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Classic works of scholarship may be viewed either as monuments or as stepping stones. In the former case a historical relic whose value is assessed mainly in the context of its time is held up for veneration. In the latter case, attention is directed to the vital contribution made by a work to cumulative knowledge and progress. Rarely can close scrutiny of a classic be recommended for both its historical value and its contemporary utility. The Focused Interview is one such case.


More than forty years have passed since this work began to be formulated at the Bureau of Applied Social Research (BASR), then in its first decade of existence at Columbia University. First and foremost, the report is a useful guide to individual and group interviewing, shaped by a sophisticated grasp both of theories of social exchange and of the scientific requirements for gathering data and testing hypotheses. It is also a testimonial to the uniquely fruitful collaboration of BASR founder Paul F. Lazarsfeld, with his life-long colleague, Robert K. Merton, as well as with Patricia Kendall. Thus, the book (and Merton’s illuminating new introduction) will be of great interest to historians of the social sciences.


An historical perspective can also shed light on factors influencing research developments since the 1940s, particularly on research trends in many fields of application: advertising, marketing, and political or public opinion research. Much of our knowledge of social, political, and economic life over this period was gained through interview surveys, a mode of active intervention shaped by specific needs and governed by pragmatically developed rules. “Conversations with a purpose” or “guided conversations,” as the method was called, replaced ad hoc modes of questioning that ignored the Heisen-bergian effects of the inquiry upon the information gathered.


Systematic research on the interview method blossomed in the 1940s, as both academic and commercial investigators turned to surveys as an important means of achieving quantified results—then as now recognized as a certifier of scientific knowledge. But the interest in quantification was not simply a matter of academic status-striving or commercial self-promotion. It was written by urgent social needs. As Merton reminds us, nothing propelled the search for accuracy in achieving quantified findings based on interviews more than the exigencies of fostering both civilian and military morale during World War II.


Analytically considered, interviewing as a method contains a paradox, combining a quest for detailed knowledge about individual beliefs, activities, and sentiments—often of a burdensome, intimate, or emotion-arousing nature—with a need to assess these subjective phenomena within a framework that permits rigorous comparison and quantitative analysis. The former requires establishing a friendly rapport between the two parties to this transient relationship, one that fosters credibility and a free flow of accurate information in response to careful questioning. (Achievement of rapport can, of course, be facilitated or limited by the sociocultural context). The interviewer actively collaborates in the process, and her judgment and social skills are essential to its success.


In contrast, the emphasis on quantification inclines this process in a narrower, more circumscribed direction, in which the exchanges of meaning that define social relationships are limited to the greatest possible degree. The interviewer here is like the scalpel or the microscope: a passive tool employed by the investigator with only marginal effects on the factfinding process. In actual fact, as we know, sample surveys embody elements of both. Thus the key to securing the advantages of the former while achieving the rigor of the latter lies in the codification of procedures. This codification was and remains the chief achievement of The Focused Interview.


Scientific progress over the past forty years has transformed the attitude survey into a marvelously flexible instrument. Sampling of both mass populations and rare segments has been routinized by computers and the use of the telephone as a screening device. Data gathering has been compressed from weeks or days to hours, thanks to computer-assisted telephone interviewing. Analysis of survey data has also been transformed by computerized statistical programs. Instantaneous readouts of poll results are now possible, based on mass “interviews” with as many as 1,200 people at one time, responding by means of hand-held computerized devices. (This development was based in stepping-stone fashion on a primitive recording device pioneered at BASR, the Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program Analyzer. As Merton notes, that device figured prominently in the research assignment that ultimately led to the production of this book.)


Progress on all of these fronts has secured a place for quantification as a leading mode of knowledge production in the social sciences and allied fields. But at the same time, many clients of applied survey research (agencies as well as individuals) have become resistant to quantitative studies. The strength of the method, namely, its capacity to provide timely, precise measures of a wide variety of social facts, does not suit them when they search for clues to motives for behavior or potential points of leverage. The human element that helps one to translate social facts into policy recommendations often appears to be missing in massive quantitative portraits and analyses, and one result has been that qualitative research—most notably in the form of “focus groups”—has assured greater prominence in many fields of application including politics, commerce (advertising and marketing), and communications.


