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THE COST OF INTERVIEWS 1IN PROGRAMME EVALUATION

Ralph 6. Straton
Murdoch University

The interview is often cited as a major method of data collection by advecates of
recently developed evaluation strategies derived from anthropology, ethnography and sociclogy, such as
illuminative, responsive and transactional evaluation (Pariett and Hamilton, 1976; Rippey, 1973; Stake,
1975). In addition, irrespective of their overall strategy, most evaluation studies currently pay
attention to a programme’s context and its processes and typically rely upon interviews to cbtain
much of this information. There is little doubt, thgn, that interviews are being used more and
more frequently in programme evaluation, Yet, a lack of information on the costs of interviews
tends to restrict the realistic appraisal of their value in each aspect of an evaluation study

compared with alternative methods of data collection.

There are currently pressures within evaluation circles which will tend to make
interviews even more costly. The philosophical stance of many evaluation authorities who advocate a
more active role for programme participants and informants in the control of evaluation study information
has promoted the idea that a process of interviewee validation of the information derived from interviews
shoulid take place (McDomnald, 1976). Such a process will inevitably increase the time and other resources

required to prepave interview data for amalysis and interpretation,

Thus, 1t is now apposite to examine the Qaricus sources of interview cests in programme
evaluation studies, EF is the purpose of this paper to do so and concgrrently to provide an indication
of the extent of these costs using information from two recent evaluation studies. This paper may be seen
as contributing to a programme of research of the evaluation ptrocess (Straton, 1977) which aims to
provide insight inte this preocess and informaticn which is useful in making decisions about the design and

conduct of evaluation studies.

The Sources of Costs in Interviews

It is possible to distinguish two mejor types and seven sources of the cost of interviews
in programme evaluation. The two types of cost may be characterised as 'soft' costs, primarily personnel
time but with links te data quality, and '"hard® costs such as the cost of materials, audio-tapes, station-
ery and travel. Herd costs usuvally involve a direct ekpenéiture of funds from the project budget and can
be determined explicitly. Soft costs are often felt more subtly. Project staff normally have a wide
range of functions of which tasks related teo interviews form only a part. Thus, more staff time spent om

interview tasks may adversely affect other aspects of the study and these "costs" will be difficul:t to
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assess,

Furthermore, the quality of interview data will tend to be a function of staff training,
expertise and motivation as well as of time spent. Where project staff have deficiencies in their
training, level of expertise or motivation, there will most likely be an indeterminate preject cost in
terms of data quality or information yield from the interviews as Hutter, et al (i1977) have shown.
Nevertheless, staff time spent on interview related tasks is a very important component of interview
costs.

The sources of interview costs can conveniently be related to the steps In the process

of data gathering through the use of interviews. The seven sources of costs are as follows:

1. Preparation of Interview $chedules: The development of the interview schedule

will largely involve professional staff time and this will be the major soft
cost. Other soft costs will inciude secretarial items for typing and related

tasks., Printing, stationery and other secretarial time will usually comprise

the main hard costs.

2. Ideatification of Interviewees: Identifying potential interviewees, sampling

and making contact by letter or telephone will usually involve professional
staff time with sgecretarial time being spent on typing and scheduling interviews,

Hard costs will come from stationery and telephone and postal charges.

3. Travel: This will invelve interviewer time as the main soft cost and
mileage and parking charges as the maln hard costs where interviews are
to be conducted lecally. Out-of-town interviews may involve bus, air, rail
o taxl fares and accommodation costs., In this latter case, interviewer travel

time will tend to be greatly incresased.

4. The Interview and 'On-Site' Activities: The time taken for the interview

itself normally will be only a part of the toral 'en-site' rime, Often a
_ substantial amount of interviewer time will be spent In waiting, speaking

with superiors, colleagues or staff of the interviewee, locating s suitable
room and getting set up, establishing rapport, pausing for interruptions,

having a tea or coffee bresk, having meals, inspecting the site, observing
and so0 on. While some of éhese activities may be related to the opverall
purpose of the evaluation study they will often not be of kigh priority.
The hard costs at this stage are probably limited to audio~tapes and

tape recorder batteries.

