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THE ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES of interview studies tend to complement those of

mailed-questionnaire studies and can be anticipated from our discussion of the latter in chapter 7.

Advantages of Interview Studies

I Flexibility. One major advantage of the interview is its flexibility. Interviewers can
probe for more specific answers and can fepeat a question when the response indicates that the
respondent misunderstood, it may be that different questions are appropriate for different re-
spondents: the interview situation makes it possible for the interviewer to decide what ques-
tions are appropriate, rather than writing them all in advance as the researcher must do for the
mailed study.

2. Response rate. The interview tends to have a better response rate than the mailed ques-
tionnaire. Persons who are unable to read and write can still answer questions in an interview,
and others who are unwilling to expend the energy to write out their answers may be glad to
talk. Many people simply feel more confident of their speaking ability than of their writing
ability.

3. Nonverbal behavior. The interviewer is present to observe nonverbal behavior and to
assess the validity of the respondent’s answer.

4. Control over environment. An interviewer can standardize the interview environment
by making certain that the interview is conducted in privacy, that there is no noise. and S0 on,
in contrast to the mailed study, where the questionnaires may be completed by different people
under drastically different conditions.

3. Question order. The interviewer has control over question order and can ensure that the
respondent does not answer the questions out of order or in any other way thwart the structure
of the questionnaire.

6. Sponianeity. The interviewer can record spontaneous answers. The respondent does not
have the chance to retract his or her firstanswer and write another. as is possible with a mailed
questionnaire. Spontaneous answers may be more informative and less normative than an-
swers about which the respondent has had time to think.

7. Respondent alone can answer. The respondent is unable to “cheat” by receiving prompt-
ing or answers from others. or by having others complete the entire questionnaire for him or
her. as often happens in mailed studies.

8. Completeness. The interviewer can ensure that all of the questions are answered,

9. Time of interview. The interviewer can record the exact time, date, and place of the
interview. Thus if some important event has occurred during the course of the study that may
cause changes in the respondent's answers, the researcher has a chance to compare answers
before and afier the event. In a mailed survey he or she has only postmarks as clues to which
questionnaires were answered before the event and which after.

10. Greater complexity of questionnaire. A more complex questionnaire can be used in an
interview study. A skilled. experienced, and well-trained interviewer can work with a ques-
tionnaire so full of skips. charts and graphs. arrows. detailed instructions, and various other
contingencies that even a well-educated respondent would feel hopelessly lost or at least in-
timidated if he or she received it in the mail.
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