But just as quantitative survey research based on the interview was significantly advanced by this book, so too were qualitative approaches. In fact (as Merton’s introduction indicates), focus groups themselves are grounded in the technique of the focused interview, as described in Chapter VII, “The Group Interview.” Moreover, as the reading of a 1985 Advertising Research Foundation publication, “Focus Groups: Issues and Approaches,” will attest, that chapter’s formulation of the advantages and dsiadvantages of group interviews has not been much improved upon. But focus group interviewing (unlike individual interviewing) has not generated any significant body of research concerning its reliability and validity. Thus the “craft” element in its use remains much greater than with individual interviewing. For this reason, this book’s sophisticated approach to the problems of securing relevant responses in group interviews continues to offer a sturdy guidepost for the contemporary researcher.


As the scope of the interview survey has grown, the research process has become increasingly bureaucratized: consequently, the responses sought become more stereotyped and further removed from natural modes of discourse. We therefore run the risk of losing sight of the seemingly simple social interaction process of asking and answering questions. Fortunately, a close study of The Focused Interview reveals how it is possible, even in interview surveys of great range and complexity, to seek out and to capture the authentic human voice.


Albert E. Gollin                         
Newspaper Advertising Bureau
New York City                           
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The reappearance of this book after so many years offers a welcome opportunity to address a new generation of readers-students and research practitioners who are far removed from the era in which it took shape. This introduction enables me to make some comments on that most sociological of questions, “How did it come to be so?” by ransacking the past in the search for answers. That quest, in turn, was taken up several years ago by a serendipitous invitation to speak on a topic requiring some impromptu historical research, in order to trace apparent links between the subject of this book and the subsequent emergence of “focus groups.”


There can’t be many people in the field of social science and certainly none in the related field of marketing research who know less about focus groups than I. So it was that when Alan Meyer, president of the New York chapter of AAPOR, broached the subject of focus groups to me, he enlisted my curiosity. It had been only a little while ago that Patricia Kendall and I had learned of the widespread use of focus groups in marketing research. Perhaps we had not been reading the “right” books and journals. At any rate, when this development was called to our attention and when the techniques employed in focus-group research were said to derive from our work some forty years ago on the focussed interview of groups (Merton and Kendall, 1946; Merton, Fiske, and Kendall, 1956), my own curiosity about that development began to mount. Still, I did little to gratify that curiosity at the time. Other research questions and problems were occupying my attention. And as the literary philosopher Kenneth Burke once observed (in a memorable fashion that I like to describe as the Burke theorem): “A way of seeing is also a way of not seeing—a focus upon object A involves a neglect of object B.” (That maxim, by the way, is clearly one to be remembered in the use of focussed interviews and focus groups).


And so when Alan Meyer invited me to speak to the New York chapter of AAPOR about that subject, I couldn’t resist the multiple temptations he had put before me. But now I want to translate his invitation into cognitive terms, which he may not recognize. This is my interpretation of his subtext and my reconstruction of what was contained in that invitation: “Here is a grand opportunity to meet with a group of accomplished and informed social researchers, many of them your old friends, drawn partly from the universities and partly from that world of marketing research to which Paul Lazarsfeld introduced you half a century ago. Here is an opportunity also to combine a newly emerging interest in the origins and rapid growth of focus-group research with your lifelong interest in identifying various patterns in the emergence and transmission of knowledge, particularly in the diffusion of knowledge from one sociocultural world to another. How are ideas conveyed and how are they modified in the course of diffusion? What can be learned about patterns of change in the diffusion of innovations from science into practice? Having devoted a great part of your life to studies in the sociology of science—though, unlike Paul Lazarsfeld, rather less to the sociology of social science—you now have an opportunity to reflect aloud, to speculate, about this sort of thing in connection with the emergence and growth of focus-group research.”