5. Treatment of the Transcript: At this stage, the costs will vary

considerably depending upon the particular procedures adepted. These

might vary from simply filing the notes made during the interview for
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later analysis to the typing up of a full verbatim transcript from the audio-tape
recording of the interview. Often a summary will be prepared from the audic-tape
and any notes made during the interview, The soft costs incurred at this stage
will include professional staff time and secretarial time., Technician time may
be invelved where a duplicate is made of the interview audio-tape. Hard costs

would include stationery, other secretarial supplies and duplicate audio-tapes.

6. Information Validation: In order to validate the interview information a trans-

eript or summary would usvally be returned to the interviewee for comment. Soft
costs would be incurred here by professional staff for letter writing and the
review of the interviewke's comments and by secretarial staff for typing and
photocopying. Hard costs would include stationery and postage. Where the
interview material is returned fo the interviewee personally there will be soft

and hard costs related to travel instead of postage.

7. Data Hendling and Analysis: Again at this stage, a variety of procedures

might be used with different cost implications. The simplest approach mightz
be to extract the main issues, opinions or facts from the transcript material.
However, more complex content analyses, coding on several variables and
statistical snalyses might be undertaken., Professional staff time, keypunch
time and consultant time might all be used. Hard costs could involve station-

ery, coding sheets and computer cards.

In planning an evaluation study a knowledge of the relative importance of each of these spurces of
interview costs and their budget implications is gsignificant information for making decislons about

study design.

Sample Interview Costs from Two Evaluation Studies

The costs of interviews will, of course, differ from interview to interview and from
study to study. However, an examination of the costs incurred for Interviewing in two recent
evaluation studies gives an indication of both the magnitude and the relative significance of the
various sources of costs which can be expected in the Australian context. These studies are a natiounal
study of curriculum development processes and 2 local study of an innovative professional tr;ining
programme. Both studies have relied heavily upon interview data with interviewees coming from various
groups asscciated with the programme of interest and with several perscns bedng reinterviewed at

different stages of the programme. Over sixty interviews have been conducted in each evaluation study.

Interview Costs in a National Study

This study has involved three main rounds of interviews. A total of thirty interviews were
conducted in the second round by the professional research officer associated with the study and it is
these interviews which have been used for estimating costs., The interviews were conducted in every

capital city in Australia, including Darwin, as part of a single journey in the spring of 1278,




A detailed list of the costs of these interviews is given in Table 1, broken down by
source and type of cost. No estimates have been made of the coste of preparing the interview schedules
or of data handling and analysis as these are likely to be very project idiosyncratic. Although a toral
of thirty interviews was conducted the number of rimes a particular procedure was complered varied
considerably. For example, only twenty-seven interviews were tape recorded due to the prevailing
circumstances, and only twenty-three initiazl letters were sent, since & single contact person often
arranged more than one interview. WNevertheless, when estimating the doilar cost per interview, the

interviews are taken as a set and the aggregate cost is divided by thirty.

All costs are those prevailing at the time that the particular activity was completed.
The soft costs, of professional time and secretarial time, include a 15 per cent loading for salary

services, i.e. they are the actual costs to the project.,

It will be clear from Table 1 that the dollar cost per interview for this set of
interviews was a very substantial $117.05. iIn fact, the cost would have been congiderably greater
than this as the professional research officer was paid for 18 full working days while away conducting
the interviews. If one includes an estimate per interview of this cost ($40.37) instead of the local
travel and on-site costs ($2.69 + $17.34 = $20.03) the overall cost per interview rises to $137.39.
On the other hand, deleting the interstate transport and per diem costs and reducing the teiephone
cost to, say,3%9¢ gives an estimate of the cost of these interviews had they all be coaducted locally,
i.e. #65,89.

