnic was great fun and very 

pleasant, but when they got back to the forest they started to put their new ideas into 

practice they realised that things had changed and that they were not as happy as they 

had been before. 

 I often have a dream about an organisation. Big, heavy doors lead to an unknown 

building (I know that I came here to take care of something). Sometimes I manage to 

find the way out, but not every time. I do not like it when the dream ends and I cannot 

work out how to leave the building. 

 Every single aspect of an organisation horrifies me.  

 



Ethno-methodological Inspiration 

Conversation analysis (CA) is a method that developed from the ethno-methodological 

tradition (see more about this tradition in Section 1.3). It was developed by Harvey Sacks (see 

e.g. Silverman, 1998) and focuses on conversations between social actors in their various 

roles both in professional and private settings. Conversation analysis is based on similar 

theoretical grounds as ethnography, but there is an important difference in that ethnography is 

usually based upon the premise that culture may be described through resorting to individual 

human behaviour, human feelings and the diverse viewpoints that people hold. Conversation 

analysis, on the other hand, is based on the assumption that culture can only be roughly 

described by concentrating on how people negotiate their social competence in terms of not 

what they say, but how they say it. Conversation analysis regards social knowledge as primary 

and determining individual attitudes. The content of the interview does not say much about 

the person (which an ethnographer would often assume), but does say a lot about society, 

place and time. This difference makes it rather difficult to merge conversation analysis and 

ethnography, although it is possible to combine them as subsequently used methods.  

 CA usually concentrates on the dialogues of social actors in their professional roles, 

such as a doctor and a patient, recorded by tape recorder or video camera. The researcher 

schedules an appointment in the field after having secured the consent of all people involved, 

for example in a clinic, where the conversation between the doctor and the patient is recorded 

(the researcher might or might not be present in the room). Next, the researcher carefully 

transcribes the conversations, applying the special ethno-methodological script. The 

interpretations concern how the social actors tried to legitimise their behaviour in the 

interaction and how they used the cultural code.  

 David Silverman (1993/1994) shows how patients strive for a legitimisation of their 

behaviour in conversation with the doctor, giving explanations that are socially acceptable. 



When the doctor informs a patient that they, for example, are infected with the HIV virus, the 

patient often offers the doctor a justification without being asked for it. He or she talks about 

bad luck, an unfaithful spouse, etc. Patients react according to how the doctor receives this 

information they may expand their stories gradually. If the doctor refrains from speaking, they 

try to see whether they have accepted their version of the story – whether their social 

competence has been accepted.  

 Everything in the conversation, including breaks and their duration, moments of 

clearing one’s throat or taking a breath, etc., is important and a valid part of the interview. The 

point is to see how cultural codes are negotiated by the actors. 

 

Doctors and Patients 

Script of the conversation between 2 doctors: CO1 and CO2 giving counsel to the 

patient and his wife in the HIV clinic, the excerpt is taken from Miller and Silverman 

(1995): 

CO2: Could that have any influence? 

Patient: Yes I think so. (1.3) 

CO1: hhh (0,4) So I think we should see if Y has the same opinion as Mr X. That is 

may have 

dif– she may have a different opinion:. (1.) 

Wife: Does not have– so I think I have a somewhat different opinion. That is I do not 

see it as something .hhhh (1.3) I do not see it as some impossible issue in th(h)is 

wa(h)y. (.) [hhh .hhhhh= 

CO1: [ok. 

 



Conversation Analysis is based upon the following main principles: 

1. Social actors create the social order in their daily conversations. 

2. This order may be discerned and described.  

3. In a certain context it is possible to characterise the social order on the basis of the 

systematically collected conversations of the actors. 

4. Interactions (conversations) between people constitute a part of the discourse: they 

both depend on it and are perpetually re-creating it. 

Dialogue principally means an exchange of utterances. These utterances, or turns, and how 

they occur, are an important source of information. When does the speaker stop speaking? 

How does the interlocutor know that it is their turn to take the floor? Which gestures, words, 

sounds or hues of intonation indicate this? When does the exchange of turns take place? 

Analyses of sequences include several levels of conversations, beginning from the very basic 

one: a move, through a turn, and an exchange. A full exchange of utterances makes up a 

logical conversational whole, or transaction, which means that it is an element of conversation 

connected by the same theme. The highest level is an interaction, i.e. all transactions between 

interlocutors taking place during one encounter. Conversations always aim at alignment or a 

state of concord. This tends to be very important, much more so than, for example, the 

intention of expressing own viewpoints. On hearing the statement "the weather today is 

beautiful" not many people react by arguing their own position, especially if it happens to be 

negative. 

