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Abstract

Traditionally, methodological textbooks have adslifigat the telephone mode is not well
suited to the task of qualitative interviewing.tAé same time, there are well-rehearsed
arguments as to why telephone interviews may ksefulioption in some circumstances.
Despite this debate, there remains very limitedesgatic empirical exploration of
differences in the process and outcomes of quakt#tlephone vs. face-to-face interviews.
Based on a recent ‘mode comparison’ study thattgdogcontribute to this gap in
methodological knowledge, analysis of the overathtion, dominance and depth of talk
between researcher and participant in a smallfgetephone and face-to-face interviews
revealed the following findings. (i) Despite mudriation in individual interview length,
telephone interviews were typically, and on averagerter than those conducted face-to-
face. (ii) The shorter duration of telephone iniens was a result of the participant speaking
for less time, rather than a proportional reductiotalk from both parties. Additionally, in
telephone interviews, participants generally hkklftoor for shorter stretches at a time. (iii)
The researcher did slightly more talking durin@pdlone interviews than in face-to-face
interactions. Combined with the reduced amountaofigipant talk, this meant that the
researcher tended to hold the floor for a greatgpqrtion of the time in telephone
interviews. (iv) To a moderate degree, the shdetregth of telephone interviews could be
accounted for by a reduction in coverage of theltidesvever, the principal explanation
appeared to lie in a tendency for telephone ingevparticipants to provide relatively less
detail or elaboration. In this article, we considéry these differences may occur, if and how
they might matter to the research, and how we migéh to modify interview practices in
response.

Keywords: data quality, interviews, missing data, mode conspat telephone interviews
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Introduction

This article considers the use of the telephoreimuct interviews in qualitative research. This
is an area of discussion that has received relgtiitte attention in the methodological literagur

to date. The article emerges from a recent exgloyatudy that compared a small set of semi-
structured qualitative research interviews, someti€h were conducted by telephone and some
face-to-face. This paper focuses on selected phtte analysis, including the overall duration of
the interviews and the amount and balance of talaich mode. Analysis of further interactional
features, including comprehension, clarificatiod agsponsiveness, are presented in a
companion paper (Irvine, Drew & Sainsbury, forthdog).

Background

Traditionally, methodological textbooks have suggeshat the telephone mode is not well
suited to the task of qualitative interviewing (&im, 2005; Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Legard,
Keegan, & Ward, 2003). In particular, the lack afd-to-face contact is said to restrict the
development of rapport and a ‘natural’ encountalii{@n, 2005; Shuy, 2003). The absence of
visual cues is also considered to affect the deptheaning that can be conveyed (Fielding &
Thomas, 2008; Gillham, 2005). It has been suggdktdelephone interviews will be shorter
because they are more fatiguing, and it is hamsustain concentration (Gillham, 2005; Shuy,
2003). Researchers are also advised that telephtameiews will need to be based around more
specific questions and more structured interviewdegi(Berg, 2007; Gillham, 2005; Gray,
Williamson, Karp, & Dalphin, 2007; Ruane, 2005) €8k factors may be disadvantageous when
in-depth data is sought. Clearly, the mode wilbdle impractical where participants do not have
access to a telephone or have difficulties hegjivignger, 2002; Worth & Tierney, 1993).

At the same time, there are a number of well redesharguments as to why telephone interviews
may in some circumstances be a useful option. Flegtient among these is the benefit of
resource savings: telephone interviews requiretisesand money because they do not involve
travel (Robson, 2002; Shuy, 2003; Ruane, 2005dirigl& Thomas, 2008). For similar reasons,
telephone interviews allow the inclusion of papats across a wider geographical scale and
access to individuals in settings which it may beffeasible, or may be potentially unsafe, for the
researcher to enter. There are also ethical argimasrto why telephone interviews might be
preferable. These include the greater anonymityl@sger intensity afforded by a telephone
encounter, which might be preferable to participaviiere topics are of a sensitive nature
(Chapple, 1999; Kavanaugh & Ayres, 1998; Tausigréefan, 1988).

Despite recognition of a range of practical andcetfradvantages, there remains nonetheless a
sense throughout the instructional literature thelitative interviewing by telephone is
something of a methodological compromise, with eons about the quality of the interaction
and of the data that can be generated via this nitm@ever, in the recent past a number of
researchers have published their first-hand refieston using the telephone to conduct various
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types of qualitative interview (Burke & Miller, 2@QCarr & Worth, 2001; Chapple, 1999; Dicker
& Gilbert, 1998; Garbett & McCormack, 2001; Gra2®11; Holt, 2010; Miller, 1995;
Opdenakker, 2006; Rose, 1998; Stephens, 2007;etargd Hanrahan, 2004; Sweet, 2002;
Tausig & Freeman, 1988). On the whole, these rekess report that telephone interviews are
‘just as good’ as those conducted face-to-faceesitty successful social interactions and
generating useful data. For example, Chapple (1@3#)rts that telephone interview data were
“unexpectedly rich” (p.91), Sweet (2002) conclutiest “the quality and quantity of data was not
noticeably different between face-to-face and tede interviews” (p.63), and Stephens (2007)
describes his telephone interviews as achievinglggtiriendly rapport” as face-to-face
interviews and in all instances generating “exceltiata” (p.211). Thus, these accounts are to a
large extent challenging the received wisdom thlafhone interviews are less suitable for
gualitative research.