The relatively high interviewer costs deserve special commént. In this study a person
with a high level of traihing and considerable experience in education was required because the
intervievees were to be education officers in the curriculum or regsearch branch of each State and
Territory education authority, school administrators, teachers ang college lecturers., In additiou,

a high level of competence, independence and professional integrity was required. Thus, a relatively
high salary level was necessary to obtain the services of an appropriate person. In the second
study, many of the same attributes were required of the interviewer but it was possible to use a

less experienced person with consequently lower costs.

Interview Costs in a Local Study

In this study, interviews have been conducted with students and their lecturers in a
professional training programme. The thirty-seven interviews conducted by the graddat@ research
asslstant have been used for estimating costs. The interviews were all conducted locally in the autumn
of 1979, usually at the training site and typically several interviews were gonducted during each site
visit. Another cost saving feature was that staff of the host institution made the initial contact with

the interviewees in most cases and scheduled the interviews,

The cost of these iInterviews is given in Table 2. The breakdown of the costs is the
same as that for the National Study except that costs were not available for the information validation
process which was still undetway., UHowever, these are likely to be similar to those in the National

Study {(See Table 1). If this estimate is used the total cost per interview rises from $43.77 to $49.60
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TABLE 1

Iaterview Costs By Scurce of Cost for Thirty Interviews in a National Evaluation Study

Source of Cost

Aggregate Cost

§ Cost/Interview

(Natural Units) (1978)
t. Preparation of Interview Schedules
(¥o estimate made)
2. TIdentification of Interviewees:
i) Soft Losts
a) Professional time 7 hours $  2.09
b) Secretarial time® 4 hours .59
ii} Hard Costs
a) Stationerya 23 letters .05
b} Telephone 3 local; 28 long distance 5.39
¢} Postage 23 local .15
$ 8,27
3. Travel:
i) Soft Costs
a) Professional time 9 hours 2.69
(Local while interstate)
b) Professional time 23 days ‘
(Total interstate) (18 working) [ 40.371
ii) Hard Costs
a} Local transpert (bus,taxi) $ 43,20 1.44
b) Interstate transport {(air) $731.20 24,37
¢) Per diem $653.80 21,79
$ 50.29
4. Interview and On-Site Activities:
1) Soft Costs
a} Professional time 58 hours 17.34
ii} Hard Costs
a) Audio-tapes {C90) 28 tapes 1.45
b) Batteries 4 'C' batteries 04
¢ 18,83
5. fTreatment of Transcript:
i} Soft Costs
a) Professional Timeb 93 hours 27.81
b) Secretarial Time? 27 hours 3.95
ii) Hard Costs
a) Stationery? 135 pages .18
B) Photocopies® 270 pages .35
¢)  Audio-tapes (C%0) 28 tapes 1.45
$ 33.74
6. Information Validation:
i) Soft Costs
a} Professional timeb 16 hours 4,78
b) Secretarial time 5 hours .73
ii) Hard Costs
a} S:ationerya 27 letters .05
b} Photocopies 135 pages .18
¢) Poatage 27 local .18
7. Data Handling and Analysis T 5 05.92
(No estimate made} TOTAL $117.05
®gerimated from a parallel set of ten interviews. bEstimated from a parallel set of 22 interviews.
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TABLE 2

Interview Costs by Source of Cost for Thirty-Seven Interviews in a Local Evaluation

Study.

Source of Cost

Aggregate Cost

$ Cost/Interview

{Natural Units) (1979}
1, Preparation of Interview Schedules:
(No estimate made)
2. Tdentification of Interviewees:
1) Soft Costs
a} Professional time 3 hours .50
b} Secretarial time® 1 hour W12
ii) Hard Costs
a) Statfomery® 1 letter 05
b} Telephone 10 local .02
¢) Postage 1 local .01
. 0.70
3. Travel:
i) Soft Costs
a} Professional time (Local) 22 hours 3.64
ii}  Bard Costs
a) Local transport 835 km 3.23
. 6,87
4, Interview and On-Site Activities:
i) Soft Costs
a) Professional time 62 hours 10.26
ii) Hard Costs
a} Audio-tapes (C90) 37 tapes 1.55
b} Batteries 8 '¢f Batteries .06
11.87
5. Treatment of Transcript:
i) Soft Costs
2} Professional time 108 hours 17.86
b) Secretariel time? 37 hours 4,39
i1) Hard Costs
a)} Stationery® 185 pages .14
b} Photocopies® 370 pages .39
¢y Audio-tapes {(C90) 37 tapes 1.55
24,33
6. Information Validation:
(No estimate made)
7. QatalHandling and Analysis
(No estimate made)
TOTAL $ 43,77

