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EIGHT
Towards standardization of meanings: 

the interactional survey approach

The findings described in the previous chapters have shown the inevitable (cognitive 

and communicative) gap between the researcher and (culturally diverse) interviewees, 

and the difficulty of arriving at an effective level of answer comparability. Only by assur-

ing that the items in all languages and questionnaires are equivalent with regard to both 

meaning and response scales can comparable measurement be obtained and valid infer-

ences drawn.

To achieve answer comparability, two main approaches can be distinguished:

 • the standard survey approach (SSA), based on the standardization of stimuli (i.e. ques-
tions, response alternatives and the interviewer’s behaviour);

 • the interactional survey approach, which seeks answer comparability through the stand-
ardization of meanings.

In addressing the aim of answer comparability, we oppose rigid and conventional rules 

and support whatever means are necessary to maximize homogeneity in the meanings 

that interviewees attribute to questions, items and response alternatives: ‘Under this 

approach, interviewers are licensed to use their ordinary conversational skills in order 

to establish that the respondent understands the question as it was intended. The inter-

viewer can say whatever she believes is necessary to achieve this’ (Conrad 1999: 309).

8.1 • The behaviourism-based SSA: the 
standardization of stimuli

In previous chapters we outlined many of the ways behaviourism affects the survey, most 

of which concern its effect on the concept of standardization.
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8.1.1  The false link between standardization of stimuli 
and answer comparability

The SSA view is effectively expressed by Fowler and Mangione:

The key defining part of a measurement process is standardization. In all sciences, 
meaningful measurement occurs by applying the same procedure across a set of situa-
tions so that differences in the readings that result can be compared and interpreted as 
indicating real differences in what is being measured. The same is true for surveys … The 
goal of standardization is that each respondent be exposed to the same question experi-
ence, and that the recording of the answer be the same, too, so that any differences in 
the answers can be correctly interpreted as reflecting differences between respondents 
rather differences in the process that produced the answer. (1990: 14)

According to Hyman and colleagues, this aim is pursued through cautioning ‘the inter-

viewer to ask questions using the exact wording of the questionnaire and in the exact sequence 

in which the questions appear on the questionnaire … to avoid influencing the answer of 

the respondent … Every effort is made to enforce uniform practices in interviewing so that the 

results will at least be comparable’ (1954: 305–6, emphasis added).

The SSA assumption is that imposing uniform standardized data collection procedures 

(stimulus invariance) guarantees that all interviewees are answering the same questions 

(answer comparability).

Nuckols (1953), inviting participants to describe what questions were asking, con-

cluded that standardizing the wording of a question did not imply automatic standard-

ization of meanings. This idea was subsequently taken up by many others (Cicourel 

1964: 108; Galtung 1967: 116; Bourdieu et al. 1968: 70; Gostkowski 1974: 19; Briggs 

1986; Mishler 1986; Suchman and Jordan 1990, 1992; Schober and Conrad 1997, 1998, 

2002; Houtkoop-Seenstra 2000: 180–84).

Even though the SSA assumption has long since been discredited by numerous studies, 

as pointed out in Chapters 4 and 5, many researchers are nevertheless reluctant to let go 

of it, fearing that doing so would imply a slackening of their scientific research standards. 

In fact, even many decades after Hyman’s time, a number of survey textbooks and inter-

viewer training manuals prescribe the same rules in almost identical language (see Bailey 

1978; Fowler 1984; Fowler and Mangione 1990; Fowler 1991; US Department of Commerce 

1994; Wechsler, 1997). As shown by Viterna and Maynard (2002), many survey researchers 

prescribe these indications strictly, either not allowing interviewers to deviate from stan-

dardization or eliminating them (as in CAWI) to remove their influence altogether.

Summarizing the rules of the SSA, the ideal ‘standardized’ interviewer must:

1) Follow the text of the questionnaire to the letter, posing the questions just as they are 
written and in the same order.

2) Read the questions with no particular inflection in the tone of voice.
3) Not introduce explicative comments or indications of any kind between one question and 

the next.
4) In the case that the respondent states that he hasn’t understood the question, repeat it 

as written without trying to explain it (behaviourists consider this highly unlikely since 
pretest interviews should have eliminated this possibility).
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5) (If the respondent has trouble because none of the closed-ended answers seems to fit 
the specific case) repeat the question and the possible answers as written, saying only, 
‘I need to have you pick just one answer so we can compare your answers with those of 
other respondents’ (Fowler and Mangione 1990: 16).

6) Move to the next question if the meaning remains unclear after a second try.

8.1.2  The behaviourist representation of the research 
participants

An interviewer who followed the behaviourist rules would be reduced to a mere mechan-

ical question repeater, while the interviewee would be no more than passive (Goyder 

1986), a machine that formulates answers (Bokszanski and Piotrowski 1980: 46), a sort of 

data bank, archive or file cabinet.

The questionnaire in a standardized interview would likewise end up functioning as a 

straitjacket that almost completely stifled the autonomy of both the interviewer and the 

interviewee. On one side, the interviewer would not be able to introduce anything into 

the interview that had not been included in the questionnaire, while interviewees would 

be restricted simply to answering following the prescribed rules. Satisfying their need for 

clarification or collecting their comments about the topic of the questions is of no use 

whatever to the interviewer, whose only interest is in ticking boxes.

From this perspective, the communicative skills required of the interviewer are restricted 

to winning over an interviewee who is reluctant to participate, and then, during the inter-

view, maintaining a physical, emotional and psychological distance and following the 

researcher’s instructions to the letter. Cicourel (1964: 90–91) points out how contradictory it 

is to claim that the interviewer is creative, enterprising and flexible in persuading and moti-

vating potential interviewees, but then during the actual interview turns into a robot who 

establishes an identical relationship of professional detachment with every interviewee.

In any case, this kind of behaviour on the part of interviewers often makes them 

come across to interviewees as impolite, insensitive and unintelligent, especially ‘when 

the interviewer does not accept the respondent’s answer (and) the respondent solicits 

the interviewer’s help for answering questions’ (Schaeffer and Maynard 1996: 84). And 

repeating a question in exactly the same way, when an interviewee expresses a prob-

lem with comprehension (rule 4) or responding ‘whatever it means to you’, when the 

interviewer is asked to clarify a question’s meaning, are a violation of the conversational 

norm of redundancy and cooperation and can suggest to the interviewee that the inter-

viewer is not there to be supportive, or even that the interviewee is being made fun of. 

