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Preface

I have researched conversation since I graduated from the Department of
General Linguistics at the University of Amsterdam. For the first seven
years I studied everyday telephone conversations, and I then became
interested in what I referred to as “interviewing techniques” in
doctor–patient interaction. What did the textbooks say about how
medical doctors should interact with their patients, and how did these
interviewing techniques work out in real interactions? The advice these
books provided was mainly based on psychological and socio-psychologi-
cal theories of human interaction, and the real interactions often were not
as successful as the textbooks predicted.

Being interested in interaction, and especially in the relationship
between “how it should be done” and “how it is actually done,” I chose
the standardized survey interview as a uniquely interesting research
object. A considerable amount of what we know about the social world
comes from survey research that finds its way into books, articles, and the
mass media. This survey research occasionally provides some general
information about the questionnaire, the sample interviewed, and the sta-
tistical analysis, but it does not explain what actually happens in the inter-
views. In fact, the reader and/or user of survey research results is made to
believe that interviewers read the questions exactly as they are scripted
and respondents behave exactly as they are supposed to behave.

In order to learn what is going on in this part of the survey research pro-
cedure, we need to examine questionnaires and analyze recorded inter-
views. The questionnaires inform the analyst about what interviewers and
respondents are supposed to do, whereas the actual interviews demon-
strate what they are really doing. When a Dutch survey research organiza-
tion permitted me to listen to their interviewers doing computer-assisted
telephone survey interviews, I was surprised by what I heard.
Respondents requested question clarification, interviewers asked ques-
tions respondents had previously answered, respondents answered “yes”
or “no” although they seemed unsure of what the question meant, and
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interviewers asked questions that seemed irrelevant, not only to me, but
to the respondent as well.

The research organization gave me the tape recordings of a number of
these interviews and allowed me to use them for conversation analysis.
My husband, a researcher in the sociology of education, provided me with
the questionnaire that formed the basis of these interviews. I have studied
several sets of these transcribed, tape-recorded, standardized survey
interviews, and parts of these studies have been reported in various pub-
lished papers. In this book I have tried to bring my published and new
work together in a more coherent perspective.

This book brings the results of my research to the attention of those
who, in one way or another, are interested in what happens in survey
interviews. Students of survey methodology may want to know how ques-
tionnaires are enacted in real-life interviews and why interview partici-
pants may depart from the script and/or the rules of standardized
interviewing. Though this book is not written as an instruction manual,
survey methodologists and questionnaire designers may find it useful to
learn how the principles of everyday conversation affect what happens in
the survey interview. While some insights can be used to improve ques-
tionnaires, other insights show the in-principle restrictions of survey
methodology.

Pragmalinguists, conversation analysts, and discourse analysts may be
interested in the survey interview as a form of talk in its own right, to be
compared with other forms of institutional talk (e.g., police interrogation,
medical interviewing) and everyday conversation. Also, while linguistics
tends to make a distinction between written language on the one hand
and spoken language on the other, survey interviews constitute an inter-
section of the two forms of language, which linguists might find interest-
ing.

Chapter 1 briefly mentions the methodological issues involved in the
survey interview. The reader will be referred to other publications that
discuss these issues in more detail.

The survey interview will be examined as a form of talk. Interview talk
heavily relies on the practices and principles of ordinary conversation.
These practices and principles are best understood through conversation
analysis. Chapter 2 presents the current state of scholarship regarding
how people organize and constitute mundane conversation. This chapter
also forms the main theoretical framework for the analyses that are pre-
sented throughout the book.

The purpose of chapter 3 is to provide a description of the participation
roles involved in the survey interview. I argue that the survey interview is a
form of talk embedded in a broader framework of institutional or organ-

viii Preface
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izational activities. The scripted questions that constitute the basis of the
talk and the pre-coded form used to record the respondents’ answers are
organizational requirements that have consequences for the various inter-
actional roles the interviewer may take. The function of particular
stretches of talk depends partly on the speaker’s current interactional
role. This insight has a special relevance for the methodology of interac-
tion-coding studies.

