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Module 3: Interviewing skills 

This module provides recommended practices and tips for data collectors when interviewing 

respondents. 

Introduction 

The collection of data that accurately reflect the services and conditions in a facility, whether a small 

rural health post or an urban hospital, requires skill and practice. Data collectors should remember 

that the survey findings are only as good as the data from which they are calculated, and that the 

quality of that data depends to a large extent on them. 

 This module provides basic instructions on the practices that should be used when interviewing 

respondents as well as tips for handling difficult situations that data collectors might encounter while 

conducting an interview. 

Learning outcomes 

By the end of this module, you will be able to: 

• describe the interviewing practices recommended for the HHFA; 

• describe tips to handle difficult situations with respondents; 

• list reasons behind respondents’ hesitance to answer questions about sensitive topics; 

• provide appropriate responses to address respondent’s hesitance to answer questions about 

sensitive topics. 

The learning content is also available online on the OpenWHO platform.  

3.2 Recommended practices  

Basic practices that data collectors should keep in mind during interviews include: 

• Request consent from the facility in-charge before asking questions 

• Show respect for the respondent 

• Listen carefully to the respondent 

• Read every question exactly as written 

• Never suggest answers to the respondents 

• Probe for a response when necessary 

• Remain neutral  

• Ask all applicable questions 

• Thank the respondent at the end of the interview 

We will now examine each of these practices in further detail. 

3.2.1. Request consent from the facility in-charge before asking questions  

On arrival at each facility, the team leader must request consent from the facility in-charge before the 

team can proceed with the survey.  

A standard consent form and some background information is read in its entirety to the in-charge and 

their signature of consent is requested. The team leader then provides the response in section 1 of the 

https://openwho.org/courses/HHFA-data-collection-tot/items/4u231yPoVH3IUftleqBsW2
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questionnaire to confirm that consent has been received. The survey cannot proceed without the 

consent of the facility in-charge. 

3.2.2. Show respect for the respondent 

A basic way of showing respect for a health worker at work is to be considerate of what they need to 

accomplish during their workday and to let them know that there will be no interference with their 

client-related tasks. To accomplish this:  

• if the health worker is busy with a client, the data collector should wait until that visit is 

completed before approaching them; 

• the data collector should wait until there are no clients around or until there is a qualified 

person available to complete the questionnaire. 

3.2.3. Listen carefully to the respondent 

Most questions in the questionnaire require the data collector to: 

• listen to what the respondent says; and 

• record it by selecting an already-coded response. 

If the response does not fit into any of the listed categories, the data collector must record exactly the 

answer given by the respondent. 

In either case, the data collector should listen carefully and avoid rushing into selecting or recording a 

response before they have really listened to the respondent. This may be taken as a sign of disrespect 

or not paying attention. 

More importantly, people who rush into coding a response are often in danger of attributing their own 

biases and preferred response categories to their respondents. 

3.2.4. Read every question exactly as written 

The data collector should speak slowly and clearly so that respondents will not have difficulty hearing 

or understanding the question. 

At times, the data collector may need to repeat a question in order to be sure the respondent 

understands it. In these cases, the data collector should not paraphrase the question but repeat it 

exactly as it is written. 

3.2.5. Never suggest answers to the respondents 

If the respondent's answer is not relevant to a question, the data collector should not prompt them by 

saying something like: “I suppose you mean that… Is that right?” 

In many cases, the respondents will agree with the data collector’s interpretation of their answer, 

even when that is not what they meant.  

The data collector should probe in such a manner that the respondents themselves come up with the 

relevant answer, for example: 

• “Can you explain a little more?” 

• “There is no hurry. Take a moment to think about it.” 

Important: Except when specifically instructed, the data collector should never read out the list of 

coded answers to the respondents, even if they have trouble answering the question. 
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3.2.6. Probe for a response when necessary  

There is not a uniform understanding, even between health service providers within the same health 

facility, on: 

• some of the issues data collectors are collecting data on; or 

• on the terms used to describe items or practices. 

If it appears that the respondent does not understand what the data collector is asking – even after 

repeating the question as written a second time – or the responses do not seem consistent with other 

information collected, the data collector may rephrase or describe in more detail the item or practice 

being asked about, using examples to ensure that the respondent completely understands the 

question. 

3.2.7. Remain neutral 

Data collectors should not express surprise, pleasure, or disapproval at any response or comment 

made by respondents. 

If a respondent asks specific questions that require the data collector’s medical opinion or advice, they 

should politely respond by saying that they are here to collect information to provide an overview of 

the services, and that they are interested in the systems and practices at this facility. 

Explaining this and then simply stating, “I am not in a position to provide any advice or opinions” may 

be sufficient. 

Important: Remember that the job of the data collector is not to educate respondents, but only to 

collect information from them. 

3.2.8. Ask all applicable questions 

In most cases, the data collector will ask questions in the sequence in which they appear in the 

questionnaire. However, because the organization of facilities often differs, data collectors may find 

that in order to complete one questionnaire section they need to talk to more than one respondent, 

or go to different areas of the facility. 