By the same token, interviewers following rule 1 may in certain circumstances appear 

redundant or unintelligent: ‘if a respondent has mentioned “my husband” in a previ-

ous comment, the interviewer should not ask whether the respondent is “single, mar-

ried, a widow, or living together” but should be allowed to verify that the respondent 

is married … in a leading manner’ (Houtkoop-Seenstra 2000: 183). Hence it would be 

better to give interviewers the freedom to draw inferences and then check them with 

interviewees (Suchman and Jordan, 1990: 234).
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8.1.3  The variability of meanings

As the American pragmatist Peirce (1931–35: 126) pointed out, there is no guarantee that 

two people brought up in the same linguistic community will a priori use the same word 

with the same meaning in every circumstance.

Standardization is instead based on an assumption of extensional semantics, long dis-

credited, that words transmit meanings unambiguously (Conrad and Schober 2000: 28). 

On the contrary, the same words can transmit different meanings to different participants. 

This is precisely because, according to the principle of indexicality (see Section 4.2.4.5), 

the meaning of words and utterances is not inherent, but rather a product of interaction 

between speakers and hearers (Suchman and Jordan 1992: 256).

Therefore, standardization leaves the meaning of the question indeterminate, and it is 

the interviewee who interprets the questions while the interviewer interprets the answers, 

both in totally uncontrolled ways (Smith 1987: 105; Suchman and Jordan 1990: 23). It is 

thus the standardization itself that precluded the utterances being tailored to the com-

mon ground where the participants can meet. This means that a mutual negotiation of 

intended meaning is largely ruled out in many research situations (Schwarz 1996: 14). 

The result is that ‘measurement in sociology at the level of social process cannot be rigor-

ous without solutions to the problem of cultural meanings’ (Cicourel 1964: 77).

If the problem of variability of meaning could be resolved simply by being as precise 

as possible in the wording of a question, behaviourists like Fowler and Mangione (1990) 

might appear to be right. However, while various types of pretesting (which, for one 

thing, is always done with small samples) can certainly improve the questionnaire, they 

cannot possibly anticipate all the possible biases that can turn up in the field. Blair et al. 

(2006) have shown that even when conducting as many as fifty cognitive interviews, 

problems remain that can be resolved only in the field.

It is, furthermore, normal that there should be ambiguity in questions, as there always 

is in conversations (Schober 1999: 85). This is why, despite their best efforts, people 

taking part in surveys make errors and behave in unexpected ways (Conrad 1999: 301); 

since it is impossible to formulate questions that will be completely unambiguous in 

all interview situations, the interviewer’s interpreting abilities become fundamental 

(Schober and Conrad 1997: 596).

8.1.4  Meanings and contexts

The ‘stimulus–response’ approach underestimates the number of contextual variants in 

which the encounter between questionnaire, interviewer and interviewee can take place.

The behaviourist ‘decontextualization’ of the interview situation must protect itself from 

the risks presented by the ‘dangerous’ variability of contexts, and this is accomplished by 

the imposition of tight controls on the behaviour of the interviewer, who becomes noth-

ing more than a sort of ‘intelligent robot’ (Lavrakas 1987). On the contrary, the fact is that 

interviewers often find themselves in the position of ‘intermediaries’ (Clark and Schober 

1992; Schober 1999: 82), bridging the gap between questionnaire and interviewee by 
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translating the questionnaire (researcher’s language) into more accessible language, if not 

into a different dialect. Studies of audio recordings of interviews show that interviewers 

are only rarely able to follow behaviourist prescriptions (Suchman and Jordan 1990, 1992; 

Schober and Conrad 1998, 2002; Schober 1999; Houtkoop-Steenstra 2000; Schaeffer and 

Maynard 2002; van der Zouwen, 2002). It has been found that these deviations from the 

stimulus–response model generally seem to serve a collaborative function. This is because 

the needs of the interviewees, expressed in different ways from one occasion to the next, 

oblige interviewers to reformulate questions spontaneously in such a way as to adapt the 

questions to the cognitive patterns, language and social skills of the interviewee.

Unfortunately, in the SSA, an error in the response process is understood to be nothing 

more than a deviation from the standardized procedure, rather than an indication of a 

failure to achieve the aim of the question itself. The error is thus more a matter of form 

than of substance.

Suppressing interaction?
Communication functions not only to exchange information, but to develop, maintain 

and reinforce interpersonal relations (McCann and Higgins 1992).

It is through social interaction and conversational cooperation that acceptable mutual 

understanding is reached in day-to-day life (Goffman 1971; Cicourel 1973; Grice 1975; 

Clark and Brennan 1991). Consequently, (in the interview) the response is fundamentally 

interactive, the outcome of the coordination between the interviewer and the respondent 

in producing a codable answer (Schaeffer and Maynard 1996: 73–4); and the making sense 

of questions involves more than just individual cognitive processes, it requires interactive 

processes as well (see Clark 1992, 1996; Schober 1998a, 1998b; Schober 1999: 78). If the 

listeners have difficulty understanding what has been said, feedback (‘grounding’ in Clark 

and Schaeffer 1989), a mutual checking process which is a feature of causal and spontane-

ous conversation, is a benefit.

However, standardized interviews (and even more so self-compiled questionnaires) 

suppress back-and-forth dialogue, nullifying any attempt at ‘real’ communication with 

the interviewee.

For these reasons, the stimulus–response approach – in an effort to suppress the interac-

tive nature of the interview – strongly limits the possibility of reducing the ever-present risk 

of misunderstanding and misinterpretation that characterizes every communicative process.

8.1.5  The interviewer as a source of error?

Although some proponents of the standardized interview may recognize that the behav-

iour of the interviewer cannot be completely programmed due to the variability of inter-

viewing situations (Fowler and Mangione 1990), they nevertheless end up relegating 

interviewers to an ancillary role and labelling them as the only remaining source of bias. 

Fowler and Mangione believe that ‘the less the interviewers have to probe, the less oppor-

tunity they will have to make errors. In addition, we are strong believers in minimizing the 
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variety of probes that interviewers use. The more interviewers use innovation in creating 

the stimuli to which the respondents react, the more likely they are to be inconsistent and 

create error’ (1990: 46).