However, in the main, these previous studies apjpdaave drawn their conclusions through
fairly broad and impressionistic comparisons. Mesgpsome offer only reflections on telephone
interviewsper se rather than an empirical comparison of modes. fes@archer accounts
provide detailed descriptions of the analytic appftothrough which they arrived at their
conclusions. Likewise, authors of methods textsiirably provide their cautionary advice on
telephone interviews with no reference to empir@atience. In sum, direct, detailed and
empirically-based comparisons of the telephonefaoetto-face interview modes seem, to date,
to be lacking in the qualitative methodologicatiéture.

Qualitative interviews take many forms and are usadany different contexts for a wide variety
of purposes. The range of academic disciplinesaapdiied research fields that employ qualitative
interviews as a data generation method is vasvandd. As such, there is perhaps no conclusive
answer to the question of whether telephone irgarsiare suitable for some generalized concept
of ‘qualitative research.” Much will depend on ady's overall research aims, the specific
guestions to be addressed, the nature of partisipavolved and the analytic approach to be
taken, amongst a variety of other things (Holt, @Movick, 2008; Sweet, 2002). Moreover, it is
undeniable that, for a variety of pragmatic reasteisphone intervieware usedn

contemporary social research. Therefore, rather debating whether telephone interviews are
‘appropriate’ or ‘as good as’ face-to-face, it sedhat the more important concern is to increase
our understanding afhat differencés made to our research processes and outcorwes if
choose, for whatever reasons, to conduct reseat@iviews by telephone and in turn to consider
what implicationghis may have for our research practice. It seanfikely that telephone
interviews will fall out of use; on the contrariely may be increasingly likely to be considered a
viable and practical option as research budgetsrbedighter.

At present, however, the evidence base on modetgffe qualitative interviews is

underdeveloped (Sweet, 2002; Sturges & Hanrahd;20ovick, 2008). As observed by Sweet
(2002), “The telephone has found its way into datlie research processes as a medium for data
collection, but its use has not generated thecatitliscussion that is merited” (p.58). The study
upon which this article is based makes a contriloutd filling this gag

Method

There are several levels at which one might consgidequestion of ‘difference’ in qualitative
research interviews, from the fine-grained intéoaal detail, to the participant experience, to the
substantive content of the data, to the final ne$efindings or outputs. Each of these is worthy
of investigation and may be of varying degreesoofcern to different researchers at different
times. In this mode comparison study, the reseasdf®se to focus comparative analysis at the
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level of the spoken interaction, drawing upon #ehhiques and concepts of conversation
analysis® There was a deliberate intention to set asidstbstantive content of interview
discussion and to focus on fundamental interackifa@dures which might appear in interviews
on any topic, for example, turn taking and compnsian.

The research questions addressed in the mode cdsmpatudy emerged from both existing
literature and through working with the data. Thedfic lines of enquiry were developed,
clarified and honed as the study progressed. Thekestions focused upon in the final
comparative analysis included consideration ofdéhces in:

* The duration of interviews

» The amount and balance of researcher and parttdigi&in

» The ways that the researcher displayed attentidriraerest

» The incidence of misunderstanding or requestslésification
» The patterns of turn-taking and incidence of spealerlap

In this article, we focus on the first two pointsthis list, presenting findings on interview
duration, speaker dominance and considering theetprent impacts on depth of data. The
remaining aspects of the comparison at the mowgleétievel of spoken interaction (including
formulation and completion, clarification and comipension, acknowledgement tokens and
adequacy checks) are reported in a companione&(ftigine et al., forthcoming).

Source data

The interviews used in this analysis were originainducted for a qualitative study that looked
at people’s experiences of managing mental heatffeanployment (Irvine, 2008). The study
was commissioned by the UK Department for Work Bedsions (DWP) with interviews
conducted from January to June 2008. The aim oftilndy was to explore the experiences of
people who considered themselves to have a mesaidthhcondition and who had been in
continuous paid employment for at least the previtizi months.