 Ethno-methodological inspirations may be helpful to the ethnographer in collecting 

background data, estimating the level of social knowledge characteristic to the field and 

determining the manifestations of social competence. They are, however, even more suitable 

for conducting spontaneous observations of conversations conducted in the field. 



 In her study of the processes of change in Swedish Railways (SJ), Maria Tullberg 

(2000) based her interviews with and observations (including video-taped observations) of the 

social actors on human interactions in the field, for instance during the meetings dedicated to 

the problems associated with the changes taking place. The whole research process took more 

than three years. The video tapes were then analysed by the researcher to determine the group 

dynamics (rather than the form of utterances as it was not a conversation analysis), which was 

a much more suitable way of investigating individual behaviour and motivations.  

 Deirdre Boden (1994) holds that conversation is rather like the blood circulation 

system of an organisation. Maria Tullberg (2000) used Conversation Analysis in order to find 

out as much as possible about the processes of structuralisation that was identified as one of 

the most interesting phenomena in the course of change in Swedish Railways. This is due to 

the fact that "social interaction finds its expression in speech, and the speech should be 

studied" (Tullberg, 2000, p. 253). According to the author, organising takes place at several 

levels and not just at the social level (which would be more typical for CA). Processes of 

organising occur at many levels all the time (continuously), which means that it is just as 

interesting to talk to one person as to tape and analyse a meeting. The entire collected field 

material was studied several times. After CA it was analysed as text (semiotic analysis) and 

Maria Tullberg finally composed a story out of it. The story is about the processes of change 

and is delivered in a narrative mode of presentation with a rich input of the dialogic material. 

Considering the long-lasting nature of the process of change, and also the social interest 

evoked by the changes in the railways, it resembles the script of a show or TV series. 

 Below David Silverman talks about how he started using conversation analysis. 

 



Conversation Analysis: A Practical Method4 (by David Silverman) 

Between 1979 and 1986, I was working on a number of ethnographic studies 

based on audiotapes of paediatric consultations. In 1987, I was given 

permission to attend a quite different clinic held at the Genito-Urinary 

Department of an English inner-city hospital. The clinic's purpose was to 

monitor the progress of HIV-positive patients who were taking the drug AZT 

(Retrovir). AZT, which seems able to slow down the rate at which the virus 

reproduces itself, was then at an experimental stage of its development.  

Like any observational study, the aim was to gather first-hand information 

about social processes in a 'naturally-occurring' context. I discovered how an 

ethos of 'positive thinking' was central to many patients' accounts and how 

doctors systematically concentrated on the 'bodies' rather than the 'minds' of 

their patients. 

About the time I was writing up this research, Kaye Wellings, who then was 

working for the publicly-funded Health Education Authority (HEA), 

approached me about the possibility of extending my research to HIV 

counselling. Until that time, the HEA had been funding research on the 

effectiveness of 'safer sex' messages carried in the mass media. In the light of 

the explosion in the number of HIV tests in the UK in the late 1980s, Kaye 

thought it might be useful to take a longer look at the effectiveness of the 

health promotion messages being delivered in counselling people around the 

HIV antibody test.  

                                                 
4
 An abridged version of the original story, published in Silverman (2005) in order to fit it into the format of this 

book [MK] 



I was interested in such a study for two reasons. First, it was the logical 

development of my study of medical interviews with AIDS patients. Second, it 

offered the opportunity to pursue my interest in looking at how communication 

between professionals and their clients worked out in practice - as opposed to 

the injunctions of textbooks and training manuals. Consequently, I submitted a 

research proposal and received funding from the HEA for thirty months 

beginning in late 1988. 

As it turned out, receiving the funding was only the first part of what became a 

battle to recruit HIV-testing Centres for the research. It must be remembered 

that the late 1980s was a time when AIDS health workers were being flooded 

by patients and by requests from researchers anxious to study AIDS care. Apart 

from such overload, two other factors complicated access. First, obviously, 

were the multiple ethical issues involved in studying consultations where 

patients were asked to reveal the most intimate aspects of their behaviour. 

Second, extra patients and government worries about the AIDS 'pandemic', had 

brought sudden huge increases in resources to the previously 'Cinderella' 

branch of medicine treating patients with sexually-transmitted diseases. 

