Chapter 7: Data Collection Methods: Introduction and Interview
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Having discussed a number of basic issues in research design in the previous chapter, we will now
discuss the various sources of data and the ways in which data can be gathered for purposes of
analysis, testing hypotheses, and answering the research questions. The three main data collection
methods in survey research are interviewing, observing people, and administering questionnaires.

Sources of Data

Data can be obtained from primary or secondary sources.

Primary data refer to information obtained first-hand by the researcher on the variables of
interest for the specific purpose of the study.

Secondary data refer to information gathered from sources that already exist.

Primary Sources of data

Individuals provide information when interviewed, administered questionnaires, or observed. Group
depth interviews, or focus groups, are another rich source of primary data.
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Focus groups

Focus groups consist typically of eight to ten members with a moderator leading the discussions for
about two hours on a particular topic, concept, or product. Members are generally chosen on the basis
of their expertise in the topic on which information is sought. For example, computer specialists may be
selected to form a focus group to discuss matters related to computers and computing, and women with
children may compose a focus group to identify how organizations can help working mothers.
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The focus sessions are aimed at obtaining respondents' impressions, interpretations, and opinions, as
the members talk about the event, concept, product, or service. The moderator plays a vital role in
steering the discussions in a manner that draws out the information sought, and keeps the members on
track.

Focus group discussions on a specific topic at a particular location and at a specified time provide the
opportunity for a flexible, free-flowing format for the members. The unstructured and spontaneous
responses are expected to reflect the genuine opinions, ideas, and feelings of the members about the
topic under discussion. Focus groups are relatively inexpensive and can provide fairly dependable data
within a short time frame.
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In sum, focus groups are used for:

- Exploratory studies

- Making generalizations based on the information generated by them
- Conducting sample surveys.

Panels (5_s:tiwall 4 glalf) clall)

Panels, like focus groups, are another source of primary information for research purposes. Whereas
focus groups meet for a one-time group session, panels (of members) meet more than once. In cases
where the effects of certain interventions or changes are to be studied over a period of time, panel
studies are very useful. Individuals are randomly chosen to serve as panel members for a research
study. For instance, if the effects of a proposed advertisement for a certain brand of coffee are to be
assessed quickly, the panel members can be exposed to the advertisement and their intentions of
purchasing that brand assessed.

Al ) Glalll cliac) Laiy cbaal 55 jal 3 jill de gana (318 aaing Gl Gl 2 Y 40 ) e glaall AT jaiae 4 (lall
‘JAB‘)ELSJA‘;QLQ_"\“\JJQ:\’:\:\‘:;\”Q\‘):\;lﬂ\jiQ%Jﬂ\MJGTL&AOJS.J‘:;\MQYM‘&.Z‘)AC)A‘)ZSSGASH(B%M\
13) JEal) Juw e Adiadl Al jal sdediiua liaclS Jaall Wil glic of Y1 ikl Al g Jan ade el ol (&5 S o)
Oe DU 138 Al ol lalll 38 01 585 Sy e sy Lganl w5 5 568l (o A A8 jlad As il BleY) e 4 jiall JEY) culs

sl o3 & Jlal) Aadall 61 Slgiunall Ul g5 sl

Secondary sources of data

Secondary data are indispensable for most organizational research. Secondary data refer to
information gathered by someone other than the researcher conducting the current study. Such data
can be internal or external to the organization and accessed through the Internet or perusal of recorded
or published information.

There are several sources of secondary data, including books and periodicals, government publications
of economic indicators, census data, statistical abstracts, databases, the media, annual reports of
companies, etc. Case studies and other archival records - sources of secondary data - provide a lot of
information for research and problem solving. Such data are, as we have seen, mostly qualitative in
nature. Also included in secondary sources are schedules maintained for, or by, key personnel in
organizations, the desk calendar of executives, and speeches delivered by them. Much of this internal
information, though, may be proprietary and not accessible to all.
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Methods of Data Collection

Data can be collected in a variety of ways, in different settings - field or lab - and from different sources.
Data collection methods include interviews - face-to-face interviews, telephone interviews, computer-
assisted interviews, and interviews through the electronic media - questionnaires that are either
personally administered, sent through the mail, or electronically administered; observation of indi-
viduals and events with or without videotaping or audio recording; and a variety of other motivational
techniques such as projective tests.