For the original study, the researchers aimed tail30 semi-structured face-to-face interviews.
Interview participants volunteered to take parthi@ study in response to information circulated
via workplaces and support organizations. Resprates were somewhat higher than anticipated
and in order to include all 38 volunteers, whilmagning within planned budgets and timescales,
a decision was made to conduct nine interviewslgphone. Decisions about which participants
would be asked to take part in telephone interviesre made by the research team, largely on
the basis of geographical location and time coimggaParticipants were not offered a choice of
interview mode but all of those who were askedl@tpart by telephone agreed to do so. Their
willingness to take part in a telephone interviewld be taken to indicate a general level of
comfort and familiarity with extended telephone ecoamication among this group of individuals.

The 38 interviews in the ‘Managing Mental Healtld &mployment’ (MMHE) study were
carried out by two researchers. One researchetucted 28 interviews, including all nine of the
telephone interviews. This subset of data preseamiddeal opportunity to carry out a systematic
analysis of potential differences in the interattibat takes place in telephone and face-to-face
interviews. The principal features of this datavskich made it particularly suitable for
comparative analysis of interview mode effects vaxéollows:
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« Allinterviews were carried out by the same redearcthereby minimizing any
differences relating to idiosyncrasies of indivittesearcher style;

» Interviews were part of the same study, using #émesinterview guide, and were carried
out within a relatively short time period;

* Interviews were conducteatior to conceiving the comparative project, So any conscio
differences in the researcher’s interviewing bebawivere minimized; and

» Allocation to interview mode was researcher-ledasy conscious preference on the part
of the participants was minimized.

Of the 28 interviews conducted by the one researdewere with participants who also shared
a similar employment context, enhancing the potfdr systematic comparison. Retrospective
consent was therefore sought from these 15 indiidio reanalyze their interview data at a
closer level of detall.Consent was received from eleven of the 15 indiads] five of whom had
taken place in face-to-face interviews and six Wwhd been interviewed by telephone. Together,
the eleven interviews that were subjected to metaildd analysis (henceforth referred to as the
‘mode effects subsample’) totaled just less thahduts of audio data. Table 1 provides a
summary of the interview data included in this gsial

Tablel Overview of interview data included in analysis

Face-to-face interviews Telephone interviews
All interviews conducted by the 19 9
researcher
(n = 28) (10 female; 9 male) (6 female; 3 male)
Interviews for which consent was
soughtto conduct detailed 7 8
conversation analysis (2 female; 5 male) (5 female; 3 male)
(n=15)
Interviews for which consent wagven
to conduct detailed conversation 5 6
analysis: the ‘mode effects subsample’ (1 female; 4 male) (4 female; 2 male)
(n=11)

Participants included males and females, aged leet®é and 63 years. The majority recounted
experiences of stress, anxiety and/or depressibitstva small number had experience of less
common mental health conditions. All eleven indixats in the mode effects subsample
described themselves as being of white Britishiettyrand all study participants were fluent
speakers of English. The researcher was femaledirixce (white British/black African), a
native English speaker, and aged 29 during the@gevhen the interviews were conducted.

Findings

In this section, we first present findings on theation of interviews. We then consider the
amount and balance of talk between researcheramidipant, which we have conceptualized as
speakedominanceThe first part of the analysis (duration) dravesmi all 28 interviews
conducted by the researcher while the second gamifance) draws upon the eleven interviews
in the mode effects subsample which were examimetbser detail.
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Duration

This section presents findings on the duratiomteriviews conducted in each mode. The
durations presented here correspond to what wasdayad to be the ‘interview proper’ — rather
than the total length of the audio recording. Titerview proper was defined as starting from the
point at which the researcher presented her openiagtion to the point at which she ‘moved to
close’ — typically by way of thanking the particifastating something to the effect that she had
asked all of her questions, and asking the paditiff there was anything further he or she
wished to add.

Figure 1 shows the duration of each of the 28 vire@rs (to the nearest minute) in the order in
which they were conducted. The pale bars indieaephone interviews. The durations of the
eleven interviews in the mode effects subsamplé&iwdwre considered in closer detail in later
sections of this paper, are boxed for ease oferéer. As a general observation, it can be noted
that (independent of interview mode) there was tsuibigl variation in the duration of interviews.

To the nearest minute, the average (mean) durafiat 28 interviews was 92 minutes. The
average duration across the 19 face-to-face imtervivas 96 minutes, while the average duration
across the nine telephone interviews was 81 minditeminutes shorter.