ZEstimated from a paraliel set of ten interviews,
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To facilitate a comparison of the costs of interviews in these two studies the percentage
of total cost which is attributable to each source is given in Table 3. Two sets of figures are given
for the National Study, one with the interstate costs included and the other with the interstate costs
excluded. It is clear from Table 3 that the distribution of costs in the National Study in this
second case is very similar to the distribution for the local study. Personnel time is by far the
greatest source of cost accounting for 90 per cent and 84 per cent respectively in these two studies.
the very substantial interstate travel costs iu the Natiocnal study change this balance censiderably, of
course, reducing persomnel time to 51 per cent of the total cost of each interview. It should be noted
that this figure could show a significant change as the numbers of interviews undertaken changed due to
rhe fixed interstate travel costs even though local travel and per diem costs would tend to change with the
nusber of interviews. It should also be noted that travel costs would be essentially the same irrespective

of which capital city was the 'home base’' for the study.

Discussion

The experience reported in this paper indicates clearly that within an evaluaticn study each
face to face interview is likely to involve a very substantial commitment of rescurces. Other authors
have also mentloned cost as being a major drawback to the use of interviews (Backstrom and Hursh, 1963:
Kerlinger, 1973) although attempts to ideotify the sources and the extent of interview costs are rare.
Smith (1975} refers to one such attempt by Sudman (1967) who, he claims, has shown that in 1965, "total
costs for interviewing ranged from $17 to $21 per intevview in most survey organisations™ (Smith, 1975,
p.197). After adjusting for inflation at 7 per cent per annum this estimate becomes $44 to $54 in U.S.

currency which is similar to the estimates given-dnsthis'piper, especially since it kg snililely ‘that

Sudmah®inéiuded an information validation stage.

et Ty st

Overwhelwingly, the costsg of interviews are related to personnel time, ticulariy .,

I3

o f

interviewed rather ﬁﬁaq being asked to complete a questioniaire. But one payé deardy for the Privilege

of haq;pg‘ﬁhis persondl &ontact.
EE SN el
Evaluation studies are characterised by their limited resources :and ‘trade-¢ffs Vetwdsn 7

. & g i
different aspects of the evaluation process. A saving of resources in one area will allow more

extensive data gathering, avalysis of réporting, or better quality data, in a

recommended.that in planning an evaiuation study the possibility of utilising less cost intensive methods

TR L
of data collection than interviews should be carefully considered. This is particularly important where

there is a need for a wide variety of perspectives to be gathered on the programme of interest,

Among the alternatives to be considered should be telephone interviews and open or closed mail question-
naivez. However, some of the informationthich one might seek to obtain through direct interviews may

be obtainable fndirectly from an informant or from existing records.

Where interviews are to be used it is recommended that steps should be taken to ensure

that they are maximally efficient in their information gathering. A period of training in relevant
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TABLE 3

Percentage of Interview Costs Attributable to Each Source for a National and a Local
Evaluation Study.

] Percentage of Total Cost
Source of Cost i National Study Local Study

Interstate Interstate
Ineluded Exzcluded

1. Preparation of Interview Schedules

(¥o estimate made) - - - -

2. 1Identification of Interviewees

i) Soft Costs ’ 2 4 1
i1) Hard Costs . 5 <1 h <1

3. Travel

i) Soft Costs 2 4 7
1i) Hard Costs 41 2 6

4. Interview and On-Site Activities

1) Soft Costs 15 26 20
11} Hard Costs I 2 3

3. Treatment of Transcript

1) Soft Costs 27 48 &4
1i) Hard Costs 2 3 4

6. Infermation Validation

1) Soft Costs 5 8 128
11) Hard Costs <1 <1 , <18

7. Data Handling and Analysis

(Vo estimate made) , : - - -

TOTAL 101 99 99

®pstimated from the National study costs.

