
Semi-Structured Interviews 
– Different Types of 
Questions
User interviews are a great way to get insight into your users’ everyday lives and motivations. When 

you conduct interviews, it’s vital that you know how to ask questions in way that gets you the 

information you’re interested in without being leading. To steer yourself on the right track, you can 

use qualitative researchers Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann’s nine different types of questions 

as inspiration for how to ask questions during user interviews.

Questions where your participants can make spontaneous, rich descriptions of a situation or 

context: e.g., “Can you describe the last time you…?”

1. Introductory questions

Here, you follow up on something the participant has said either by asking about what the 

participant has just told you or simply by encouraging the participant to carry on with what he/she 

was saying by nodding, pausing, or saying “mm”.

2. Follow-up questions
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If you feel like you are getting too generalized a description, you can try asking specifying questions 

– e.g., “What concretely did you do” or “How did that make you feel?”

4. Specifying questions

With direct questions, you introduce topics directly, because you know they are either of interest to 

your project or based on something the participant has said earlier: e.g., “Do you have any 

experience with x video streaming service?” It is best to wait with direct questions until the last part 

of the interview, so that you give participants a chance to describe their perspective before you 

introduce your own interests.

5. Direct questions

If there are questions where you don’t want to ask the participants directly about their experiences 

with something, you can ask them more indirectly: e.g., “Do you think other people sometimes find 

the user interface difficult?” The answer can reflect both the participants’ own experiences and how 

they interpret the experiences of others, so you should be careful how you interpret their answers to 

any indirect questions.

6. Indirect questions

You use structuring questions, when you want to change the topic of the conversation or to get 

back on track if the interview has gone too much off topic. In that case, you briefly acknowledge 

that you have understood what the participant is saying and then say—e.g.—“let’s move on to…”

7. Structuring questions
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With probing questions, you ask participants directly to elaborate on what they were saying: e.g., 

“Can you give me an example of that...?” or “Can you explain in more detail…?”

3. Probing questions
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When you conduct an interview, try not to fear pauses in the conversation. Leaving a bit of quiet 

time after your participants answer allows them to think and follow up with additional information. 

How quiet you can be is a balancing act, and you shouldn’t be so quiet that it makes participants 

uncomfortable. For example, some interviewees may pipe up with off-topic or tangential points, 

just for the sake of filling such gaps.

8. Silence

You ask interpreting questions to ensure that you have understood a participant’s answer correctly 

or to prompt him/her to elaborate. An example of an interpreting question could be this: “Am I right 

in understanding that you feel that…?”

9. Interpreting questions

Source:

Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann, InterViews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research 

Interviewing. SAGE Publications, 2009
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Do you want to learn more?
Learn how to use this template to your best advantage in our online course User Research – 

Methods and Best Practices. Sign up for it today and learn how you can gain and apply user 

insights through qualitative research if you haven’t already started the course. 
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User experience (UX) design requires you to understand the pains and pleasures of your users—and 

user research is the way in which to do just that. In that sense, it’s actually the largest part of the 

field... meaning it’s essential for you to have the relevant skills and knowledge if you want to be 

competing with the best. In our course User Research – Methods and Best Practices, you’ll learn 

the best practices for getting first-hand knowledge of your users, thus enabling you to design the 

optimal product—one that’s truly relevant for your users and, subsequently, outperforms your 

competitors’. In the course you’ll be equipped with templates that will give you pointers on how to 

effectively interview your users, conduct observations, and best present your findings to 

stakeholders. You’ve already downloaded one template, now take the next step and master the full 

range of user research techniques!

User Research – Methods and Best Practices
Beginner course
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How to advance your career 
with our online courses

With over 66,000 alumni, the Interaction Design Foundation is the biggest design school globally. 

Industry leaders such as IBM and Adobe train their teams with our courses, and universities such 

as MIT and the University of Cambridge include our courses in their curricula. Our online courses 

are taught by industry experts and cover the entire spectrum of UX design from beginner to 

advanced. We give you industry-recognized course certificates to advance your career. Since 2002, 

we’ve put together the world’s biggest and most authoritative library of open-source UX Design 

literature created by such noted authors as Don Norman and Clayton Christensen.

See all our courses ą
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Your answers are graded by 
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