Figure 1 Interview duration to nearest minute
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An obvious question, when considering possibleaxgtions for the shorter duration of
telephone interviews, is whether the researchezgtmver questions to the participant. In the
eleven interviews considered in conversation aitatigtail in this study, this proved not to be the
case. In fact, the telephone interviews containetemjuestions on average (101) than the face-
to-face interviews (89) — although it should beeadothat there was much variation among
individual interviews and some overlap between rsode
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The finding that there were in fact more questiasised during shorter interviews seems at first
counter-intuitive and suggests that explanatiopsrahetype or formof questions posed by the
researcher. For example, there may have been siogetiout the way in which questions were
formulated in telephone interviews which elicitedefer participant responsslternatively, it
may have been the participant’s reticence thatsieoad more intensive questioning, with a
greater number of questions required in thesehelep interviews in order to elicit the necessary
information. Correspondingly, another possibilgythat in face-to-face interviews, participants
were more ‘spontaneously’ forthcoming, and so spikgreater length and provided relevant
information without the need for explicit promptin further finding from this study (see Irvine
et al., forthcoming) was that the researcher galaively more frequent ‘acknowledgement
tokens’ (such amm hmyeah okay) in face-to-face interviews, which — along withyansual
feedback such as nods and smiles — may have egeauparticipants to continue more
extensively with their narratives without the néedexplicit prompt questions.

Dominance

This section considers speaker dominance, catih@unt and balancef talk between the
researcher and participant that made up the owuedition of the interviews. Analysis draws
upon the eleven interviews (five face-to-face,tsiephone) in the mode effects subsample.
These eleven interviews were analyzed to identiéyamount of talk (in seconds) produced by
each speaker and, from this, the balance of tdlkd®n researcher and participant during the
interviews. In other words, this part of analysisight to establish who was ‘holding the
conversational floor’ for what amount and propartaf the interview.

The concept of conversational floor holding hasbaéefined and applied in various ways (e.g.
Edelsky, 1981). In this study, the concept of floolding was conceived of as who was ‘in the
driving seat’ of the conversation at any given pofset of conventions was devised to guide,

for both the researcher and the participant, whhaidd did not count as holding the fldoks a
general rule, floor-holding talk by the researotmmsisted of speaking turns that in some way
steered the conversation (namely questions, proamatgrobes), or provided summation,
assessment or evaluation of the participant’s ¥agky short utterances such as acknowledgement
tokens (utterances which invited the participargitoply continue e.gnm hmright, okay) were

not classed as floor holding by the researchesuks, in agreement with Edelsky (1981), the
present analysis did not necessarily eqaatespeaking turn with holding the floor.

The measurement of the amount of floor-holdingh®/researcher was done by reference to the
audio recording — calculating the length of thevaht stretch of talk to the nearest second. Floor
holding was treated as binary — researcheror not researcher and participant floor-holding
was not directly measured. However, given thatreded stretches of silence or speaker overlap
were minimal, the amount of participant floor-hoiglican be considered as the remainder of the
interview’s duration, having subtracted the totabaint of researcher floor holdifg.

Figure 2 shows the amount of floor holding (to tlearest minute) by the participant and the
researcher in each of the eleven interviews imtbde effects subsample.
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Figure 2 Amount of floor holding by participant and researcher
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In the previous section, it was noted that (on age) face-to-face conversations across the full
set of 28 interviews were some 15 minutes longekirig just the eleven interviews in the mode
effects subsample, this difference was somewhgétaat 21 minutes. Figure 2 allows us to
answer a supplementary question to this findivigo is contributing this substantial amount of
‘extra’ talk? In this data subset, it emerged that the additiamgth of the face-to-face
interviews came from thgarticipantsaying more. On average, there was 25 minutes more
participant floor holding in face-to-face interviswompared to telephone interviews. The
amount of researcher floor holding across modeigdaelatively little in comparison. However,
in telephone interviews, there was an averagelwfritinutesmoreresearcher floor holding
compared to face-to-face interviews. The shorteatibn of telephone interviews was therefore a
result of the participant saying less, rather th@moportional reduction in talk from both parties.

Using the above figures on the absolute amourdlkfitom each party (Figure 2), it is also
possible to calculate thigroportion of time for which each held the conversationabfld-igure 3
shows the proportion (percentage) of time thardéisearcher held the floor in each interview.
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I'igure 3 Proportion of researcher floor holding (%)
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Although there are clear exceptions in F4, theemigpparent tendency for a smaller proportion
of researcher floor holding in face-to-face intews$ and a larger proportion in telephone
interviews. In face-to-face interviews, the reshardended to hold the floor for around 10-13 per
cent of the conversation while in telephone inems the researcher typically held the floor for
somewhere between 16-24 per cent of the time.rn this greater occupation of ‘airtime’ by the
researcher during telephone interviews could be®wed of as greater researcher dominance in
the telephone mode.

A further way in which to consider dominance in toaversation is the duration of each ‘stretch’
of floor holding, in other words, how long the peigant continued to speak uninterrupted or
without actively ceding the floor. As a subgroupe tiverage (mean) duration for which
telephone participants held the floor ‘at a streteds substantially shorter than in face-to-face
interviews, the figures being 31 seconds and 4@rskcrespectively. The combined outcome of
telephone interviews being (typically) shorter afigharticipants holding the floor for shorter
stretches at a time is that the ‘to and fro’ ofwensation during telephone interviews was
generally more rapid.