The behaviourist approach maintains that, when interviewees select a category 

from a list, they are utterly free of influence from the interviewer (Fowler and 

Mangione 1990: 16). Viewpoints such as this have led to the spread of modes of 

data collection in which the interviewer (considered primarily as a source of error) 

has been gradually eliminated (e.g. self-administered paper questionnaires and web-

based surveys – see Section 3.2.4). At any rate, support for this approach has contrib-

uted to the general downgrading of the position of the interviewer in survey research 

(resulting in low pay and superficial training) and the loss of interviewer relevance 

in research design.

8.1.5.1  Interviewer effects: restoring common sense

Hyman et al. (1954), Feldman, Hyman and Hurt (1951), Hauck and Steinkamp (1964) and 

Clausen (1968) re-appraised the behaviourist alarmism concerning the effect of the inter-

viewer’s background characteristics (gender, age, ethnicity, social status), attitudes, opin-

ions and personality on respondents’ answers. They found a bias ‘of moderate magnitude’ 

(Hyman et al. 1954: 244) – that is, about 10%. Though, as regards Hyman et al.’s theory 

about the interviewer’s ‘attitude-structure expectations’ (1954: 59), ‘role expectations’ (1954: 

62) and ‘probability expectations’ (1954: 64), Hagenaars and Heinen (1982: 125) write that 

Hyman’s statements were based on insufficient data.

In spite of their negligible level, interviewer effects have been cited as a justification 

both for the gradual movement towards modes of data collection in which the inter-

viewer (essential in our view) has been eliminated, and for opposition to the idea of a 

more collaborative and interactional form of interviewing.

In reality, the influence of the interviewer’s socio-demographic variables is signifi-

cant only when the questions concern sensitive issues strongly connected to certain 

social characteristics of the interviewers. For example, it has been shown that ‘the 

interviewer’s race has an effect, but only if racial policies form the questionnaire topic’ 

(van der Zouwen 2002: 52; see also Dijkstra and van der Zouwen 1982). Indeed, the 

original questions presented by Hyman and his colleagues (1954) were of this type.

8.1.5.2  Interviewer-related error: deconstructing the 
myth

In the light of a large set of data drawn from methodological studies published over the 

last fifty years, we document two counterintuitive issues: first, interviewer-related errors 

are of secondary importance and far smaller than interviewee errors; second, in order to 

minimize interviewee errors, we need to empower the interviewers and to broaden their 

tasks.
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The negligible importance of interviewer-related errors
Following the procedure of ‘verbal interaction coding’ (Cannell, Lawson and Hausser, 

1975; see also Section 12.2.3) in his survey, Brenner records that approximately 30% of 

questions were not correctly asked by interviewers and that this bias had a negative effect 

on 13% of responses (1982: 155).

This finding, surprisingly, indicates that deviation from standardized procedure 

doesn’t always lead to response error. Hence it is not interviewers’ non-standardized 

behaviour itself that leads to response errors, but only some of their incorrect moves in 

altering question meaning (such as introducing ambiguous terms while attempting to 

clarify a question, rapid reading of questions, neglecting to use the show-card required 

with the question, and so on).

Other studies (Bradburn, Sudman and Associates 1979; Dijkstra and van der Zouwen 

1988) have shown that the biases introduced by questionnaire tasks (misunderstand-

ing of questions, social desirability, forgetting and so on) are more dangerous than the 

interviewer’s behaviour (Sudman and Bradburn 1974: 138). In fact, the characteristics of 

the tasks of the questionnaire are ‘the major source of response effects and are, in gen-

eral, much larger than effects due to interviewer or respondent characteristics’ (Bradburn 

1983: 291), as we can see in Table 8.1.

Table 8.1 Magnitude of response effects 

EFFECTS MAGNITUDE SOURCE

QUESTIONS

Question order 12–15% Kalton, Collins and Brook 1978; Schuman and 
Presser 1981; Clark and Schober 1992

Open-ended versus 
closed-ended questions

   11% 
   13%
30–60%

Rugg and Cantril 1944
Schuman and Presser 1977
Bradburn et al. 1979; Schuman and Presser 
1979; Coxon 1986; Schwarz and Hippler 1987; 
Schuman and Scott 1987

Misunderstanding of 
question task

? Gobo 1992: 137–9, 149

Wording Up to 30% Schuman and Presser 1981: 296

ITEMS

Item order ? Schuman and Presser 1981

Misunderstanding of 
item meaning

at least 70% Belson 1981

Object reaction  7–12% Cacciola and Marradi 1988; Sapignoli 1992: 125

RESPONSES

Response order  6–14% Schwarz, Hippler and Noelle-Neumann 1992

Response set  
(yea-saying)

? Lentz 1938; Moun 1988

(Continued)
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EFFECTS MAGNITUDE SOURCE

Curvilinearity ? Edwards and Kenney 1946; Coombs 1953; Fee 
1979; Tourangeau, Rasinski and D’Andrade 1991

Misleading divergence ? Gobo 1997: 58–9

Anchoring ? Ostrom and Upshaw 1968; Wyer 1974

Misunderstanding of 
response alternative 
meaning

   52% Razzi 1992: 55

Misunderstanding of 
Likert-type scale tasks

? Gasperoni and Giovani 1992; Sapignoli 1992

‘Don’t know’
(as response alternative)

   20%
   47%

Schuman and Presser 1981: 120
Razzi 1992: 48–9

INTERVIEWEES

Even-handedness norm  5–37% Schuman and Ludwig 1983

Invented opinion    30% Hartley 1946; Schuman and Presser 1981

Social desirability ? Edwards 1957; Kahn and Cannell 1957

Extreme response style
(yea-saying/nay-saying)

? Rorer 1965; Harvey 1971; Gergen and Back 1966; 
Hamilton 1968; Bachman and O’Malley 1984

Key: The question mark means several things:

•	 the magnitude has not yet been measured 
•	 there is no general tendency
•	 the measurement of the particular phenomenon suffers from numerous methodological 

problems
•	 the phenomenon has been discovered in seminal methodological research only
•	 it is based on methodological ethnographic accounts only

Source: Gobo (2006: 286–7, Table 2)

Table 8.1 (Continued)

Hence, interviewer-related errors do not have notable effects on data quality (Bradburn, 

Sudman and Associates 1979: 50, 171–2), in keeping with Rugg’s (1941) lesson that ‘small 

changes in the wording can alter the meaning fundamentally while extensive changes 

in wording may alter it only slightly’ (Sudman, Bradburn and Schwarz 1996: 10) and 

the likelihood that ‘the variability introduced by the interviewer may be less serious 

and harmful than the variability introduced by faulty interpretation by the interviewee’ 

(Sudman, Bradburn and Schwarz 1996: 53).

