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INTERVIEWS: DEGREES OF STRUCTURE
This previous discussion of when to use focus groups versus interviews leads naturally to 
a discussion of interviews. The essence of the interview is still about exploring meaning, 
but it is conducted with an individual (Kvale, 1996). Interviews have some of the same 
advantages as focus groups (rich information), but they have some of the same disadvan-
tages as well (interviews take time and other resources). Researchers have categorized the 
types of interviews into three domains: structured, semistructured, and unstructured 
(Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008). These approaches differ in the degree of 
structure (both of the questions posed and of the response options available). The Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation has helpful guidelines on the use of qualitative research that 
cover structured, semistructured, unstructured, and informal interviews as well as focus 
groups (http://www.qualres.org/HomeInte-3595.html). The foundation’s qualitative 
guide equates the structured interview with self-administered questionnaires (http://
www.qualres.org/HomeStru-3628.html).

TABLE 6.2	 ■	� Checklists for When to Use Focus Groups Versus 			 
Individual Interviews

Source: Hennink, 2014, p. 28. Used with permission.

Use Focus Group Discussions

To capture a range of views and
experiences

To discuss or explain issues

To explore new issues

To identify social and community
norms

To seek broad community-level
information

To observe group interaction

Use In-Depth Interviews

To seek individual perspectives

To identify individual narratives

To seek personal and sensitive
information

To collect detailed, in-depth
information

To describe complex issues or
processes

For geographically dispersed
participants

Structured 
interview: 
items prepared 
in advance and 
asked in the 
same way to each 
person.

Semistructured 
interview: set 
of questions or 
interview guide 
with room for 
follow-up and 
introduction of 
related topics as 
appropriate.

Unstructured 
interview: 
interview that 
has a plan, but 
no specifically 
devised set of 
questions in 
an interview 
schedule; open-
ended questions 
typically used.
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