A possible explanation for the shorter contribusiah participants in the telephone interviews is
that the researcher somehow ‘cut off’ responseseder, analysis of turn taking and transitions
between speakers in this data set suggests thav#isi not the case. There were very few
instances where the researcher might be considefed/e ‘interrupted’ a participant in mid-
flow. As such, it seems that the tendency was dotigpants tooffer less over the telephone.
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Discussion

A defining characteristic of qualitative intervieesearch is the quest for data that is rich, detail
or otherwise ‘in-depth.’ The above findings, trelephone interviews tend to be shorter and
generate substantially less participant talk, mightefore be treated as a matter of concern.
What is contained within those additional minute$aice-to-face interviews that is potentially
‘missing’ from the telephone interviews?

Loss of data could occur in two dimensiobseadth of coverager depth of detailAs explained

in the introduction to this paper, a detailed corigua of the substantive content of the data was
not within the aims or scope of the present stutbwever, drawing upon the thematic analysis
conducted for the original MMHE study (Irvine, 2008 is possible to assess the extent to which
there was comparable breadth of data and to make sntative suggestions about differences in
depth.

For the original study, the two researchers whalooted the thematic analysis moved quickly
from the full transcripts to working with synthes#fshe interviews, which were produced using
a combination of ‘notes and quotes’. As such, theas already some loss of detail at an early
stage in the analytic proces$he original thematic analysis shows that, foragarity of the

main thematic categories, there was coverage @f teg@ic in each of the six telephone interviews
included in the mode effects subsample. Among tbdereffects subsample, all but one of the
telephone interviews were conducted after the fadace interviews (see Figure 1). Where the
researchers’ synthesis suggested that a topicdtduern covered during a telephone interview,
this could usually be attributed to a narrowindamfus in later interviews, as certain themes
emerged as more central and others less pertiigmbgressive honing and re-focusing of lines
of inquiry is characteristic of qualitative resdaend so, to some degree, we might expect to find
such alterations in scope and focus when compariggset of interviews, regardless of mode.

However, this refining of research themes cannty &xplain the shorter duration of the
telephone interviews, particularly as subsequerdg-fa-face interviews conducted after the bulk
of the telephone interviews were again of a lormy&rage duration (see Figure 1). Thus, the
explanation appears in part to lie in a lesserekegf detail or elaboration offered by telephone
interview participants.

In this study we were not able to analyze in aggysttic way the social interactions that occurred
off tape prior to the interview. However, there wetearly differences in the amount and nature
of small talk that occurred when being greetediawitied into a private home or workplace to
conduct a face-to-face interview as compared tawvdmeening an interview by telephone. The
common practices of establishing rapport such fesin§/accepting a drink, making informal
conversation about the researcher’s journey, andram) family photos or pets did not occur in
the lead-in to telephone interviews. Although theege polite greetings and checks that the
timing of calls was convenient, the telephone wieaws tended to ‘get down to business’ much
more quickly. It is possible that these differencethe initial moments of the research encounter
set a different pace and atmosphere for the irgerwhich followed. Alongside the finding

(noted earlier) that the researcher gave feweragladgement tokens during telephone
interviews, these aspects of the interaction aterpial explanations for a more succinct and
somewhat more brisk data generation process dtgieghone interviews.

However, it is important to bear in mind that tt&i@terviews conducted by this researcher for
the MMHE study showed a great deal of variatioteitgth regardless of interview mode, and
that despite an overall tendency for telephonaiigess to be shorter than face-to-face, there
were exceptions among both modes (in particuléeniews identified as F4 and T1: see Figures
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1, 2 and 3). There are numerous factors otherri@de that could contribute to interview length,
which the present analysis has not addressed. Thagénclude influences such as time of day,
energy/mood of the researcher or participant, inglable (due to other commitments) and
indeed the basic matter of how much the participastto say on the subject or the complexity of
the experiences they choose to share. As sugdegt@dommentator during the dissemination of
this study (personal communication, October 20@®ay be that to some extent, the amount
that a participant says during a research interigejust down to personality.” Nevertheless, the
present data suggests that mode did have at Igastial influence on the duration and depth of
participant talk, with a resultant effect on spaad@minance.

Interestingly, this study’s findings on duratiom an contrast to other empirical accounts, which
report that the length of telephone and face-te-faterviews did not differ notably (Sweet,
2002; Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004). Previous empintade comparisons have tended not to
provide specific details of interview length or htvese were calculated (Sturges & Hanrahan
being a partial exception). As such, it is diffictd comment in any detail on these apparent
differences between studies. However, in itshése contrasting findings signal the value of
further mode comparison studies to increase thideace base.