This is why Sirken et al.’s (1999: 377) concern that in flexible interviewing the inter-

view process is not codified and not under control is really excessive. As is his attendant 

worry that ‘invisible problems of comprehension presumably cannot be remedied by 

flexible interviewing tools … [because there] may be no signal to respondents or inter-

viewers that misunderstanding has occured’ (Sirken et al. 1999: 372).

Since perfection is unattainable, Sirken and colleagues would do better to look at the 

forest (the long list of biases mainly imputable to the questionnaire and to interviewees) 

rather than the trees (the interviewer’s effects).
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The paradox: interviewer-related deviations can improve 
data quality 
Dohrenwend and Richardson (1956) argued that most errors are caused by overly tight 

control, and that interviewers must learn to be more attentive to respondents. Peneff 

(1988) provides very revealing insight into actual practice on the ground. Observing 

interviewers involved in a large field survey, Peneff maintains that, in reality, survey 

interviewers adopt the qualitative interviewer’s skills. They try to interest interviewees by 

letting their own personalities show, they interact in a non-neutral way, and they offer 

personal comments to head off misunderstanding or refusal. This should not be seen as 

cheating but rather as adapting the interview process to the subject’s definition of the 

situation. The interviewers studied by Peneff, who were regarded by the field survey 

director as his most successful interviewers, proved to be those who used these tech-

niques the most. Peneff uses this finding to argue that, in practice, qualitative procedures 

indeed penetrate the survey interview (see Part IV).

Because an interviewer-related error does not necessarily produce a response error, the 

crucial question is how much the interviewer’s influence really does affect data qual-

ity, ‘which kinds of influence are benign and which are not. We argue that the crite-

rion should be how interviewer behaviours affect response accuracy – that is, how well 

responses correspond with the definition the survey author had in the mind’ (Schober 

and Conrad 2002: 69).

Peneff’s results were replicated by van der Zouwen, Smit and Draisma (2010), who did 

a ‘verbal interaction analysis’ of 1398 question–answer sequences. Among the strategies 

used to obtain adequate answers, the interviewers broke down ‘a general question into 

its components, making the question easier to answer (partial questioning)’ (p. 71). Even 

though the action of partial questioning is certainly not scripted and is based on the 

initiative of individual interviewers, ‘surprisingly, the proportion of inadequate answers 

was small, suggesting that the interviewers – four professional research nurses – have 

done their very best to eventually obtain adequate answers’ (p. 71).

Clearly, broadening interviewers’ tasks with the aim of reducing interviewee errors 

will lead to an increase in interviewer error and to a corresponding reduction in reliabil-

ity, traditionally understood as measurement stability (for a critical review, see Section 

10.2.3). However, the problem is to choose what kind of errors we prefer to minimize. 

If an interviewer changes the wording of a question when the interviewee is unable to 

grasp the meaning, it represents a desirable influence because it allows the interviewee 

to understand what the researcher wants to find out. Hence, many interviewee errors can 

be avoided only by empowering interviewers to channel their tacit interactional compe-

tences in the direction of producing better data quality (see Chapter 10).

As Schaeffer points out, a more flexible interviewing style can also reduce memory errors 

(see Section 4.2.2), and she suggests ‘that the recall of events may be improved by proce-

dures that do not fit neatly within the linear structure of the standardized interview … that 

a less formal style of standardized interviewing may be more motivating … and a formal 

standardized interview may not be the best social environment for stimulating and moti-

vating recall of complex topics’ (1995: 83).
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The paradox highlighted here – that interviewer-related errors can improve data 

quality – not only redefines what an error is, but, more radically, requires the aban-

donment of the psychometric definition of reliability as the stability of the instru-

ment, associated inextricably with the behaviourist dogma of stimulus uniformity (see 

Section 10.2.3).

8.2 • The interactional survey approach: 
standardizing meanings

The reformulation of the problem of answer comparability calls for an interactional 

approach, requiring a standardization of meanings. This approach stands in opposition 

to the behaviourist approach which, as seen above, ignores interpretative processes and 

considers the interactional processes of the survey interview to be a source of error. On the 

contrary, the interaction must instead be seen as a resource rather than as something to be 

suppressed (Mishler 1986; Briggs 1986; Suchman and Jordan 1990; Maynard et al. 2002).

The interactional approach is rooted in interpretative orientations and brings together 

various perspectives and disciplines that have dealt with the survey from different points 

of view:

 • survey methodologists (among others, in historical order, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Johan 
Galtung, William J. Goode and Paul K. Hatt, Robert L. Kahn and Charles F. Cannell, Robert 
J. Moore, Jean Morton-Williams, Howard Schuman, Stanley Presser, Alberto Marradi, Ray 
Pawson, Elliot G. Mishler, Johannes van der Zouwen)

 • cognitivists (among others, in alphabetical order, Paul Beatty, Norman M. Bradburn, 
Frederick Conrad, Robert M. Groves, Hans-J. Hippler, Nora Cate Schaeffer, Michael F. 
Schober, Norbert Schwarz, Seymour Sudman, Judith M. Tanur)

 • ethnomethodologists, sociolinguistic and conversation analysts (among others, Charles 
L. Briggs, Aaron Cicourel, Douglas Maynard, Hugh Mehan, Hanneke Houtkoop-Seenstra)

8.2.1  Restoring the ‘outdated’ need for standardization  
of meanings

The ingenuousness of the behaviourist approach was openly condemned long ago by 

some of the survey’s leading scholars.

Lazarsfeld suggested abandoning the practice of aiming at standardization through the 

uniformity of purely formal stimuli and basing it instead on a uniformity of meanings. 