interviewing skills for the interyiewers can be important here.A study by Hutter, ‘et al (1977} with
students In a paramedical professional training programme ;Gund that those who had completed an inter~
viewing course used considerably more of the process skills défined as necessary for positive interview
interaction than did a group who had not taken the course (86 per cent and 62 per cent respectively). In
addition, the groups differed quite substantiazlly in the préportion of all available data which was
gathered (76 per cent and 47 per cent respectively). Structured interviews are also likely to be more
efficient than semi-structured or unstructured interiiews in their information gathering in many circum-

stances. Given the high cost of conducting interviews it is important that as much of the significant

programme information be gathered during the interview as it is possible to do.



545

A third and final recommendation is that alternative strategles should be considered for each
stage of the interviewing process within an evaluation study.This will aliow the most cost effective
procedure to be chosen for esach stage of the process and for each interview or group of interviews which
is to be conducted in the study. The use of a structured interview schedule, for instance, should lead
to significantly reduced cests at the transcript treatment stage. This stage accounted for about half of
the estimated interview costs in the local study referred to earlier, thus providing considerable scope
for cost saving., However, the interviewing and the information validation stages might well be other

places where costs could be saved significantly.

Wnile the costs of interviews in programme evaluation has been the focus of this paper it
began by referring to evaluation strategies in which the interview is often seen as a major wethod of
data collection, The faect that interviews have been found to be so costly should encounrage evaluaticn
consultants to consider most carefully whether it is, in fact, appropriate to adopt arn illuminative,
responsive, transactional or similar type of strategy, In a recent empirical comparison of a responsive
and a preordinate evaluation study of the same programme audience members rated the responsive study
more highly on several important dimensions. However, the preordinate study, in which data gathering
was done largely by questionnaire, cost a total of $US 570 compared with $US 6,000 for the responsive
study (Schermerhorn and Williams, 1979}, Thus, one would need to be convinced that there would be
significant advantages in terms of audience understanding or decision making in relation to the programme
before the more expensive approach was adopted. Similar considerations should apply when considering

the interview as a method of data collection in evaluation studies.

REFERENCES:

BACKSTROM, C.E. and HURSH, $.D., Survey research. Evanston, Illinois: Neorthwestern University Press, 1963,

HUTTER, M.J., DUNGY, C.I., ZAKUS, G.E., MOORE, V,J., OTT, J.E. and FAVRET, A.C. Interviewing skillis: A
i comprehensive approach to teaching and evaluation. Journal of Medical Education, 1977, 32,
328-333. i

KERLINGER, F.N. Foundations of behavioural regsearch (2nd edn.). New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1973.

McDOWALD, B. FEvaluation and the contrel of education: In D.Tawney (Ed.,) Curriculum evaluation today:
Trends and implications. Tondon: Macmillian, 1976.

PARLETT, M. and HAMILTON,D. Evaluation as illumination: A new approach to the study of innovatory
programmes. In D.H. Tawney (Ed.) Curriculum evaluation today: Trends and implications. Londou:

RIPPEY, R.M. (Ed.) Studies in transacticnal evaluation. Berkeley, California: McCutchan, 1973,

SCHERMERHORN, G.R. and WILLIAMS, R.G. An ewpirical comparison of respomsive and preordinate approaches
to program evaluation. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 1979, 1(3), 35-60,

SMITH, H.W. Strategies of Social research: The methodological imagination. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall, 19735,

STAKE, R.E. Program evaluation, particularly responsive evaluation. Paper #5 in Occasional Paper Series,
Evaluation Center, Wegtern Michigan University, 1975.

STRATON, R.G. Research of the evaluatien process: Current status and future directlons, Paper presented
at the Annual Meeting of the Australian Association for Research in Education, Canberra,
November, 1977.

SUDMAN, S. Reducing the cost of surveys. Chicago: Aldine, 1967.