The impromptitude of my remarks on that occasion held for the specific subject. The underlying questions I wanted to address were enduring and not very well understood ones; surely not well understood by me and, I suspect, not by many others.


It all started in my first inadvertent work session—a thoroughly unplanned work session—with Paul Lazarsfeld back in November 1941. That story has been told in print several times (Hunt, 1961; Lazarsfeld, 1975:35–37; De Lellio, 1985: 21–24), but never in tracing the seedbed of the focussed interview. I retell it here in that new context.


To begin with, Paul and I had never heard of one another before coming to Columbia. We had not only not read one another; we had literally never heard of one another. But in November 1941, Paul, as the elder of us, invited the Mertons to dinner. He met us at the door and said something like this: “Bob, I have wonderful news for you. I’ve just gotten a call from the O.F.F. in Washington [that was the Office of Facts and Figures, which was the predecessor of the Office of War Information, which in turn was, I believe, the predecessor of the Voice of America]. They want me to do some tests of responses to several radio morale programs. So here’s a great opportunity for you. Come with me to the studio to see how we test audience response.”


Thus it was that Paul dragged me into the strange world of radio research—back in those early days, unknown to just about everyone and surely so to me. I knew that Paul headed up something called the Office of Radio Research but I knew nothing about its work. So off we went and then it was that I came upon a strange spectacle. Do try to see it through my then naïve eyes and remember that our present sophistication is the legacy of almost half a century of evolving inquiry. I enter a radio studio for the first time, and there I see a smallish group—a dozen, or were there twenty?—seated in two or three rows. Paul and I take our places as observers at the side of the room as unobstrusively as we can; there is no one-way mirror or anything of that sort. These people are being asked to press a red button on their chairs when anything they hear on the recorded radio program evokes a negative response—irritation, anger, disbelief, boredom—and to press a green button when they have a positive response. For the rest, no buttons at all. I soon learn that their cumulative responses are being registered on a primitive polygraph consisting of the requisite number of fountain pens connected by sealing wax and string, as it were, to produce cumulative curves of signaled likes and dislikes. That primitive instrument became known as the Lazarsfeld-Stanton program analyzer. We then observe one of Paul’s assistants questioning the test-group—the audience—about their “reasons” for their recorded likes and dislikes. I begin passing notes to Paul about what I take to be great deficiencies in the interviwer’s tactics and procedures. He was not focussing sufficiently on specifically indicated reactions, both individual and aggregated. He was inadvertently guiding responses; he was not eliciting spontaneous expressions of earlier responses when segments of the radio program were being played back to the group. And so on and on. For although this is a new kind of interview situation for me, I am not unfamiliar with the art and craft of interviewing. For one thing, I had spent more time than I care to remember during the summer of 1932 when I was a graduate student at Harvard, helping to keep myself alive by working on a WPA project devoted to interviewing just about all the hoboes and homeless men and women that could be located in the Boston area. Having had the experience of interviewing under those sometimes strenuous conditions, this situation strikes me as providing almost privileged access to people’s states of mind and affect.


At any rate, after the interview is over, Paul asks me: “Well what did you think of it?” I proceed to express my interest in the general format and to reiterate, at some length, my critique of the interviewing procedure. That, of course, is all Paul had to hear.1 “Well, Bob, it happens that we have another group coming in for a test. Will you show us how the interview should be done?” That was not a defensive-aggressive question, as you might mistakenly suppose it was. Rather, that was the founding Director of the Office of Radio Research (as of other university-linked organizations dedicated to social research) engaged in preliminary co-optation. I allow as how I will try my hand at it—and thus began my life with what would eventuate as the focussed group-interview.