In ‘The art of asking why’ he remarked that

traditional opinion is that a question should be so worded as always to insure the same 
reaction on the part of all those interviewed. We advocate a rather loose and liberal 
handling of a questionnaire by an interviewer. It seems to us much more important 
that the question be fixed in its meaning, than in its wording … The resulting margin of 
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error would be much greater if a standardized question were to be interpreted in very 
different ways by different respondents who have their own different experiences in 
mind. (Lazarsfeld 1935: 38, original emphasis)

Hence, Lazarsfeld (1935) proposed three principles that even today strike us as valid cri-

teria for basing answer comparability on the congruence of meanings. One of these is the 

principle of division, which suggests adapting the pattern of the questionnaire to the struc-

tural pattern of the experience of the interviewee from whom we are seeking information.

This emphasis places ‘the responsibility on the interviewers for knowing exactly what 

he is trying to discover and permits him to vary the wording in accordance with the 

experience of the respondent’ (Lazarsfeld 1935: 38). This requires that the researcher 

train the interviewers so that when necessary they will actively adapt the questions to 

the cognitive patterns and social skills of the interviewees (Gostkowski 1974). Goode 

and Hatt also offered the critical observation that ‘standardizing the questions may yield 

a mere “paper stability”; the words may remain the same, but under different circum-

stances the meanings may shift’ (1952: 153).

The ‘size 8 shoes’ paradox
Galtung proposed that ‘the questions can be adjusted to changing social position, levels 

of knowledge, frames of reference, etc. The dangers of too much flexibility are just as 

obvious as the truth in the argument that to give to everybody shoes of size 8 is to give 

the same thing to everybody, yet with different effect’ (1967: 116). Where the same ques-

tionnaire is used to interview individuals with different socio-cultural and psychological 

characteristics, the interviewer can serve a ‘maieutic’ function that favours adjusting a 

question to the specific needs of the interview. The return to these teachings argues in 

favour of moving from a standardization of stimuli to a ‘standardization of meanings’ 

(Goode and Hatt 1952: 254).

As Pawson notes, phenomenologists (qualitative researchers) ‘assume that even iden-

tical, plain words, identically and plainly delivered by identical and plain interviewers 

can still mean quite different things to different people’ (1989: 292). Consequently, they 

work toward a joint construction of meaning. For Pawson, the phenomenological approach 

to the interview can be represented by the intersection of two sets consisting of the 

conceptual universes of the interviewee and of the researcher (Figure 8.1). According to 

this model, it is precisely through the construction of common meanings that mutual 

comprehension originates between them, and it is from this that data emerge.

8.3 • Bridging the gap between questionnaire 
(researcher) and interviewee: empowering the 
interviewer 

J.M. Converse reminds us that in the 1920s and 1930s some academic studies, and espe-

cially a good deal of market research literature, ‘placed the interviewer in some sort of 
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middle ground of freedom and responsibility, with questions less standardised … There 

was concern that trying to standardise the interview more fully might interfere with the 

communication process’ (1987: 95).

The interviewer was advised to act responsibly, and was free to ‘conversationalize’ 

questions without modifying their meaning. The designers of market research studies 

believed that the standardization of an interviewer’s behaviour was mandatory in labo-

ratory experiments, but that it could not work in interviewing situations, which require 

continuous adaptation of the questionnaire to respondents and social situations.

It was only at the beginning of the 1950s that this wise practice was replaced by stan-

dardization of questions, accompanied by the use of closed-ended answers, which had to 

be selected solely by interviewees. However, interviewees are often biased in their interpre-

tation of questions, items and response alternatives, and the meanings they attribute to 

them are often quite different from the meanings attributed by researchers (Cicourel 1964).

Interviewers and respondents should work together to ‘jointly construct’ the mean-

ings of questions and answers (Mishler 1986), and use those interactional resources that 

routinely mediate uncertainties of relevance and interpretation (Suchman and Jordan 

1990: 232). Suchman and Jordan – and before them Briggs (1986) and Mishler (1986) – 

suggest a collaborative approach that would allow the kinds of interactional exchanges 

between interviewer and respondent necessary to ensure standardized interpretations, 

without introducing interviewer bias (1990: 232).

These considerations raise the question of how to effectively improve answer compa-

rability and data quality in general, because we are, after all, interested in reducing total 

error in surveys. If attacking the slightest interviewer deviation brings about a modest 

reduction of interviewer error – but simultaneously causes a great increase in error from 

the respondent, who is unable to draw on the communicative resources of an informed, 

intelligent interviewer – then the strategy is self-defeating (Beatty 1995: 154).

In order to achieve answer comparability, the interviewer’s intermediation plays a cru-

cial role: on the one hand s/he should work closely with the researcher to arrive at a single 

Figure 8.1 Phenomenological model of the non-standardized interview: ‘joint construction 
of data’ 

Source: Pawson (1989: 290)

The data emerge

Conceptual
universe of
researcher

Mutual comprehension 

Conceptual
universe of

subject
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definition of the meaning of the questions; on the other, s/he should explore problems 

with the interviewee until a point of mutual comprehension has been achieved (Suchman 

and Jordan 1990: 233–40). This means that, in an interactional approach, ‘interviewers 

should be trained in the concepts inherent in the questions and be allowed to probe, 

rephrase, and adapt the questionnaire to individual respondent needs’ (Groves 1989: 404).

Conversationalizing the survey 
Schaeffer (1991) states correctly that ‘interview’ and ‘conversation’ are distinct classes of 

verbal interaction. However, as extensively argued in Section 3.7, they share many fea-

tures. Hence, a survey interview can reasonably be seen as a specialized form of conver-

sation, even though it has better-defined cognitive and methodological aims (Suchman 

and Jordan 1990, 1992; Schaeffer 1991; Houtkoop-Steenstra 2000).

In Section 3.7 we saw that if participants are to reach a good level of mutual under-

standing, a conversation has to respect a series of conventions and cooperative princi-

ples. Many of these are also necessary for a survey interview to be effective – that is, if the 

research participants are to understand each other and the meanings of the questions, 

items and response alternatives are to be shared. In fact, interviewers who apply conver-

sational norms obtain the best results (Dillman 2002: 488).

Make the survey more like a conversation, reduce the power asymmetry between inter-

viewee and interviewer and make the whole interaction more pleasant. This will increase 

the interviewee’s motivation to cooperate in the concomitant improvement in all the 

dimensions of data quality.

