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MODULES: every two weeks at the same time on Wednesday
1. Introduction and overview
2. Explanation of the sociological approach and methods
3. Analysis to construct value chains and risk pathways
4. Qualitative risk analysis
5. Using the results for reducing the risks of animal disease 

spread.

WORKSHOPS: two weeks later 2 or 3 sessions
1. Explanation of the sociological methods for the field work
2. Practicing the sociological approach and methods.



Agenda

• Reintroductions – has anyone used any sociological method before?
• Sociological approaches
• Interviewing– what and why? 
• Advantages and disadvantages
• Styles of Interviewing: structured and unstructured
• Pre-interview: Preparation 
• The interview: How do we do it? 
• Post-interview
• Ethics
• Exercises 
• Questions? 



Where does this fit? 



Sociology and livestock infectious 
diseases/zoonoses
• Not a lot has been done – though some organisations and professionals are beginning to 

acknowledge the need for sociological approaches 
• “Organisational silos” (organisations and professions stick to their own work – not much inter-

disciplinary work happening)



Sociology and livestock infectious 
diseases/zoonoses

• Invitation to think about how we can bridge gaps and connect silos 
• An active strategy to reduce disease risk in value chains must necessarily involve 

changes in the behaviour of the people involved in the value chain (modification of 
risky practices, introduction of new behaviours). 
• First, we must understand/research the behaviours which enable/increase disease risk. 

Here enters the sociological method. 



Sociology – what is it? 

“The function of sociology, as of every science, is to reveal that which is hidden.” –
Pierre Bourdieu 
“…It is the study of the way in which human beings are shaped by the things that 
they don’t see.” – Sam Richards 

• Sociology is a systematic approach to thinking about, studying, and 
understanding human social behaviour in different societies and social groups. 
• It looks at the social processes that influence people’s thoughts, perceptions, and 

actions. 
• When we use sociology, we can begin to understand the different forces that 

affect human behaviour and use this understanding to improve a situation that 
affects people’s lives. 



Data – what do you need to know? 

• Do you need to know numbers or experiences? 
• Quantitative data à anything that can be expressed as a number, or 

quantified. For example, how many animals come across the boarder from 
Papua New Guinea? 
• Qualitative data à cannot be expressed as a number. Data that represent 

nominal scales such as gender, socio-economic status, religious preference 
are usually considered to be qualitative data. For example, what social 
norms mean people might not report disease in their animals? 
• Both types of data are valid types of measurement, and both are used in 

academic journals. 
• This project is looking at Qualitative methods only 



Interviewing
• Interviewing is the most popular method of acquiring qualitative data 
• “Special conversations” – means of coming to know
• Literally means “inter-view” – an exchange of views between two individuals discussing a 

common interest. 

Different types
• One to one/face to face/over Zoom! 
• Groups (focus group discussions) 

• Authoritative information
• Prof Dirk Pfeiffer knowledge on ASF versus Dr Sarah Homan’s (mine)? 
•Who is an authority? Not necessarily someone with academic 

credentials. An authoritative figure depends on your study and what 
you want to know. (i.e. a pig farmer with no formal education will still 
be an authority in farming pigs).



Why do we interview?

• Primarily we do it to answer questions
• Interviews give us an insight into someone else’s experience 
• Gain empirical evidence about a set of experiences
•We see how personal experiences relate to larger social structural 

themes 
• e.g. how media influences standards of beauty/trends; 
• how social norms influence certain behaviours, such as not reporting 

disease (non-compliance). 
• Test and build theories about experiences and behaviour
• In research - when we build up a body of interviews we can compare 

and contrast similarities and differences in themes between 
informants à this tells us about societal patterns. 



Pros and cons 

Advantages

• Personal
•Detailed
•Data rich: text, body 

language, emotions
•Meaning, feeling, experience
• Revelatory: on topic/off topic
• Cover numerous topics
• Fascinating 

Disadvantages
• Respondents can misinform or lie
• Difficult to do interviews well 
• Informants may not wish to speak to 

you/show up
• Access difficult: difficult to build trust 

and rapport
• Misinterpretation of respondents
• Data may not reveal much
• Respondents may be 

disingenuous/provide socially 
acceptable answers, honour and shame 
play a factor
• Researcher alters the setting



Structured or unstructured?

• Unstructured interview
• Few, loosely defined topics
• Open-ended questions to allow free response
• Conversational style

• Semi-structured interview
• List of specific topics to cover (interview guide)
• Flexible question order and phrasing

• Structured interview
• Set questions 
• Less flexibility 



Interview preparation 
• Pre-interview research – read, watch, listen, learn
• Have a logical but flexible order of topics
• Focus on research questions: ‘what do I need to know?’
• Make sure language is easy to understand and relatable 
• Record ‘cover sheet’ information (name, age, gender, position etc) – this 

will give backgrounds and contexts to the people you interview, as well as 
provide help with quantitative material.  
• Good quality equipment.
• Appropriate space for the interview – depends on what you’re trying to 

achieve.
• Make yourself familiar with the interviewee’s world, so that you will be 

able to understand their remarks.