I recall Paul having induced me to work on a distinctly preliminary analysis of those interview materials during the next days, the weekend. The report was in the Office of Facts and Figures within a week. That was in November 1941. Then came December 7th, and the war which held little nationalistic meaning but much moral significance for many of us back then. Not very much later and for some time during the war, I found myself serving as the liaison research person between the Columbia group and what had been established by the United States Army in October of that year as the Research Branch of what was successively known as the Morale Division, then the Special Services Division, and finally as the Information and Education Division. (The movement toward euphemisms had plainly begun). The Research Branch was directed on its research (not administrative) side by the ingenious and practiced social researcher Sam Stouffer (who would eventually see to it that a distillation of the field studies conducted during World War II would appear in the form of the four volumes of The American Soldier.)2


For a time, I found myself interviewing groups of soldiers in Army camps about their responses to specific training films and so-called morale films—some of them designed by Frank Capra and other directors of that calibre. In the course of that experience and later in work at the Bureau of Applied Social Research (which had evolved from the Columbia Office of Radio Research), there developed the set of procedures which came to be known as the focussed interview. As Sam Stouffer noted in his preface to volume 4, those procedures were not reported there because, by agreement with him and his associate Carl Hovland, they had been published several years before in the paper by Pat Kendall and myself (Merton and Kendall, 1946).


As early as 1943, also, we were putting focussed interviews to use with individuals as well as groups. A prime case in point is the study of a “radio marathon,” then a wholly new historical phenomenon, which promised to provide a “strategic research site” for investigating the collective behavior and social contexts of mass persuasion (Merton, Fiske, and Curtis, [1946] 1971). During a period of 18 hours, the pops singer Kate Smith, widely perceived as a charismatic patriot-figure, spoke a series of prepared texts on sixty-five occasions, eliciting the then unprecedented total of $39 million in war-bond pledges. We conducted focussed interviews with 100 New Yorkers who had listened to part or, in some cases, to all [!] of the Smith broadcasts, both those listeners who had responded by pledging a war bond and those who had not. These interviews were conducted with listeners individually in their homes, not collectively in a radio studio. In the absence of the program analyzer to provide points of departure, the interviews were focussed upon the broadcast texts which we had subjected to an intensive content analysis. The resulting qualitative materials did much to help shape the interpretation of the quantitative data, based upon polling interviews with a representative sample of about a thousand New Yorkers. It was the focussed-interview data that led to identification of a public distrust related to a sense of anomie—in which “common values were being submerged in a welter of private interests seeking satisfaction by virtually any means which are effective” (p. 10). Analysis of these data led us also to a social phenomenon: “in place of a sense of Gemeinschaft—genuine community of values—there intrudes pseudo-Gemeinschaft—the feigning of personal concern with the other fellow in order to manipulate him the better” (p. 142); in still other words, “the mere pretense of common values in order to further private interests” (p. 144). (See also Merton, 1975:83; Cohen, 1975; Beniger, 1987.)


The focussed interview of individuals did not exhibit certain assets and liabilities of the focussed interview of small groupings. (I say “groupings” since these were not, of course, groups in the sociological sense of having a common identity or a continuing unity, shared norms, and goals.) Still, interaction among the members of such pro tem contrived groups evidently served to elicit the elaboration of responses just as it may have contaminated individual responses by making for observable convergence of them. Correlatively, the individual interviews based on prior content-analysis of the matters under examination clearly allowed for more intensive elucidation by each person while not providing for the introduction of new leads stimulated by others.


Years later, Harriet Zuckerman adapted and developed this tactic of interviews with individuals focussed on the prior analysis of “texts” in her study of an ultra-elite, Nobel laureates in science (Zuckerman, 1972, 1977: App. A). There, the content being analyzed in detail to provide foci for the interview was of course far more complex and wide-ranging than in the studies of mass-communication behavior. It involved, for example, identifying hypothetically key events and sequences in the biographies of the laureates, provisional identification of their sociometric networks at various phases of their careers, the spotting of their successes and failures in research, and patterned sequences identified in their bibliographies. As Zuckerman noted, this was a kind of “focussed interview,” one that provides for analysis and interpretation rather than only for chronicle (as is typically the case with “oral histories”).