Following the usual pattern, these resource changes produced 'turf' battles 

between different professions and different centres involved in the AIDS field. 

All this meant that many months were taken in obtaining research access. One 

leading British centre turned me down, offering the understandable reason that 

they were already overloaded with researchers. At another such centre, a doctor 

gave me access but the counsellors subsequently proved very resistant to me 

observing or tape-recording their HIV consultations. Eventually, a compromise 



was reached whereby I myself was required to request patients to agree to 

participate in the research. Predictably, very few agreed in these circumstances. 

Just as I thought that I had been funded for a study that I could never carry out 

my luck began to turn. Riva Miller and Robert Bor agreed to offer me access to 

their counselling work with respectively haemophiliacs and the general 

population at the Royal Free Hospital (RFH) in London. This was a major 

breakthrough in two respects. First, Miller and Bor had just produced a major 

book (Miller and Bor:1988) on using 'systemic' method in AIDS counselling. 

Second, Miller and Bor had a video archive of the work of their clinics going 

back to the early 1980s. 

On the basis of my access at the RFH, a major pharmaceuticals company, 

Glaxo Holdings plc (now Glaxo Wellcome) agreed to fund a two year study 

(subsequently increased to three years) of the video archive. I was then lucky 

enough to recruit Anssi Perakyla from Finland as Glaxo Research Fellow to 

work on this archive. Anssi had already conducted distinguished ethnographic 

work in hospital settings. Following his appointment, he more or less taught 

himself conversation analysis (CA) and had finished his PhD on the RFH data 

in three years, as well as publishing many articles both jointly with me and/or 

Bor and on his own. Gradually, other centres joined the project and data was 

also obtained directly from centres in the USA and Trinidad, as well as from 

Douglas Maynard's US HIV counselling materials.  

As the research started to take off, great attention had to be paid to the ethical 

issues involved. We ended up with a method of recruitment whereby 

counsellors themselves explained the research to patients (often with the aid of 

written materials) and invited them to participate. Consent was sought on the 



understanding that the anonymity of all patients would be strictly protected by 

concealing their names (and other identifying information) in reports or 

publications. In addition, only Perakyla, myself and a limited number of trained 

researchers and transcribers would have access to the audiotapes. The RFH 

videotapes were given additional protection - Perakyla himself transcribed 

them, so access to them was limited to Perakyla and myself, and the videos 

were never to be publicly shown or indeed to leave the premises of the RFH. 

In a multiple centre study, I could not, as in my earlier work, be physically 

present as all the data were gathered. Instead, the audiotapes were simply sent 

to me by each of the centres for analysis. Soon we were inundated by data to be 

passed on to our main transcriber, Dr David Greatbatch, himself a 

distinguished CA researcher. 

However, given the high quality of transcription required and our limited 

resources, it became totally impractical to transcribe all the tapes. Instead, a 

few interviews were transcribed from each centre. On this basis, what I can 

best call 'candidate hypotheses' were developed about particular features in the 

talk, for instance how health advice was delivered and received. Perakyla and I 

would then transcribe multiple instances from many more interviews where 

relevant phenomena seemed to occur. 

In this way, the initial hypotheses were refined and subject to the test of 

'deviant cases' which we actively sought out in our data. Overall, our method 

had much in common with the traditional method of 'analytic induction' 

commonly used by anthropologists and ethnographers. 

During the course of the research, we held many workshops for AIDS 

counsellors - including many who had not participated in the study. To give 



some idea of the extent of this 'feedback', between 1989 and 1994, I ran four 

workshops on the research for counsellors in London (two at hospitals, one at 

Goldsmiths' College and one at The Royal Society of Medicine), as well as 

three workshops in Australian centres, three in Trinidad and Tobago, and one 

each in the USA, Finland and Sweden. In addition, each participating centre 

was given a detailed report of our findings. 

These feedback sessions were judged by the counsellors concerned to be very 

successful. They particularly liked the insights they could derive from our 

detailed transcriptions of their own practice. In this way, we showed them how 

they were 'cleverer' than they realised. 

We were particularly pleased when the family therapists at the RFH told us that 

we had understood their practice better than any previous researchers. 

Unfortunately, partly due to a change in personnel, the HEA was not able to 

push our findings into the public debate about health promotion and HIV, 

despite my best efforts.  

 


