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The Interview as a Method of Research' |
‘ ;Igs ,Importax;ce as an Essential Element of the Total Procedure . ~

' of an Investigation Involving Human Relations

By MARY VAN KLEECK

P

! The Problem

measureiments of .machinery and materials

~ will be inclined to change the title of this
.paper to Conversations of a Social Scientist, with-
quotation rmarks about the word scientist. Perhaps
the implications in that suggestion will clarify the
problem. Conversation is a means of human inter-
course. The question is how to perfect the inter-
view as a method of social research. Social research ‘
. has to do with human beings in their relationships
to one another. . Because human beings‘alr-e/the
subject and the final source of informatior, the

THOSE of you who are accu§tomed to exact

' intenview is the distinctive tool of the social sci-'

ences as-contrasted with the physical sciences. All
sciences, whatever their subject” matter,—whether
atoms or social institutions,—have in common the
method of observation and in' varying degrees the
_method of experiment. But when some phase of
society or the relationship of human beings’is' the
‘subject, two other methods emerge; namely, docu-
ments or records of the activities of human, beings,
and interviews. RN
" The difficulty in the use of the intervie‘v\‘r is the
variety of factors and circimstances which affect
.it. An interview involves always at least two per-
- sonalities. What a man says reflects his emotions,
his “state of mind,” his own experiences; and what
' he says about social conditions or institutions is
not invariably the same thing which someone else
observing the same conditions would say. More-
over, the investigator who interviews him is sub-
* ject to the same personal variations, a}nd the re-
latidnshif between the two personalities introduces
another imponderable factor. The same person
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may gain different impressions at differen? time§.
This kind- of variability does not beset the physi-
cal sciences. Physical science finds assurance c,jf
validity in methods which are ittflependent of the

¢ feelings, embtions and personal limitations of the

man making the observations. Fhe fact that water
s made up of two parts of hydrogen and one of

oxygen can be discovered, recorded and verified .

without danger that the emotions of the investiga-
tor,—~his preference for Joxygen, .perhaps,— may
lead him to report that he has found water with two
. parts of oxygen and one of hydrogen. In‘thei.r
-search for similar* assurdnce, economists and soci-
ologists have made use of statistical .methods.
By counting units and figuring arithmetically the
relationships between them, independence of per-
sonal factors is possible. But when the subject is
the relationship of individuals to each other in a-
-group- or the interactions of two groups and.when
a main source of information is a cornversation or
‘series of conversations, different results may be
secured by different investigators, and reliability
, becomes difficult to measure. .
If, however, the reliability of data obtained
through interviews cannot be measured, and if we
are thrown back solely upon quantitative methods,

the essence of which is counting units, then we -

are forced to conclude that no subject which can-
not be elucidated by counting is within the scope
of scientific treatment. If we reject the possibility
of perfecting the interview Js a reliable method of
research, we reject as subjects for research all phases
of human relationships regarding- which data can
be obtained only by interviews. Signs are many,
however, that the. .scientific spirit of our age re-
fuses any such limitation. Investigators in in-
dustry and otltéide of it are actually seeking to
‘ apply the scientific method to a variety of pha.‘ses

" industry?
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of huxﬁanL r¢lationships. Because of their activities,
the possibility of perfecting the interview becomes
a problem ‘
faith in the meéthods of science as applied to human
‘problems. '

The’ subj
questions: [(a) Does the interview as a method
of research |enlarge the area of possible study of
social phengmena, ‘including the human aspects of
b) 'What procediire can be set up as
*a means of |testing the validity of interviews in a
given piece of research, and what factors enter into
the reliability of data thq.ls obtained? i
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The Concern of Industrial Mahagement
in the Problem

Have these questions any interest for industrial
management? Are t'herei subjects of research into
the principlgs and practice of administration and
management| which require the interview as a
“method of securing data? :

* At the annual meeting of the National Electric
Light Association in May, 1926, Owen D. Young,
'speaking of| the developnient of power resources

.and declaring that “public service is the goal . . .

“a public seryice which not only meets its own eco-
nomic requitements but supplies our social needs,”
said: “You jare not afraid of new inventions and
new engineering-in your physical plants. You are
acqustomed fo rapid »prog'}ess‘ May .1 suggest that

“invention, improved engineering and courage ‘to

take the road. are needed now:in the social more
than in the |physical sciences? I recommend that
we' take the pverhead of research and experiment in
the social figld now whe& the social balance sheet
is stable and not postpone them to the day when
it may be top late.” o '
"Weighty support for such a.view of the impor-
tarice of the| social sciendes to industry and busi-
ness today is found in Dr. Person’s paper at this
session, on [Managementls Concern in Research.
May I read again his classification of the range of
information fequired as a basis for managerial de-
cisions? As|I read it, will you think whether any
of these subjects is so unrelated to human beings

and their reactions that no phase of it would require

the methods|of social science and particularly ‘the

“IXngio:xal Ll 't;(c Light .f]‘;ociauon Bulletin, June, 1926,

P

worthy of attention by all who put their '

ct then.resolves itself into two main

' creative powers?
its, the attitudes|
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interview toi"secure the necessary data?

Dr. Per-

son’s classification is as follows:

. i .
© a.. “Materia
uses.”

Is; their fabrication and consurmie

b. “Prdgress of the arts employed in in-

dustry.”
c. “Organiz

ation| for and direction of trans- -

formagtive and| distributive processes.”

d. “Human
Ito organ
and felat

e. “Consum

individual  and group reactions
ization and direction procedures
ionships.” .

er demand, and the general and‘

partipu]a1 markets.”
f. “Industripl tendencies pertinent to long-
run planning of policies and programs.”

g. “Environ
customs,
tiona] rel

The first subj
independent of h

Lmental influences such as social
government regulation, interna-
ations.” . -
ct, materials, would seem to be
iman relationships. But can ‘the

industrial managdr know all that he needs to know

about materialsj
his knowledng th
who make them,

chasers? Can th
using the meéthod

The discussion
is a means of 'disc,
of industry has
namely, to point
Contributions of
of Opinion™® was

f he excludes from the range of
e habits and attitudes of the men
their skill, their training, their
Must he not also know the hab-
and the circumstances of pur-.
e market be understood without
of the social sciences?

so far has assumed that research
overing facts. In the relationships
not research another fanction,
the way out of conflicts? “The
Research to the Harmonizatiton
the subject of an address by Pro-

fessor S. A. Courftis of the University of Michigan :

before a gro"up
“Research is' ord
in the discovery
“My thesis is th:

pf truth,” said Professor Courtis.

f educators a few months ago.
narily valued because it results

£
t the supreme value of research

lies in the powef of truth to harmonize conflict

A
of human opinion

and make co-operation, possible.”

By W?L of analyjsis of his thesis he finds “seven

major (types of c
misunderstanding|

nflict: (1) the pseudo conflict of +
; (2) the intenjional conflict &f

dishonesty; (3) the irrational conflict of emotional
bias.” The remajning four he calls rational con-
flicts: “the conflict based upon conclusion drawn

- i
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