In light of all this, the reader will not be surprised to learn that, at least in its bold outlines, the disciplined use of focus-group data has an amiable congruence with what we were trying to do with the focussed interview back then. However, certain features of the uses of focus-group materials nowadays seem to contrast strongly with the ways in which we had been making use of focussed-interview materials. I have referred to my work with Sam Stouffer and the Research Branch which involved focussed group-interviews. That work was in conjunction with Carl Hovland, who headed up the Experimental Section of the Research Branch. Carl, who was on leave from Yale during the war, was possibly the most accomplished psychologist ever to work on the effects of social communication; he died in 1961 at the age of 48 but is remembered admiringly and affectionately by those of us who knew him well. Carl designed and directed the controlled experiments on the responses of soldiers to those training and “morale” films. One would think that the experimental use of test and control groups would be taken to provide a sufficient design for identifying the effects of the films. But Carl wisely recognized that this was not so. It could not provide the specific qualitative information we were able to provide through our focussed interviews. That information moved beyond the net effects of “the films”—a most complex set of evocative stimuli—to identify, at least provisionally, the elements and configurations of that complex experience which might have led to those effects. The quantitative experimental design enabled one to determine the aggregate effects but provided no clues to what it was about the film’s content that might have produced the observed effects. The focussed interview was designed to provide such materials—it identified, provisionally and subject to checks through further quantitative experimental research, the aspects of situational experience leading to the observed outcomes. This is so in investigating a particular concrete experience, as in the case of responses to a particular film or radio program, or a recurrent experience, which, I take it, is often the research focus of focus-group research these days.


Our qualitative adjuncts to the experimental design soon convinced that brilliant designer of experiments Carl Hovland that both kinds of data were required for sound conclusions. The rigor of the controlled experiment had its costs since it meant giving up access to the phenomenological aspects of the real-life experience and invited mistaken inferences about the sources of that experienced response; the qualitative detail provided by the focussed group-interview in turn had its costs since it could lead only to new hypotheses about the sources and character of the response, which in turn required further quantitative or, in this case, further experimental research to test the hypotheses.


I gather that much focus-group research today as a growing type of market research does not involve this composite of both qualitative and quantitative inquiry. One gains the impression that focus-group research is sometimes being mercilessly misused as quick-and-easy claims for the validity of the research are not subjected to further, often quantitative test. Perhaps the pressures of the marketplace for quick-and-easy—possibly, for quick and relatively inexpensive—research make for this misuse of focus groups. That misuse—the term seems less harsh than “abuse”—consists in taking merely plausible interpretations deriving from qualitative group interviews and treating them as though they had been shown to be reliably valid for gauging the distributions of response.


Shannon’s fundamental theory of communication reminds us that calculated redundancy has its uses by enlarging the probability that the message will get through. So I say redundantly and emphatically that, for us, qualitative focussed group-interviews were taken as sources of new ideas and new hypotheses, not as demonstrated findings with regard to the extent and distribution of the provisionally identified qualitative patterns of response. Those ideas and hypotheses had to be checked out by further survey research (or in the case of the Research Branch studies, by further experimental research). The point is that limited qualitative research cannot in principle deal with the distribution and extent of tentatively identified patterns. (Medicine discovered some time ago that clinical observations were no substitute for epidemiological investigation.) I can report that some of the hypotheses derived from focussed interviews during our collaborative work with Carl Hovland did not check out upon further inquiry. The point is, of course, that there is no way of knowing in advance of further systematic research which plausible interpretations (hypotheses) will pan out and which will not.


As to the historical relationship between the focussed interview and the current use of focus groups, I believe that while there are both continuities and discontinuities, there is rather more intellectual continuity than explicitly recognized historical continuity. After all, The Focused Interview sold only a few thousand copies, for the most part in the 1950s, I believe, and then went out of print. We have no evidence on the distribution of those copies—say, as between academics and market researchers. Looking into files, which over the years have proved to be a continuing source of serendipitous3 and therefore surprising finds, I discover a long-forgotten letter in the mid-1970s. It testifies that there was some direct and identifiable continuity which was then recognized by research people in the world of commerce.