Interviewing, administering questionnaires, and observing people and phenomena are the three main
data collection methods in survey research. Projective tests and other motivational techniques are also
sometimes used to tap variables. In such cases, respondents are usually asked to write a story,
complete a sentence, or offer their reactions to ambiguous cues such as inkblots or unlabeled pictures.
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Unstructured interviews are so labeled because the interviewer does not enter the interview setting with
a planned sequence of questions to be asked of the respondent. The objective of the unstructured
interview is to bring some preliminary issues to the surface so that the researcher can determine what
variables need further in-depth investigation.
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After conducting a sufficient number of such unstructured interviews with employees at several levels
and studying the data obtained, the researcher would know the variables that needed greater focus and
called for more in-depth information.
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Structured interviews

Structured interviews are those conducted when it is known at the outset what information is needed.
The interviewer has a list of predetermined questions to be asked of the respondents either personally,
through the telephone, or through the medium of a PC. The questions are likely to focus on factors that
surfaced during the unstructured interviews and are considered relevant to the problem. As the
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respondents express their views, the researcher notes them down. The same questions will be asked
of everybody in the same manner.
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The information obtained during the interviews should be as free as possible of bias. Bias refers to
errors or inaccuracies in the data collected. Bias could be introduced by the interviewer, the interviewee,
or the situation. The interviewer could bias the data if proper trust and rapport are not established with
the interviewee, or when the responses are either misinterpreted or distorted, or when the interviewer
unintentionally encourages or discourages certain types of response through gestures and facial
expressions.
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Face-to-face and telephone interviews 4:iiled) ALidal) g duadill AL\aal)

Interviews can be conducted either face to face or over the telephone. They may also be computer-
assisted. Although most unstructured interviews in business research are conducted face to face,
structured interviews may be either face to face or through the medium of the telephone, depending on
the level of complexity of the issues involved, the likely duration of the interview, the convenience of
both parties, and the geographical area covered by the survey. Telephone interviews are best suited
when information from a large number of respondents spread over a wide geographic area is to be
obtained quickly, and the likely duration of each interview is, say, ten minutes or less. Many market
surveys, for instance, are conducted through structured telephone interviews. In addition, computer-
assisted telephone interviews (CATI) are also possible, and easy to manage.
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Face-to-face interviews: advantages and disadvantages

The main advantage of face-to-face or direct interviews is that the researcher can adapt the questions
as necessary, clarify doubts, and ensure that the responses are properly understood, by repeating or
rephrasing the questions. The researcher can also pick up nonverbal cues from the respondent. Any
discomfort, stress, or problem that the respondent experiences can be detected through frowns,
nervous tapping, and other body language unconsciously exhibited by her. This would be impossible to
detect in a telephone interview.
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The main disadvantages of face-to-face interviews are the geographical limitations they may impose
on the surveys and the vast resources needed if such surveys need to be done nationally or
internationally. The costs of training interviewers to minimize interviewer bias (e.g., differences in
questioning methods, interpretation of responses) are also high. Another drawback is that respondents
might feel uneasy about the anonymity of their responses when they interact face to face with the
interviewer.
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Telephone interviews: advantages and disadvantages

The main advantage of telephone interviewing, from the researcher's point of view, is that a number of
different people can be reached (if need be, across the country or even internationally) in a relatively
short period of time. From the respondents' standpoint it eliminates any discomfort that some of them
might feel in facing the interviewer. It is also possible that most of them might feel less uncomfortable
disclosing personal information over the phone than face to face.
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A main disadvantage of telephone interviewing is that the respondent could unilaterally terminate the
interview without warning or explanation, by hanging up the phone. Caller ID might further aggravate
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the situation. This is understandable, given the humerous telemarketing calls people are bombarded
with on a daily basis. To minimize this type of nonresponse problem, it is advisable to call the
interviewee ahead of time to request participation in the survey, giving an approximate idea of how long
the interview will last, and setting up a mutually convenient time. Interviewees usually tend to appreciate
this courtesy and are more likely to cooperate. It is a good policy not to prolong the interview beyond
the time originally stated. As mentioned earlier, another disadvantage of the telephone interview is that
the researcher will not be able to see the respondent to read the nonverbal communication.
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