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22 Intensive Interviewing
Asking questions is part of almost all qualitative research designs (Wolcott, 1995). Many qualitative researchers 
employ intensive interviewing exclusively, without systematic observation of respondents in their natural setting. 
Unlike the more structured interviewing that may be used in survey research (discussed in Chapter 7), intensive 
interviewing relies on open-ended questions. Qualitative researchers do not presume to know the range of answers 
that respondents might give, and they seek to hear these answers in the respondents’ own words. Rather than asking 
standard questions in a fixed order, intensive interviewers allow the specific content and order of questions to vary 
from one interviewee to another.

What distinguishes intensive interviewing from more structured forms of questioning is consistency and thor-
oughness. The goal is to develop a comprehensive picture of the interviewees’ background, attitudes, and actions, in 
their own terms—to “listen to people as they describe how they understand the worlds in which they live and work” 
(Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 3). For example, even though Decker and Van Winkle (1996) had an interview guide, they 
encouraged elaboration on the part of their respondents and “went to great lengths 
to insure that each person we interviewed felt they had received the opportunity to 
tell their story in their own words” (p. 45).

Random selection is rarely used to select respondents for intensive interviews, 
but the selection method still must be considered carefully. Researchers should try to 
select interviewees who are knowledgeable about the subject of the interview, who are 
open to talking, and who represent the range of perspectives (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 

Intensive interviewing  Open-ended, relatively 
unstructured questioning in which the 
interviewer seeks in-depth information on the 
interviewee’s feelings, experiences, and/or 
perceptions

Exhibit 8.5 One Building in St. Jean’s (2007) Study

Source: Courtesy of Peter K. B. St. Jean, Quality of Life Solutions. 