To summarize the findings of the present studyaraalysis of the overall duration, dominance
and depth of talk between researcher and partitipahis set of interviews revealed the
following key findings:

» Despite much variation in individual interview lghgtelephone interviews were
typically, and on average, shorter than those cctediuface-to-face.

» The shorter duration of telephone interviews wassalt of the participant
speaking for less time, rather than a proportioadliction in talk from both
parties. Additionally, in telephone interviews, ti@pants generally ‘held the
floor’ for shorter stretches at a time.

» The researcher did slightly more talking duringpélone interviews than in face-
to-face. Combined with the reduced amount of paditt talk, this meant that the
researcher tended to hold the floor for a greatgpqrtion of the time in telephone
interviews, or was more ‘dominant.’

 To a moderate degree, the shorter length of telephterviews could be
accounted for by a reduction in coverage of theidesvever, the principal
explanation appeared to lie in a tendency for ted@p interview participants to
provide relatively less detail or elaboration.

Two key questions arise from these findings: (i)atlre the implications for data quality? And,
(ii) how might we wish to modify interviewing apmohes in response? While this small-scale
exploratory study cannot provide firm conclusiathg remainder of this section offers some
tentative suggestions.

What are the implications for data quality?

The concept of ‘missing data’ in qualitative resbanas been discussed by Hinds, Vogel, and
Clarke-Steffen (1997) and Crow and Powell (2010hdd et al. (1997) focus particularly on the
matter of topic coverage:
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Missing data in a qualitative study results wherisane is explored by a researcher
in one interview (or other data source) but isaddressed in all other interviews.
This could happen because the topic emerged spantaly and unexpectedly and
thus had not been addressed in previous intenoewgher sources, or it could result
from a narrowing of the study’s scope and a refjrohthe interview questions such
that the topic is not subsequently addressed. {p 412)

Hinds et al. (1997) focus on data loss at the pficbnducting a research interview. However,
throughout the qualitative research process, databe reduced in depth and detail at several
stages, as shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4 Data reduction in thematic qualitative andysis
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At the top level, failure to generate data on a&githeme during an interview results in data lost
to the study altogether (assuming there is onlyioteeview opportunity). At the level of
transcription, the choice of conventions used toved an audio recording into a textual re-
presentation may result in the discarding of detaiich as pauses, speaker overlap and pitch. In
the interests of brevity, utterances such as ‘emiyou know' may also be omitted in the
transcription process. For conversation analysts would be perceived as a loss of essential
information. However, for a more typical themati@abysis, such omissions may not be critical
(see Hammersley, 2010, for further discussionthatremaining levels, a distinction can be
drawn between whether the reduction of data aigargn point in the process is through a
condensing or a discarding of information. For eglanat the level of synthesis, researchers will
make decisions both as to how to condense lengthicipant accounts into more succinct
paragraphs and also perhaps decisions to disdagetier certain themes or comments that are
not deemed central to the research questions.eAetkel of analysis, methodological and
pragmatic drivers (for example, time constraintgherinterests of research funders) may lead
researchers to focus on only a selection of thenlsecovered in interviews. Thus, whole tranches
of the data may be set aside. Finally, at the lefre¢porting, constraints on word length or
considerations of audience may lead to a narrotitesedection of the data being presented or the
use of very pithy ‘key points.’

The process depicted in Figure 4 is typical ofraisgructured interview study following a
thematic approach to analysis, as was conductetiddviIMHE project upon which the present
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study draws. However, other analytic approachesléast conversation analysis) will not

involve this process of synthesis and will workotlghout the analysis with a much more detailed
and comprehensive version of the original interviéhis brings us to perhaps the most pertinent
guestion when considering the implications of moelated difference: To what extent do
differences in length, breadth or depthtterwithin a given research project?

Different research studies will have different aimmsl objectives, resulting in different
perspectives on the implications of the above figdiand the consequent appropriateness of each
interview mode. In the MMHE study, the primary amiie was the funding government agency.
Their requirement was for a relatively short repattich presented thematic findings in response
to a series of pre-determined and fairly focusesstjans that were of interest to the
policymakers. There was little scope within thaidstto explore in detail aspects such as
participants’ ‘illness narratives’ (Good, 1994)sarcio-cultural constructions of mental health.

For the purposes of the research project as conumés and taking into account the process of
data reduction depicted in Figure 4, the consemeeathaving generated 15-20 fewer minutes of
participant talk in telephone interviews might lmmsidered to be minimal. In all interviews,
telephone and face-to-face, key themes were coveraad extent that met the project’s
requirements. Bearing in mind the possibility thdtitional duration of face-to-face research
encounters may be composed of ‘superfluous’ disougdlicholas et al., 2010), greater quantity
of data may not necessarily imply greater qualftgiata for a given analytic purpose. On the
other hand, an approach that seeks to analyzeiparits’ narratives or to conduct a much more
in-depth phenomenological exploration of an indixlls experience may be hampered by more
succinct accounts.