Setting up

• Build rapport
• Small talk – set respondent at ease
• Reinforce anonymity and confidentiality – ethics, forms, cover sheet 
• Stress the voluntary nature of participating
• Answer any questions about the study/article and how the data will be used. 
• Make sure the setting is comfortable – This can change according to the needs of 

the interview/interviewee 



Cover sheet 



Interview guide 
• It is important you plan out what questions you want to ask well in advance of the 

interview. 
• In line with the aims of what you want to know (the aims of the study) 

• This study (for field work component) main research question is: 
What are the main human-assisted movements of commercial quantities of the specified animals and 
their products across each of the three national borders in both directions and the related linkage 
points?

• Secondary guiding study questions:
• 1. What (legal and illegal) quantity of commercial-level movements of the listed animals 

and products occur between the designated sites on either side of those borders and 
the main linkage points that drive them?
• 2. How frequently are those movements occurring, what main variables (such as 

seasonal variation) drive them and who and where are the main stakeholders/ 
businesses in the chains?
• 3. Taking into account known methods of disease transmission for specific diseases, 

what risk of disease spread do each of these movements pose and what measures can 
be implemented to prevent or minimise the effect of those animal diseases?



Interview guide 



Ways of asking questions 
Broadly two types of questions 
Thematic à produce knowledge à “What” of an interview 
Dynamic à enhance relationships à “How” of an interview 

Types
• Ethics – consent and privacy/anonymity 
• Introductory/opening (“Tell me about…”)
• Follow-up don’t just let something go. E.g. What happens now? 
• Probing (Can you explain further?” “Can you give me an example?”)
• Specifying (“What happened next?”)
• Direct (What do you think about…?”)
• Indirect (“What do most people think about…?”)
• Structuring (“Let’s move on to…”)
• Silence – they’re important so don’t fill them! 
• Interpreting (“Do you mean that…?”)



What is ‘open-ended question’?

• There are two types of questions: Closed questions and open-ended questions.

• Closed questions have ‘yes’ or ‘no’ as the answer:
• Did you have breakfast this morning?
• Do you enjoy football?
• Is Malaysia a beautiful country?

• Open-ended questions are questions with can have many different responses:
• What did you have for breakfast this morning?
• How do you play football?
• Why do you think Malaysia is beautiful?



Successful interviewing 
1.   Knowledgeable: familiar with the focus of the interview. 
2.   Structuring: gives purpose for interview; rounds it off. 
3.   Clear: asks simple, easy, short questions; no jargon.
4.   Gentle: lets people finish; gives them time to think. 
5.   Sensitive: listens to what is said and how it is said. 
6.   Open: responds to what is important to interviewee.
7.   Steering: knows what he or she wants to find out.
8.   Critical: is prepared to challenge what is said.
9.   Remembering: relates what is said to what has previously been said.
10.  Interpreting: clarifies and extends meanings of interviewees’ 
statements. 



A good interviewer…

• Understands the aims of the interview
• Is familiar with the interview guide questions
• Speaks clearly
• Shows interest in what the respondent is saying - body language, eye 

contact, affirmations. 
• Asks good, open-ended, probing questions
• Is respectful of respondent and his/her family
• Is patient - don’t rush the respondent
• Takes note of body language and non-verbal cues.



Other important matters…

• Avoid talking to much 
• Avoid leading questions 
• E.g. “Don’t you think it is risky to send animals across the border without 

vaccinating them first?” 
• Try – “What are some of the risks to sending animals over the border, if any?” 

• Active listening 
• Ending the interview – Is there anything else? 



Post-interview

Make notes after the interview/transcribing
• How did the interview go (was interviewee talkative, cooperative, nervous, 

well-dressed/scruffy, etc.?)
• What were the main points of the interview? 
• Did the interview open up new avenues of interest?

• This is especially important for this project as when we get to fieldwork, we 
won’t be doing full transcripts (though this is strongly advised when 
resources permit). 



Ethics and safety 

• Do no harm – No one should experience harm as a result of research 
participation
• Always act in the best interests of the research participant
• Voluntary + informed consent – Enable research participants to be free to 

make their own decisions on participation
• Be non-judgmental
• Safety – theirs and yours 
• Ethics clearance from an Ethics research board (if you can) 

These principles need to inform all aspects of the research project



Consent forms – part of ethical interviewing



Example 
I will conduct 2 interviews with a volunteer. 

• One poor interview
• What features did you notice?
• What was missing?

• One good interview
• What features did you notice?
• What was missing? (An interview is almost never perfect!) 
• What other questions could be asked?



Exercise 
Our topic is: ‘Why did you become a vet/animal health 
officer/researcher?’
• Conduct 2 interviews with fellow participants 8-10 minutes each
• First, Plan! Take 5 minutes to individually work out what 

questions you would like to ask and how you will ask them.  
• Unstructured or semi-structured?
• Take notes
• What did you learn?
• What themes emerge?
• What else could we learn if we went back and asked more 

questions? What other themes could we follow up on? 
• Challenge – you must ask at least 2-3 new questions other 

than what I gave in the example. Be creative! Come up with 
your own! 



Report back

• How did it feel?
• What worked? 
• What didn’t work?

• Questions? 



Next meeting
21st April 2-4pm Bangkok time
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