Here is your complete answer covering both topics:

Observation and Interview: Types,
Advantages and Disadvantages

PART 1: OBSERVATION

Meaning of Observation

Observation is one of the most basic and important methods of collecting data in
social work research. It means watching, listening, and recording what is happening
in the social world in a systematic, planned, and purposeful way. It is not ordinary,
casual watching — it becomes a scientific method only when it is planned according
to the purpose of the research and recorded systematically keeping in mind the
validity and reliability of the data.

There are situations where observation is the most appropriate method — for example,
when studying the behaviour of children who cannot speak, or when respondents
refuse to cooperate with a researcher. Many aspects of human behaviour are so much

a part of daily life that people find it difficult to put them into words. In such cases,
observation is the only reliable way to collect data.

Social Work Example: A social worker wants to study how staff interact with children
in a government-run children's home. She cannot simply ask staff — they may give

ideally worded answers. Instead, she observes daily routines, meal times, and bedtime
procedures for two weeks and records what she actually sees.

Types of Observation

Observation can be classified in two broad ways:

e Based on the degree of structure - Structured and Unstructured
e Based on the role of the researcher - Participant and Non-Participant

A) Based on Degree of Structure

1. Structured Observation

Structured observation involves a clear, specific, and pre-planned definition of
what units will be observed and what data will be recorded. The researcher knows in



advance what to look for. Everything is decided before going into the field — what
will be observed, how it will be recorded, and in what format.

This type is used mainly in studies that aim to describe a problem or test a
hypothesis, where the researcher already knows what aspects of the problem are
relevant.

Social Work Example: A researcher studying aggressive behaviour among boys in a
juvenile detention centre creates a checklist before entering the facility. The checklist
includes specific behaviours to watch for — verbal fights, physical fights, threats,
isolation — and the researcher marks each time such behaviour occurs during a
specific time period.

Advantages:

e  Produces standardised, comparable data
e Easy to quantify and analyse
e Reduces researcher bias since categories are fixed in advance

Limitations:

e Cannot capture unexpected or new behaviours
e  Requires the problem to be well defined in advance

2. Unstructured Observation

In unstructured observation, the researcher does not plan the observation in advance
in a detailed way. It is flexible and open — the researcher watches everything
happening and records what appears relevant. This method is especially useful in
exploratory studies, where the researcher does not yet know which aspects of the
problem will be most important.

Since it is flexible, it allows the researcher to change focus from time to time as and
when new clues emerge during observation.

Social Work Example: A social work researcher enters a slum community for the first
time to understand the everyday challenges faced by women. She does not have a
fixed checklist. She simply sits in the community, observes, and notes whatever she
finds significant — disputes, daily tasks, conversations, interactions with neighbours,
the condition of houses, children playing, etc. Over time, patterns emerge which she
then investigates more deeply.

Advantages:

e  Suitable for exploratory research
e  Captures the full richness and complexity of social life
e Allows researcher to discover new, unexpected issues

Limitations:



e Datais difficult to quantify and compare
e Highly dependent on the researcher's judgment and skill
e  Possibility of observer bias is higher

B) Based on Role of the Researcher
1. Participant Observation

In participant observation, the researcher actually joins the group or community
being studied. The researcher becomes a member of the group, shares their life,
experiences their daily routine, and works within their frame of reference. This is an
attempt to put both the observer and the observed on the same side — the researcher
experiences what the community members experience.

Social Work Example: A researcher studying the lives of rag-pickers in Delhi actually
lives with them for a month, wakes up with them, accompanies them on their rounds
of collecting waste, eats with them, and participates in their daily struggles. This gives
an insider's perspective that no questionnaire could ever provide.

Advantages:

e Gives deep, rich, insider knowledge
e  Builds trust — community members speak and behave naturally
e Can capture experiences that cannot be expressed in words

Limitations:

e The researcher may become too emotionally involved and lose objectivity
e Very time-consuming
e It may be difficult to gain entry into certain communities

2. Non-Participant Observation

In non-participant observation, the researcher observes from a distance without

joining the group. The researcher has a detached role — she watches and records
without attempting to participate in or interfere with the interaction process of the
group being observed.

Social Work Example: A social work researcher studying how social workers interact
with clients at a hospital sits in a corner of the waiting room and observes the
interactions — the tone used, the time given to each client, whether clients are treated
with dignity — without introducing herself or participating in any conversation.

Advantages:

e More objective since the researcher remains detached
e Less chance of influencing the behaviour of those being observed



e  Easier to focus on recording systematically
Limitations:

e May miss the deeper meaning behind observed behaviour
e The group may behave differently knowing they are being watched (Hawthorne Effect)
e Does not capture inner feelings, attitudes, or motivations

PART 2: INTERVIEW

Meaning of Interview

An interview is a verbal interaction between a researcher (interviewer) and a
respondent (interviewee) where the researcher asks questions and the respondent
answers them. It involves both presenting questions and collecting responses orally.
Many researchers feel that the best way to find out why people behave the way they
do is to ask them directly.

Interview is one of the most widely used methods of data collection, especially for
gathering information about social background, opinions, attitudes, beliefs, feelings,
and changes in relationships. An interview can be face-to-face, over the telephone, or
computer-assisted.

Types of Interview

Interviews can be classified on multiple bases — by format, by number of participants,
and by medium.

A) Based on Format / Structure

1. Structured Interview (Formal Interview)

A structured interview is one where the researcher knows exactly what information
is needed and has prepared a fixed set of questions in advance. These questions are
arranged in a logical order in an interview schedule (a written list of questions). The
same questions are asked to all respondents in the same manner and order. Answers
are recorded in the designated columns.