Chapter 4 discusses how interviewers attempt to satisfy conflicting
interactional requirements. The rules of the standard survey interview
require that interviewers never deviate from the questionnaire; however,
this inflexibility can result in a situation that is at odds with ordinary con-
versation. For example, asking the same question twice or not taking into
account what the respondent has already said is a typical occurrence in
standardized survey interviews. I show how such unconversational activ-
ities may lead to misunderstanding on the part of the respondent, and I
also focus on the ways in which interviewers deal with these interactional
problems.

Chapter 5 is devoted to problems that arise from poorly scripted ques-
tions. Sometimes questions are structured in such a way that they may
result in respondents interrupting the interviewer and providing prema-
ture answers, which may in turn lead to interviewers omitting part of the
scripted question and/or the response options. One possible effect of the
pre-emptive answer is that the responses that are provided may be unfor-
matted, which calls for the interviewers to probe for a formatted answer.
Another possible effect is that serious problems in the sampling proce-
dure may occur when interviewers omit part of the scripted questions
during the introductory phase of the interview.

Chapter 6 discusses what interviewers do when respondents provide
answers that do not match the pre-coded response options, as is especially
common in the case of field-coded questions, where the respondents are
not presented with the response categories. This chapter also discusses
the fact that respondents are frequently asked to categorize their life expe-
riences in technical terms. These technical terms, however, often do not
match the respondents’ ways of categorizing their world.

Chapter 7 presents a study of how interviewers build rapport with their
respondents when the topic of the interview is a sensitive issue, such as
respondents’ serious lack of competence in literacy and numeracy. The
study shows that building rapport often results in the interviewers revis-
ing neutrally formulated multiple-choice scripted questions as leading
yes–no questions.

Chapter 8 is devoted to the analysis of interviews with learning-dis-
abled persons living in sheltered homes. These persons were interviewed

Preface ix
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using a well-established Quality of Life questionnaire. I discuss how the
interviewers revise the scripted multiple-choice questions upon discover-
ing that the respondent has difficulty understanding the questions. The
ultimate effect of this revision practice is that the respondents all end up
with very high, though disputable, scores. This chapter is co-authored
with Charles Antaki of Loughborough University, UK and Mark Rapley
of Murdoch University, Australia.

The final chapter presents the methodological implications of these
studies.

x Preface
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Glossary of transcript symbols

  A single left-hand bracket indicates the point of overlap
  onset. A single right-hand bracket indicates the point at

which an utterance (-part) terminates vis-a-vis another. For
example:

A. I don’t remember .
B. No.

The brackets are also used when something happens during
the talk, for example when a phone rings:

A. I don’t remember
A. I  ((phone rings)) 

� Equal signs, one at the end of one line and one at the begin-
ning of the next, indicate no “gap” between the two lines.

(0.0) Numbers in parentheses indicate elapsed time in silence by
tenths of seconds. For example, (1.3) is one and three-tenths
seconds.

(.) A dot in parentheses indicates a tiny gap within or between
utterances. It is probably no more than two-tenths of a
second.

word Underscoring indicates some form of stress, via pitch and/or
amplitude.

wo::rd Colons indicate prolongation of the immediately prior
sound. The length of the colon row indicates the length of the
prolongation.

.,? Punctuation marks are used to indicate intonation.
↓ ↑ An arrow indicates a marked falling or rising intonation of

the syllable that follows, for example, “word↓ing” and
“word↑ing.”

WORD Upper case indicates especially loud sounds relative to the
surrounding talk of the same speaker.

°word° Talk between degree signs is relatively quieter than the sur-
rounding talk of the same speaker.

wo- A dash indicates that a word or phrase is cut off.

xiii
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>word< Right/left carats bracketing an utterance or utterance-part
indicate speeding up.

<word> Left/right carats indicate slowing down.
.hhh A dot-prefixed row of “h’s” indicates an inbreath.
(h) A parenthesized “h” indicates plosiveness, associated with

laughter, for example, “Yea(h)heah.”
( ) Empty parentheses indicate the transcriber’s inability to hear

what was said. The length of the parenthesized space indi-
cates the length of the untranscribed talk.

(word) Parenthesized words are doubtful transcriptions.
((cough)) Doubled parentheses contain transcriber’s descriptions

rather than transcriptions.
(...) Ellipses within parentheses indicates that some lines have

been omitted.
# The number sign indicates the sound of the interviewer

working on the keyboard.

xiv Glossary of transcript symbols
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