Conversational versus standardized interviewing
To show the effectiveness of the interactional survey approach, it is worth looking at 

experiments comparing a more flexible and collaborative interviewing style with the 

standardized version.

In the literature, the standardization of meanings has been pursued through so-called 

‘conversational interviewing’ (or flexible interviewing), consisting of ‘clarifying ques-

tion meaning when respondents ask for help or seem to need it, asking interviewees to 

describe their circumstances and then helping them choose the appropriate response, 

etc.’ (Schober, Conrad and Fricker 1999: 1).

As Schober and Conrad (1997) showed in their first laboratory experiment (with 

trained telephone interviewers using either standardized techniques or conversational 

interviewing), there was no substantial accuracy difference in the interpretation of the 

question when the concepts in the questions were clearly mapped onto the fictional situ-

ations of interviewees (97% and 98% respectively). However, when the mapping was less 

clear, conversational interviewing increased accuracy by almost 60%.

Subsequently, the authors carried out a series of other experimental studies (Schober 

and Conrad 1997, 1998, 2002; Conrad and Schober 1999, 2000; Schober, Conrad and 

Fricker 2004) that confirmed the previous findings: intersubjective congruence of mean-

ings (which the authors call ‘accuracy’) is much higher when interviewers can provide 

clarification than when they use strictly standardized interviewing techniques.
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As Pawson (1996) points out, if a request (to the interviewee) to choose among fixed 

response alternatives may be appropriate for questions that investigate properties like 

‘type of crime’, ‘education’, ‘type of custody’ or ‘rate of recidivism’, when we move on 

to asking for reasons (more or less explicit and explicable) it is preferable to let the inter-

viewee speak freely. Fixed response alternatives in fact fail when the aim is to detect 

relevant differences between interviewees, because they leave out all the valuable infor-

mation that the interviewee’s spontaneous comments might provide.

8.3.1  The hermeneutic interviewer

Because the questions in a survey are scripted (and pretested) to be appropriate for a 

generic, nonspecific member of a culture (Schober 1999: 82), the task of the interviewer 

is ‘to adapt the standard questionnaire to the unstandardized respondents’ (Riesman 

1958: 305).

As Houtkoop-Seenstra reiterates:

Having studied tape-recorded standardized survey interviews for some years now, 
I have become increasingly convinced that the quest for standardization is no 
longer tenable, at least if its purpose is to generate not only reliable, but also 
valid, research data … We should allow interviewers-as-spokesperson to discuss 
with respondents the intended meaning and purpose of questions, as well as the 
respondent’s answers. This discussion may increase the validity of the research 
data, even though a more flexible way of interviewing may at times cause inap-
propriate interviewer behaviour, such as presenting the respondent with leading 
questions. (2000: 180, 182)

Conversationalizing the survey doesn’t mean that interviewers can waffle and make up 

questions. And to guarantee that the same properties are detected for all the interviewees, 

it is essential that the interviewer be trained in a hermeneutic role (negotiator of mean-

ings) and in a more collaborative and flexible survey interviewing style (see Chapter 9). 

This means freedom only from those limitations of the SSA that conflict with the aim of 

mutual comprehension among the research participants.

Hence, the hermeneutic role of the interviewer has to be extended beyond the mere 

interpretation of the questions.

8.4 • Standardizing the meaning of response 
alternatives 

The aim of achieving homogeneity of meaning (among the interviewees) of the ques-

tions must also be ensured for the response alternatives, which have to be interpreted in 

conformity with the meanings given them by the researcher. However, this second goal 

is also scarcely attainable through standardized interviewing for a whole series of reasons 
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(described in Section 5.4), among which is the fact that sometimes the interviewees do 

not use the fixed format designed by the researcher (but provide relevant information, 

giving the interviewer an opportunity to gather or propose the upshot of their remarks 

and to record an answer or take some other action – Schaeffer and Maynard 2008: 43–4).

Alternatively, Schaeffer and Maynard (1996), Houtkoop-Seenstra (2000) and Moore 

(2004) suggest allowing interviewers to accept unformatted answers. One reason for this 

is that when interviewers respond to an unformatted answer by re-offering the response 

options, thus implicitly informing the interviewee how he or she should answer the 

questions, the transcripts show that interviewees follow this rule for only a short time. 

A few questions later we find them providing unformatted answers again (Houtkoop-

Seenstra 2000: 182).

This also happens because, as Pawson (1982: 54) notes, there is no proven cor-

respondence between psychological and numerical intervals, and formal languages 

are incompatible with natural ones (Pawson 1982, 1983). Hence, the best remedy is 

to accept the interviewee’s unformatted or open-ended answers. However, from the 

1930s onwards, this solution (followed by Likert – see Section 1.8) was resisted on the 

grounds that the procedure was uneconomical; in particular, such questions took lon-

ger (and were therefore more costly) to administer, classify and interpret (Oppenheim 

1966: 41).

A sensible remedy for the problem of closed-ended answers that doesn’t increase costs 

might be to let interviewers act as interpreters of the answers, allowing them to interpret 

and select on behalf of the interviewee (field-coded answers).

8.4.1  Back to Galtung’s proposal: open questions with 
closed answers

As we have seen in Section 1.8, Likert lost the contest with Wilson and his ‘fixed ques-

tion/free answers’ procedure fell into disuse. Nevertheless, a few decades later, the 

Norwegian methodologist Johan Galtung (1967: 120) reprised Likert’s ideas and devised 

a variant of his procedure which he called ‘open question/closed answers’. Although this 

was apparently the reverse of Likert’s technique, both procedures were in fact guided 

by the same principle: make the interview into a conversation, let interviewees answer 

freely in their own words and thus release them from the researcher’s scheme. Galtung 

describes it thus:

for interviews, a distinction can be made between closed questions and closed answers. 
In the former, the respondent is given, orally, the answer alternatives: ‘Which candi-
date do you favor, Allende, Frei or Duràn?’, which means that the response variable is 
spelt out for him as in the questionnaire. In the latter he is asked ‘Which candidate do 
you favour?’ The question is open, but the interviewer may have closed the answers 
by a precoding in his schedule. This, however, is only known to him and not to the 
respondent, and hence serves only administrative purposes like facilitation of coding. 
It does not structure the mind of the respondent. (1967: 120, emphasis added)
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Galtung (1967: 120) proposed that:

     (i) the interviewee should not be read the standardized response alternatives, but
   (ii) should answer in their own words,
 (iii) leaving to the interviewer the task of assigning the interviewee’s answer to one of the 

predetermined alternatives (field-coded answers).
(iv) In case of doubts or difficulties, the interviewer can transcribe a summary answer and 

leave the problem to the coder.