Alongside the above considerations, it is also irtgot to remember that our research questions
or the requirements of a research funder are nodmly concerns as qualitative researchers. The
differences in duration and dominance that have beecaled through an analysis of the
interview recordings, placed in the wider conteithe overall interview encounters, suggest that
the experience of participating in the researchhel/e been quite different for those people who
were visited at home or in their workplace compacethose who took part by telephchéthile

in this case the telephone mode provided satigfackata for the research team'’s analytic
purposes, in considering tparticipantexperience, the present findings suggest thag timary

be aspects of the interaction that researcherstipgghparticular attention to when conducting
interviews by telephone. These are consideredéritial part of this discussion.

How might we wish to modify interview practice?

As has been noted, depending on the aims and st@pgiven research project, the added value
of an additional (as it may be) 15-20 minutes & teom the participant will vary. For some

more tightly focused qualitative research purpoaasapre succinct account might be entirely
adequate. However, in many cases researchers akjoglitative approach will be concerned to
create an atmosphere where participants do feeltaliie expansive and detailed in their
responses. As such, this final section suggestgs pmssible ways to encourage this in telephone
interviews, where (based on the present findingms)et may be a tendency towards greater
participant reticence or parsimony.

Burnard (1994) suggests that, when conducting beleg interviews:

...it is also useful to make some more generaligieguabout the interviewee to set
him or her at their ease. Many people take a litthe to ‘warm up’ on the phone
and such general conversation is equivalent tinitial questions that are asked at
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the beginning of a face-to-face interview to makeinterviewee feel more
comfortable. (p.70)

As noted earlier, there was far less of this ‘waphtype discussion during the telephone
interviews in this study and, in light of the abdiralings, the advice of Burnard (1994) seems
worth reinforcing. Researchers seeking elaborate-depth information via the telephone
interview mode might want to consider ways of déhing a more relaxed conversational style
prior to asking specific interview questions. A aegie preliminary and more informal phone call
to make personal introductions before the ‘reseandounter proper’, may be helpful in this
respect. Establishing some common ground with ticpzant early in an interview may also
facilitate rapport and the opening up of conve

In light of the findings on turn length, there n&go be a need to ‘prime’ telephone interview
participants in a more explicit way for the typeiridepth responses that are desired in
gualitative interview genres (see also Holt, 20B&xhaps due to associations with telephone
survey research, the present data showed signserefsnccinct responses from telephone
participants. As such, it may be beneficial atdpening of telephone interviews to explain or
reiterate that detailed, reflective or otherwispansive responses will be welcomed. Researchers
may also wish to be more proactive and explic{tvimcally) encouraging elaboration if telephone
participants tend towards the concise.

Conclusion

Decisions on whether or not to use telephone ifgesvin qualitative research will be influenced
by many factors, including physical capacitiesegatonsiderations, the importance of the
physical/visual context, available budgets, anataonstraints. For a range of practical and
ethical reasons, there are occasions when thentalepmay be a preferable or entirely justified
methodological choice for a given project or sgedifterview. As such, it is important to
enhance the evidence base on what difference is toatie interview interaction and the data
that results when, for whatever reason, we conidtetviews by telephone rather than face-to-
face. On the basis of such evidence, researchéisenn a better position to assess the
implications for any given project and, if necegsanodify their approach to interviewing in
ways that address any perceived risks to the gualiisefulness of the data.

This paper has presented findings of a systematilysis of interview duration and speaker
dominance and has offered some more tentativenfisdiegarding the depth of data generated. A
companion paper based on the same study preseditsg on more fine-grained interactional
details including comprehension, clarification awttnowledgements (Irvine et al., forthcoming).
As has been emphasized, the present study toodc#isplly interactionalperspective on the

data, rather than analyzing the substantive cowfénterviews. However, the matter of
difference in substantive content has been raigedl laudiences to which this research has been
presented. We therefore recognize that this muatfbature of any future investigation into
mode effects in qualitative interviews. Neverths)dbere may be methodological challenges
inherent in establishing a meaningful way to asgesditative interview data for equivalence in
breadth and depth. We cannot know precisely wHatrmation was held back or otherwise left
unelicited in a shorter interview, or specificalifich parts of a longer interview constitute the
‘extra’ data that emerged due to interview moderddger, while there are sound methodological
reasons for attempting to cover a similar rangkegfthemes with each participant, seeking to
demonstrate consistent breadth and depth acrasteaview study as a mark of ‘quality’ may be
fundamentally at odds with qualitative approachwes privilege flexibility and responsiveness
over uniformity.
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Despite these challenges, the research findingepted in this article make an initial
contribution to generating a more robust evideraselbn what differences we may find in semi-
structured telephone and face-to-face interviewsilé\the study was based on only a small
number of interviews conducted by one researctgesystematic approach to analysis offers a
model which others can replicate with further dadts, thus expanding the knowledge base.

