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HOW TO ENCOURAGE HONEST ANSWERS DURING INTERVIEWS

by Simon Moss

	Introduction


	
Often, during interviews, respondents do not answer your questions honestly and candidly.  They might, for example

· conceal their faults, amplify their strengths, and depict themselves favorably, sometimes called socially desirable responding 
· communicate what they feel you want to hear, sometimes called demand characteristics

Indeed, when respondents answer questions in person, rather than in online surveys, these biases tend to become more pronounced (Richman et al., 1999).  Even if you adopt a constructivist approach, these biases may compromise the utility of your study, because your aim is to understand the actual, rather than contrived, experience or perspective of the respondents. This document also presents some guidelines on how you can diminish the likelihood of these biases and promote more accurate responses. 


	Techniques to promote sincere responses


	
	Researchers have developed a range of measures and techniques that interviewers can utilize to inspire respondents to answer questions sincerely and frankly.  In the following table

· the first column itemizes these techniques
· the second column illustrates or clarifies these techniques—referring to an example in which a researcher wants to study the unsuitable practices of supervisors
· the final column justifies these techniques

	Suggested techniques
	Examples or details
	Justification

	Introduction to the interview
	
	

	Encourage respondents to trust their intuitions or feelings.  Assure individuals that no answer is right or wrong
	When answering questions, you are welcome to trust your intuition or feelings.  Your answers do not have to be entirely rational or logical. 

What is your feeling or intuition about why your supervisor engages in these behaviours?
	When people are encouraged to trust their intuition, they express attitudes or opinions that are guided by their core beliefs and values—and not by the expectations of other individuals (Jordan, Whitfield, & Zeigler-Hill, 2007)

	Early in the interview, pose questions that are designed to diminish the anxiety of individuals—questions that are simple to answer and related to uplifting outcomes  
	What event or feature of this course have you enjoyed?
	When people feel distressed, they are inclined to comply with the expectations of other individuals (e.g., Baumann & Kuhl, 2005), potentially amplifying social desirability biases

	Refrain from referring to similarities between you and the respondents
	
	When interviewers seem very friendly and chummy, rather than more professional, respondents tend to feel more compelled to bias their answers (Nederhof, 1985); that is, they are especially motivated to impress these interviewers.  You should thus seem understanding but still professional

	Preface to questions
	
	

	Acknowledge that problems and challenges are normal and inevitable (Bergen & Labonté, 2020)
	Supervisors are often too busy to provide all the support you need.  Did you ever feel you wanted more support?  If so, what support did you need?   
	

	Questions
	
	

	Rather than ask respondents about an issue or problem now, ask these individuals about a past issue or problem (Bergen & Labonté, 2020)
	In previous years, what are some practices of supervisors you did not like? 
	

	Rather than ask about the experiences of respondents, ask about the experiences of other individuals (Bergen & Labonté, 2020)—sometimes called proxy subjects (see Nederhof, 1985)
	What are some practices of supervisors that other candidates do not like?
	Individuals often inadvertently project their own perspectives onto other people.  

	Prompt respondents to recount a story or example to illustrate one of their answers (Bergen & Labonté, 2020)
	Can you tell me about your last supervision session?
	

	Ask a question that obliges the respondent to convey at least one unfavourable answer, called forced choice (Nederhof, 1985)
	If you had to describe your supervisor as either too flexible or too inflexible, which of these labels would you choose?  Why? 
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