It is up to the data collector to ensure that, when sections of the questionnaire are skipped because 

the information must be collected from a different respondent or location, those sections are 

completed before departure from the facility. 

 

3.2.9. Thank the respondent at the end of the interview 

At the end of every interview, data collectors should thank respondents for taking time out of their 

busy schedule, telling them it was very much appreciated. 
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3.3. Tips for handling difficult interview situations 

3.3.1. Tips for respondents who are very talkative 

If a respondent is giving irrelevant or unnecessarily long answers or complaining about something, the 

data collector should: 

• avoid stopping them abruptly or rudely; 

• listen to what they have to say; and 

• then try to steer them gently back to the original question.  

The data collector can also write down what they say and tell them that it is duly noted.  

Important: A good atmosphere must be maintained throughout the interview. The best atmosphere 

for an interview is one in which the respondent sees the data collector as a friendly, sympathetic, and 

responsive person who cares about them and their work. 

3.3.2. Tips for respondents who are reluctant to participate 

Occasionally, a potential respondent will be reluctant to participate in the survey. The respondent may 

not be in the right mood at the time of the interview or they may have misunderstood the purpose of 

the visit.  

The data collector should try to find out why the respondent is unwilling to participate, and respond 

accordingly.  

The following points can be used to persuade a respondent to participate:  

• the information they provide will help the ministry of health and the government to better 
understand the effectiveness of programs and make improvements to health services;  

• if confidentiality is an issue, they should reassure the respondent that everyone working on 
the survey has pledged to maintain confidentiality and that the respondent's name will not be 
shared with others, including their supervisors or colleagues; and 

• the respondent cannot be replaced by anyone else. 
 

3.3.3. Tips for respondents who seem bored 

There may be other situations where the respondent simply says, “I don’t know”, gives an irrelevant 

answer, acts bored or detached, contradicts something they have already said, or refuses to answer 

the question.  

This happens mostly when the respondent is concerned about their other work responsibilities and 

wants to get back to them.  

In these cases, the data collector must try to re-interest the respondent in the conversation. For 

example, if the data collector senses that the respondent is growing restless, they should be reassured 

that there are not many more questions and that their responses are very valuable. 
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3.3.4. Tips for collecting data on sensitive topics 

Some respondents may hesitate to answer questions about sensitive topics.  

An example of a sensitive topic is abortion. The following points illustrate some reasons for hesitancy 

related to questions about abortion care: 

• fear of criminal charges: providers and administrators may fear legal repercussions if they are 

not sure of the legal status of the services they provide, or if they believe local law 

enforcement is not aware of legal indications for abortion; 

• fear of losing funding: donor funding may prohibit provision of abortion services; 

• fear of damage to reputation: for a provider or facility, this may result in community pressure 

and loss of clients; 

• fear of career implications: other providers or administrators may stigmatize the abortion 

provider, and this may negatively affect their career and relationships with colleagues and 

supervisors;  

• strong feelings: respondents may have personal feelings about abortion or sexual and 

reproductive health rights and may conscientiously object. 

 

 
So how do all these fears, worries, and thoughts express themselves when you try to interview a 
respondent? Here are two common objections, questions you may hear, and suggested responses: 
 

1. “Why are you asking me this? I can’t talk about it.” 

• Show you have heard the person: “I understand your hesitation; abortion can be a 
sensitive topic to discuss. Let me try to explain why we are asking.” 

• Explain the purpose and importance: “This is part of a large national survey called the 
HHFA that is being conducted in many different countries. We are asking about many 
different health topics, not just abortion. It is very important that we understand how 
abortion care is provided, to decrease health consequences and death from unsafe 
abortion.” 

• Explain that the HHFA is backed by the government: “The ministry of health has 
approved these questions and has an interest in learning about the abortion care 
provision.” 

 
2. “We don’t provide abortion at this facility.” 

• Show you have heard the person: “Yes, I understand that some facilities don’t provide 
abortion care.” 

• Provide clarifications: “We are not just asking about inducing abortions, but also about 
care for women who come in with miscarriages or incomplete abortions, as we call them. 
Do you provide care to women in that situation?” 
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3.4. Summary 

Recommended practices for the HHFA are aimed at ensuring the respondent’s collaboration (e.g. 
requesting consent, showing respect, listening carefully, thanking at the end of the interview), collecting 
accurate and complete data (e.g. reading questions as written, never suggesting answers, probing only 
when necessary, asking all applicable questions). 
 

Depending on the situation, you may need to steer the respondent gently back to the original question, 
find out why the respondent is reluctant to participate, and re-interest the respondent in the 
conversation. 
 

Respondents may hesitate to answer questions about sensitive topics because of a variety of reasons, 
such as fear of criminal charges, police harassment, losing funding, reputational damage, career stalling, 
or conscientious objection. 
 

Appropriate responses in these situations consist of showing that we hear the person’s objections, 
explaining the purpose of the questions on the sensitive topics, and reassuring about the lack of 
reprisals for providing the information. 
 