However, Galtung did not push his proposal, and he seemed unaware of its potential to rev-

olutionize the survey by making it much more interviewee-centred. Perhaps the cultural and 

scientific climate of the time was not ready for a change of such magnitude. Nevertheless, it 

made Likert’s technique more agile, less time-consuming and economically less costly.

8.4.2  The ‘inter-vey’ technique

Times have changed. In the 1960s and 1970s, when Galtung was writing, the ‘cognitive’ 

and ‘pragmatic’ turns (see Chapter 3) of the 1980s and 1990s respectively had yet to take 

place. These have now produced findings and arguments in support of Galtung’s vision-

ary proposals. There was also a resurgence in the 1980s of qualitative approaches (see 

Gobo 2005) that further weakened the validity of the standardization principle.

The time seems to have arrived, therefore, to revive Galtung’s idea (another ‘back to’, 

after Lazarsfeld and Likert), braced by a confidence that he perhaps lacked.

For this purpose it may be useful to give this procedure a new name, to make it more 

independent and distinct. The neologism ‘inter-vey’ puts together two characteristics: 

‘inter’ indicates the conversational component of the in-depth interview (a qualitative 

data collection technique); ‘vey’ points to the transposition of this dialogic component 

into the (quantitative) survey.

An application
In the autumn of 2001, a survey, directed by Gobo, was conducted on a probability 

sample of 629 students in the Political Science Faculty of the University of Milan. The 

sampling frame consisted of 7115 students. The survey was carried out by means of 

telephone interviews conducted by 98 students attending the course on Social Research 

Methods. The questionnaire was constructed in class, and the students designed all the 

fixed response alternatives. They were therefore well acquainted with both the questions 

and the response alternatives.

Numerous questions were phrased with an open format as if they were open-ended 

questions. As the interviewee answered (ignorant of the fixed response alternatives), the 

interviewer tried (during the telephone interview) to assign the answer within the pre-set 

range. If the answer could not be placed within this range, the interviewer made a brief 

note which s/he then expanded at the conclusion of the interview, inserting it in the 

residual response alternative ‘Other’ (see Gobo 2011). An example is given in Figure 8.2 

(the instructions for the interviewer are in brackets).
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This question on motives for choosing the Faculty of Political Science, like other ques-

tions, has a long list of items; too long for the interviewer to handle straightforwardly. 

To help the interviewer, the motives were then divided into three areas (also used later 

as recode in order to deal with the problem of statistical significance) matching the 

researcher’s classification:

1) instrumental motives (items 1–8)
2) vocational motives (items 9–17)
3) social influence (items 18–19)

Figure 8.2 An example of open question with closed answers

What were the main reasons for your decision to enroll at the Faculty of Political 
Science? (FREE ANSWER, BUT MARK THREE REASONS AT MOST )

 1.  No entrance test                                                                                                

 2.  Relatively easy degree course 

 3.  Attendance not compulsory 

 4.  Compatible with work. Possible to work and study at the same

time

 5.  Not accepted by faculty of first choice

 6.  Subjects not excessively technical; it is a non-specialist degree

course

 7.  Close to home 

 8.  Wanted to go to university but did not know which degree 

 course to select (choice by elimination) 

 9.  Multidisciplinary programme 

10.  To address political, social and cultural issues

11.  Because s/he liked it

12.  Because of the subjects taught

13.  The good reputation of the Faculty 

14.  The prestige of certain lecturers

15.  Useful for job 

16.  Because of employment prospects 

17.  To find a culturally stimulating environment

18.  Because some of his/her friends had enrolled 

19.  Persuaded to do so by parents

20.  Other (........................................................................................)

21.  Doesn’t know/Can’t remember 

08_Gobo & Mauceri_BAB1401B0007_Ch-08 Part III.indd   185 25-Mar-14   1:38:13 PM



Constructing survey data186

The interviewers were thus helped in their task. If they were not immediately able to 

locate the interviewee’s answer in the range of the pre-established items, they continued 

to talk to the interviewee until they understood which pre-coded item best matched 

his/her case. If there was still no matching item, they marked ‘Other’, noting down key 

words from the reply. They then wrote a more developed comment (2–3 lines) upon 

completion of the interview.

Combining advantages of free conversation and fixed  
response alternatives
Suchman and Jordan (1990), Beatty (1995), Schaeffer and Maynard (1996), and Schober 

and Conrad (1997) all indicate the need to investigate alternatives to standardized 

interviewing. They suggest that the survey should be conversational rather than stand-

ardized and inflexible, because ‘we should employ procedures that do not render nor-

matively irrelevant information conversationally relevant in the first place’ (Schwarz 

1996: 85).

The open question with closed answers format (inter-vey) is adopted because it satisfies 

the aim of standardization of meanings, empowering and extending the interviewer’s 

hermeneutic role.

The inter-vey technique has considerable advantages (see Table 8.2). First, it obvi-

ates many drawbacks of the totally free answer questions (i.e. the time-consuming 

and costly recoding of the interviewees’ narratives). Secondly, it yields all the advan-

tages of open-ended questions, particularly their greater fidelity as compared with 

closed-ended questions, along with the fact that a misunderstanding of questions can 

immediately be recognized and dealt with (Suchman and Jordan 1990, 1992; Conrad 

1999: 309).

Compared with closed-ended questions, the inter-vey collects more comparable 

answers because:

a) a trained interviewer knows the purpose and correct meaning of the questions, items 
and response alternatives better than the interviewees;

b) the meanings in the (relatively small) ‘interviewers’ community’ are more consistent 
than in the mass of socially and culturally different interviewees.