We deliberately decline to offer any concluding coemt about whether, based on the findings
above, telephone interviews can be deemed ‘suitilgualitative research. This is a question
that will need to be addressed afresh for any gstady, but (it is hoped) with decisions based
upon an increasingly strong body of empirical emiieabout the variations in the process and
outcomes of interviews conducted via different nsde

Notes

1. Further personal experiences relayed to the adiimimg dissemination of this
study included a researcher who had used teleghteiews in order to
continue with a phase of interview research whikabtfeeding, and a
researcher who had a physical disability which widwdve made travelling to
meet with participants particularly challenginggsdso Galvin, 2005).

2. ltis relevant to mention briefly the use of onlisxed email interviewing, an area
within which a mode comparison debate is also ang¢e.g. Ison, 2009;
McCoyd & Schwaber Kerson, 2006; Meho, 2006; Seyma2001).

Interestingly, the more recent expansion in ontasearch methods seems
already to have captured the critical interestualigative researchers to a much
greater extent than telephone interviewing has deee. For example, Fontana
and Frey (2005) devote several paragraphs to etéctinterviewing while Flick
(2009) provides a full chapter on qualitative oaliesearch. Novick (2008) also
makes this observation rather eloquently: “It sedmastelephone interviews
neither have the endorsement enjoyed by face-mifgerviews, which are seen
as the gold standard, nor the aura of excitemamdrgéed by Internet
interviews” (p.397). As the use of video-phone tedbgy (such as Skype)
increases, a further set of methodological questprasents itself in the way that
such interactions compare to the existing suitgostibilities (Sedgwick &
Spiers, 2009).

3. The methodological approach is described in motailda a companion paper
that presents further aspects of the study’s figslifirvine et al., forthcoming).
For the purposes of the present paper, which reporbverall duration, speaker
dominance and depth, specific details of the caat@n analytic approach are
not essential and are omitted in the interestg@fity (for an introduction to
conversation analysis see Drew, 2005; Sidnell, p010

4. For the mode comparison study, consent was sougglat personal letter to each
participant, explaining the aims and purpose ofriw study. A printed consent
form (offering the option to either provide or refuconsent) and a prepaid
return envelope were included with the letter. theroriginal MMHE study, all
participants received the same written and verkalbe@ations of the project’s
aims, methods, data handling and reporting prose&seticipants who were
interviewed face-to-face then completed and signednsent form. For the
telephone interviewees, consent was recorded di@llya digital recorder). The
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researcher read out the statements from an ideéntinaent form as used face-
to-face and the participant indicated their agregnaerbally on the audio
recording.

Detailed investigation of questioning style in m®h interviews lies beyond the
scope of the present study, but is a key areaiftindr empirical research. The
author thanks colleagues who took part in a dissatioin workshop as part of
the present study, in particular Professor Jonaftwter and Dr Tim Rapley, for
highlighting the value of further research into sfiEn construction and the
‘practical enactment’ of a topic guide.

Due to limitations of space, these conventionqataletailed in full here, but
are available from the author on request.

This approach to measuring the balance of talknduriterviews is in contrast to
the approaches taken by Ezzy (2010) and RoulseMadais, and Lewis
(2003). Ezzy (2010) counted the number of wordsbatied to researcher and
participant in interview transcripts and Roulstomle (2003) counted the
number of lines of the transcript attributed toegsher and respondent. While
these approaches are two of the more systemaiie poesented in the literature,
they nevertheless convey limited information akibatactual duration of turns
at talk. Moreover, the results of a word or lineigomay vary substantially
depending on how detailed an approach is takematsdription.

It is also worth noting that there were differentethe two researchers’
approaches to synthesizing the interview transtriphe researcher included
considerably less detail in her syntheses, being maccinct and including
fewer verbatim extracts, while the other was moygaesive in her re-
presentation of the interview content and inclusiederal long verbatim
extracts. This observation may in itself be worfiyurther reflection in the
context of team research in qualitative inquiry.

While drawing this inference, it must be acknowledighat the present study did
not consult participants on their mode preferercesxperiences of research
participation. This would be an important facetnf future study of mode
effects in qualitative interviews. Holt (2010) aBturges and Hanrahan (2004)
provide brief commentary in this regard.

This suggestion is made based on the author’s iexer of the longest
telephone interview in this data set (T1), whicllimation and balance
resembled the face-to-face subgroup more closaly tie other telephone
interviews. This encounter seemed to get off oaréiqularly good
conversational footing due to a number of coincideshared experiences
between researcher and participant that emergeh iopening stages of the
interview.
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