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Editors’ Introduction to the Mastering Business Research Methods Series

Welcome to the Mastering Business Research Methods series. In recent years, there has been a great increase in the numbers of students reading masters level degrees across the business and management disciplines. A great number of these students have to prepare a dissertation towards the end of their degree programme in a timeframe of three to four months. For many students, this takes place after their taught modules have finished and is expected to be an independent piece of work. Whilst each student is supported in their dissertation or research project by an academic supervisor, the student will need to find out more detailed information about the method that he or she intends to use. Before starting their dissertations or research projects these students have usually been provided with little more than an overview across a wide range of methods as preparation for this often daunting task. If you are one such student, you are not alone. As university professors with a deep interest in research methods, we have provided this series of books to help students like you. Each book provides detailed information about a particular method to support you in your dissertation. We understand both what is involved in masters level dissertations, and what help students need with regard to methods in order to excel when writing a dissertation. This series is the only one that is designed with the specific objective of helping masters level students to undertake and prepare their dissertations.

Each book in our series is designed to provide sufficient knowledge about either a method of data collection or a method of data analysis, and each book is intended to be read by the student when undertaking particular stages of the research process, such as data collection or analysis. Each book is written in a clear way by highly respected authors who have considerable experience of teaching and writing about research methods. To help students find their way around each book, we have utilized a standard format, with each book having been organized into six chapters:

	Chapter 1 introduces the method, considers how the method emerged for what purposes, and provides an outline of the remainder of the book.
	Chapter 2 addresses the underlying philosophical assumptions that inform the uses of particular methods.
	Chapter 3 discusses the components of the relevant method.
	Chapter 4 considers the way in which the different components may be organized to use the method.
	Chapter 5 provides examples of published studies that have used the method.
	Chapter 6 concludes by reflecting on the strengths and weaknesses of that method.


We hope that reading your chosen books helps you in your dissertation.

Bill Lee, Mark NK Saunders and VK Narayanan
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Introduction

The interview is a popular technique within social sciences research. In the interview we have a method that can be used with different levels of structure; in a range of epistemological traditions; and which produces data that can be analysed in a variety of different ways. Hence, the interview is attractive to business, management and organizational researchers because of its variety and flexibility. Furthermore, the term interview is a familiar one, so potential interviewees will know what to expect when we ask if they are prepared to take part in an interview. It is important to state right at the outset that the research interview is somewhat different from other interviews we may encounter, such as selection interviews or other interviews in our social lives more generally. Rather, the research interview is a conversation where the researcher seeks information from an individual or group with the aim of using that information in order to progress their research. Therefore, one key difference of the research interview is that it is conducted as part of a research project and must produce data that can be analysed appropriately to come to some conclusions regarding a research question or area of interest.

The aim of this book is to provide an accessible guide to how to conduct interviews as part of a management, organization or business graduate-level research project, and throughout the book I use those domain terms interchangeably. The book covers a range of different interview types including structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews. The assumption is that the interview data collected will form the empirical base of a tightly time-bound graduate research dissertation. In this introductory chapter, a brief history of the interview in organizational and management research is provided. We then consider the role of the interview and how it can be used; explore the kind of data that can be collected from an interview; and outline the approach taken to interviews and interviewing in the book overall.




History of the Interview

The interview has had a long history within the field of business and management research. Fontana and Frey (2005: 699) suggest that the development of interviewing in the twentieth century emerged from two major trends within the social sciences. The first was the need to gain a ‘quality of responses’ in the areas of counselling and clinical diagnosis, and the second was the increased concern with using interviews as the basis for psychological testing and management, a trend that emerged during the First World War. Perhaps the first classic study within the organizational field to rely on interviews was the Hawthorne Studies: a series of experiments conducted at the Western Electric company’s Hawthorne works outside Chicago between 1924 and 1932. The focus of the experiments was on the different factors that impacted on the production levels of workers working in groups (Mayo, 1945). These studies were part of what came to be known as the Human Relations movement. Hollway (1991) suggests that interviewing as a qualitative data collection technique became prevalent around the same time as the human relations movement, because at this time within organization behaviour there was a move away from scientific management approaches where the worker was seen as cog in a machine, to a focus on the worker as an emotional human being. Interviews were seen as a valid way of collecting reliable and objective measurement data about the subjective aspects of worker experience, previously unacknowledged in the research of the time. The Second World War again saw an increase in the use of interviews both underpinning the development of psychological measurement (Hollway, 1991) and the documentation of the mental and emotional lives of soldiers (Fontana and Frey, 2005). In parallel developments, interviews were also being used as components of some of the classic ethnographic studies that underpinned the development of the organizational and management field. Examples include Jahoda, Lazarsfeld and Zeisel’s (1972) intensive study of an unemployed community, Marienthal; Melvin Dalton’s (1959) classic work of managerial practice, Men who manage; and Working for Ford (Benyon, 1973). These all drew on interview data as well as on a range of other data collection techniques.

By the 1970s and 1980s, interviews had become common place in social science research, and were evident in published work in the organizational and management field. During this period, different interpretations of the interview, according to the underlying epistemological stance, began to emerge. The increasing focus on new paradigms, and not least the linguistic turn that emerged in the 1980s, led to a range of new critiques of the interview and how it was used in organizational research. A particular challenge emerged from the critique that the interview was an ‘active’ process (e.g. Holstein and Gubrium, 1995) and could not be seen as a context-free occurrence or an isolated one-off event. These epistemological developments led to the variety of interview types we see today where the interview is used extensively in business, organizational and management research, and can be used to collect data in a variety of ways.

A cursory look at any of the main journals in the business and management field will highlight a variety of studies where interviews have been used. For example, in the first issue of the British Journal of Management published in 2014, three of the studies reported in the papers published drew on interview data. These were Bondy and Starkey’s (2014) study of multinational companies and CSR; Kelan and Mah’s (2014) study on gendered identification and MBA students; and Mallett and Wapshott’s (2014) study of the use of humour in SMEs. As well as being extensively used in business and management research, organizations also make use of interviews, hence the ubiquity of the interview today.
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