Social Work Example: A researcher studying the impact of the Mid-Day Meal scheme
on school attendance prepares an interview schedule with fixed questions — "How
many days did your child attend school last month?", "Has school attendance



increased since the scheme started?" — and asks these to 100 mothers in the same
order. This allows comparison of responses across all 100 mothers.

Advantages:

e Responses are easy to compare and analyse
e Standardised data, less room for researcher bias
e Can be used in large-scale research

Limitations:

e Cannot explore unexpected or sensitive information that falls outside the fixed questions
e Respondents cannot express themselves freely

2. Unstructured Interview (Informal/Non-Guided Interview)

An unstructured interview is conducted in an informal, open, conversational
manner. There are no fixed questions or predetermined sequence. The researcher
guides the conversation broadly but allows the respondent to speak freely. It is used
when the researcher wants to explore experiences, opinions, attitudes, feelings, and
perceptions in depth.

This type is especially useful when the topic is complex, when people hold complex
attitudes, or when the researcher's knowledge about the topic is still limited and
uncertain.

Social Work Example: A social worker interviewing a domestic violence survivor
does not follow a fixed list of questions. She begins with "Can you tell me a little
about your experience?" and allows the woman to narrate her story in her own words
and own order. The social worker probes gently wherever needed, allowing the
woman to reveal things that no fixed questionnaire could have anticipated.

Semi-Structured Interview: A middle path between the two. The researcher selects a
few broad topics and follows certain guidelines, but there are no fixed questions. The
respondent can speak freely around each topic. This is also called a guided or
focused interview. It is more formal than unstructured but more flexible than
structured.

Social Work Example: A researcher studying the needs of persons with disabilities
visits families and discusses broad themes — mobility, employment, government
schemes, social support — but lets each family member respond freely in their own
words.

B) Based on Number of Participants



1. Individual Interview The researcher interviews one person at a time. This is the
most common form and allows for depth and privacy.

Social Work Example: A counsellor interviewing a child who has experienced abuse
conducts a one-on-one interview to ensure the child feels safe and comfortable to
share.

2. Group Interview / Focus Group Discussion Several people are interviewed
together as a group. The researcher facilitates a discussion and participants can build
on each other's responses.

Social Work Example: A researcher studying the barriers to women's self-help group
participation invites 10 women from a village and interviews them together,
encouraging them to share and discuss their experiences collectively.

C) Based on Medium

1. Personal / Face-to-Face Interview This is the oldest and most widely used method.
The interviewer and respondent meet in person. It allows the researcher to observe
body language, build rapport, probe deeply, and ensure all questions are answered.

Advantages:

e High participation rate — people find it difficult to say no in person
e  Greater flexibility — interviewer can probe, explain, and clarify

e Suitable for lengthy and complex questions

e Researcher can ensure all questions are answered before closing

Disadvantages:

e Very costly, especially if the study covers a wide geographical area

e Time-consuming — the interviewer must travel, often multiple times

o Difficulty locating respondents — in cities, people are often not at home during the day

e Respondents may be reluctant to answer sensitive questions face-to-face

e Less anonymity — respondents may not share confidential information freely

e Interview bias — the interviewer's gender, appearance, age, or tone may influence responses

Social Work Example: A researcher studying the experiences of sex workers in
Mumbai conducts face-to-face interviews at a community centre, which allows trust
to be built and sensitive information to be shared in a safe environment.

2. Telephone Interview An interview conducted over the telephone. In recent years,
telephone interviewing has grown very popular, especially for commercial surveys,
political opinion polls, and social surveys.

Advantages:



e Speed — alarge number of people can be reached in a short time

e Less expensive — no travel cost

e Call-backs are easier and less costly

e Absence of face-to-face contact removes the respondent's discomfort about sensitive
questions

e  Feasibility — some respondents who would not open their door to a stranger are willing to
talk on phone

e  Wider geographical coverage

Disadvantages:

e Limited duration — respondents may hang up if the interview is too long or boring

e Respondents' cooperation is less reliable — they may distrust the interviewer's motives

e Limited representation — rural people, the poor, and elderly may not have phones or may
have unlisted numbers

e Less efficient — the respondent cannot see the interviewer is still writing, so may elaborate
unnecessarily, or the interviewer may not notice when the respondent has finished thinking

Interview Schedule

An interview schedule is a set of standardised questions prepared in advance and
used by the researcher during a face-to-face interview. The researcher reads out the
questions and records the respondent's answers in the appropriate spaces.

It is widely used in large-scale research and government surveys like the Census,
where many interviewers (called enumerators or research workers) are appointed to
collect data. Each interviewer follows the same schedule so that data is consistent
across all respondents.

Key Difference between Questionnaire and Schedule:

Aspect Questionnaire Schedule
. ) Respondent fills it Researcher fills it based on
Who fills it? P ,
themselves respondent s answers
Literacy Yes — respondent must No — can be used with
required? be literate illiterate respondents
Presence of . .
Not required Required
researcher
Educated, literate Rural, semi—literate, or
Used for ) 1. .
populations illiterate populations
Some questions may be  Researcher ensures all
Completeness

left unanswered questions are answered

Social Work Example: In a village survey studying access to government welfare
schemes, a social work researcher uses a schedule. Since many women in the village
cannot read or write, the researcher visits each home, reads out each question in the



local language, and fills in the responses himself — ensuring no question is left
unanswered.

Conclusion

Observation and interview are two of the most powerful tools in social work research.
Observation allows the researcher to see social reality directly — especially useful
when words are not enough or when respondents may hide the truth. Interview allows
the researcher to hear the voices of the people — their experiences, feelings,
opinions, and needs. Structured methods give standardised, comparable data useful
for large-scale research and policy. Unstructured and participatory methods give
depth, richness, and authenticity essential for understanding the lives of vulnerable
and marginalised people — which is at the very heart of social work practice.
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