Thirdly, the costs of administering the questionnaire do not increase. Contrary to the 

views of Sirken and Schechter (1999: 8), who believe that adopting the interactional 

survey approach would probably add considerably to overall survey cost (due to the 

requirement of more intensive interviewer training and a more professional interview-

ing staff), and of Schober (1999: 90), who thinks that flexible interviewing increases 

interview duration (and that it should therefore not be adopted in large-scale surveys), 

the conversation time lost while the interviewee gives the answer compensates for the 

time taken by the interviewer (or by the interviewee, if s/he is given cards) to read the 

list of response alternatives, and the long negotiation aimed at getting the interviewee to 

pronounce one of the fixed alternatives.
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The inter-vey: 2 for 1
The inter-vey enhances the comparability of answers using a more open, flexible and 

cooperative form of survey interviewing than the standardized one.

However, the inter-vey should not be confused with the non-standardized forms of 

interviewing used in qualitative research, since the questionnaire is utilized and the sur-

vey remains the dominant approach. It shares with the in-depth interview the advan-

tages of:

a) being sensitive to the needs and characteristics of the interviewees;
b) favouring free expression on the part of the interviewees;

Table 8.2 Combining advantages of open-ended and closed-ended questions

Advantages of the inter-vey shared with the standard question formats

Closed-ended questions Open-ended questions

a) The process of interpreting and coding the 
answers takes place during the interview, 
with an undeniable benefit at the coding 
cost level

b) The costs of administering the 
questionnaire are not increased

a) It is possible to determine (through the 
open answer) the meaning attributed 
to the question and to recognize any 
implicit need for clarification of the 
question (see Chapter 9)

b) The process of answer interpretation 
is left to the interviewer who, unlike 
the interviewee, can be trained to do it 
properly

c) Questions with open-ended answers 
elicit more sincere and spontaneous 
answers without offering the choice of 
possible alternatives

How the inter-vey minimizes the limitations of the standard question formats

Closed-ended questions Open-ended questions

a) Solves the problem of possible 
inconsistency between meanings 
attributed to response alternatives by 
interviewees and the original meaning 
attributed by the researcher

b) Solves problems concerning the order 
of the answer alternatives (primacy and 
recency effects – see Section 5.3)

c) Allows for a larger and more complex 
range of response alternatives

d) There is no risk of suggesting an answer to 
someone who has nothing to say about a 
particular question (see Section 6.2.4)

e) Encourages reflection on the part of 
the interviewee, eliminating the risk of 
mechanical answers (see Section 6.2.1)

a) Reduces the costs of a posteriori coding 
of open answers

b) Eliminates the risk of obtaining answers 
that are not comparable because 
they are located at different levels of 
generality; allows the interviewer to 
explore an answer to obtain enough 
detail to assign it to one of the 
researcher’s predetermined categories

c) If the researcher designs the list of 
answer alternatives properly, answers 
are obtained that fit the same 
classificatory criteria (unidimensionality)
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c) not suppressing the interactional elements required to guarantee mutual comprehension;
d) respecting the conversational norms necessary for maximum interviewee cooperation in 

making the research successful (Grice 1975; Sacks 1992; see Section 3.8). 

In addition, it retains the survey’s fundamental advantage of obtaining by questionnaire 

information on the same properties/variables for all the interviewees, so that statistical 

data processing is possible (see Chapter 2).

These advantages, usually sought through the use of mixed strategies (see Chapter 11), 

are in this case obtained by keeping the questionnaire as the data collection instrument, 

but emphasizing the importance that qualitative approaches give to the joint construc-

tion of meanings and to the process of co-construction of the data. The inter-vey thus 

combines both qualitative and quantitative approaches in a single instrument, in the wake 

of other techniques (now widely used) like the ‘delphi method’ (Dalkey and Helmer, 

1963) or the ‘mystery shopper’ (Gobo 2008: 318–19). In also using the hermeneutic com-

petence of the interviewers for the interpretation of the answers, the inter-vey covers the 

entire answering process.

Through the inter-vey, the comparability of answers becomes a strategic aim, achieved 

by maximizing the intersubjective congruence of the meanings attributed to the ques-

tions, items and response alternatives by the research participants (researchers, inter-

viewers and interviewees).

8.5 • Concluding remarks

Conrad and Schober, in one of their comparisons of conversational with standardized 

interviewing, specify that:

Unlike some more radical proposals (e.g., Mishler 1986 — who advocated replacing 
standardized interviews with the collection of narratives), conversational interview-
ing is based on the assumption that it is possible for meaning to be consistent across 
situations and respondents, as long as interviewers can converse with respondents 
to clarify those meanings. Conversational interviewing to clarify concepts should not 
be confused with earlier nonstandardized techniques (described in Beatty [1995]) 
designed to increase honest responding through better interviewer-respondent rap-
port. Similarly, the purpose of conversational interviewing should not be seen as moti-
vating respondents to answer accurately (see Cannell, Miller, and Oksenberg [1981] 
for techniques to increase respondent commitment and motivation); the purpose is to 
clarify concepts in questions. (2000: 4)

Like the ‘conversational interview’, the interactional approach (particularly the ‘inter-vey’) 

retains the high-priority aim of basing answer comparability on the standardization of 

meanings (through concept clarification). Unlike conversational interviewing, however, it 

provides for the activation of all the relational resources required to maximize the other 

dimensions of data quality (such as the sincerity and accuracy of the answer: see Chapter 10), 
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including the possibility of motivating the interviewees so as to win their full cooperation 

from the first moment of contact.

In general, the interactional survey approach requires that interviewers be capable of 

adapting their interactional skills (both implicit and acquired during training) to the 

interviewing situation, so that interviewees will cooperate in making the survey a suc-

cess, appropriately carrying out all the various tasks required of them (and not only those 

involving interpretation).

The interviewer thus becomes the repository of a series of interactional and hermeneu-

tic skills, fulfilling a role that requires collaboration and mediation (between researcher 

and many interviewees) throughout the entire answering process (as well as during first 

contact with the interviewees).

The next chapter will provide operational indications on how to improve these skills 

through interviewer training.

• Recommended reading

A classic article, that anticipated later developments on the problem of answer compara-
bility consistent with the interactional survey approach: Lazarsfeld (1935).

An (inadvertent) manifesto for the interactional survey approach: Suchman and Jordan 
(1990).

A conversational analysis, which shows the weakness of the assumptions of standardized 
interviewing: Houtkoop-Steenstra (2000).
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