Benson 8c Benson, Inc.
P.O. Box 269                 
Princeton, N.J. 08540    
June 17, 1976                


Professor Robert K. Merton


Fayerweather Hall


Columbia University


New York, N.Y. 10027


Dear Professor Merton:


Over the years we have derived considerable use from our copy of the second edition of The Focussed Interview—A Manual. As you undoubtedly are aware, focussed group interviewing has become widespread in commercial circles and is eliciting interest in the academic and non-profit research sectors. Oddly enough, little has been written on the subject in systematic fashion, and, in nearly every case, that which has apparently should not have been. We have urged other researchers to refer to the Manual, but invariably have been told that copies simply are not to be found. In other words, we apparently possess one of the last known copies of the Manual, and, understandably, are reluctant to lend it out.


Now, we are starting to receive queries for Xerox copies.


Our copy carries no copyright and the Introduction suggests the report is in the public domain.


We would like to reprint the manual and offer it for sale to interested researchers at about $10–$12 per copy, plus postage. We think it is only fair that we consult you on this first. We would propose to offer the authors a 15% royalty on each copy sold. Payment would be made semi-annually. . . .


Sincerely,                         
Robert Bezilla                  
Executive Vice President


Now, like a longtime qualitative researcher, I want to examine the part of this document which testified to continuity between academe and the marketplace. Note that it begins by referring to “Our copy of . . . The Focussed Interview—A Manual.” That must refer to the second mimeographed edition put out by the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research rather than the far more widely circulated letterpress edition published by The Free Press in 1956. This I infer from the spelling of the word Focussed in the title, a spelling I have always preferred and therefore adopted in the two Bureau editions but one which The Free Press (as before it, the editor of the American Journal of Sociology) had unwarrantably but forcibly diminished to Focused. Thus, the two-essed Focussed serves as a marker of the earlier editions. Note too that by 1976, the executive vice president of Benson & Benson is reporting that “focussed [n.b.] group interviewing has become widespread in commercial circles and is eliciting interest in the academic and non-profit sectors.” If his impression was sound, this suggests—somewhat to my startle now and perhaps back in 1976—that the pattern of focussed group-interviewing had expanded to the point of eliciting enlarged interest in the academic world where it had originated. Not to continue with a line-by-line gloss, I remark only on the decency of Robert Bezilla, then of Benson & Benson, in suggesting a royalty to the authors should he be allowed to reprint the manual; this, mind you, even though he (mistakenly) assumed that the work was in the public domain.


That is one indication of direct continuity between academia and the marketplace. I gather that during the passage from Morningside Heights to Madison Avenue the focussed interview has undergone some sea changes of the kind I’ve been in a position only to hint at: the quick would-be conversion of new plausible insights into demonstrable gospel truths. I am not really qualified to speak to this point since I’ve seen next to nothing of current focus-group research at close range. But I note the following observation by Leo Bogart (1984:82):


In the 1970s, another type of qualitative research rapidly moved to the forefront: the so-called focus group interview in which a half-dozen to a dozen people are assembled and engaged in a discussion. (The term focus group is a barbarism that confused sociologist Robert K. Merton’s technique of an unstructured but “focused” interview—in which a skillful interrogator keeps the respondent’s attention from wandering off the subject at hand—and the traditional sociological technique of talking to a homogenous or related group of people who stimulate each other under the interviewer’s guidance.4) A group interview can be conducted with little more expense than an intensive interview with one individual, but since everyone in the group gets counted, a respectable number of respondents can be totted up in the sample.


The most beguiling aspect of focus groups is that they can be observed in action by clients and creative people hidden behind a one-way mirror. Thus, the planners and executors of advertising can be made to feel that they are themselves privy to the innermost revelations of the consuming public. They know what consumers think of the product, the competition, and the advertising, having heard it at first hand. The trouble is that people who can be enticed into a research laboratory do not always represent a true cross-section of potential customers. A cadre of professional respondents are always ready to volunteer, and loud-mouths can dominate and sway the discussion. While useful and provocative ideas emerge from groups just as they do from individual qualitative interviews, it is dangerous to accept them without corroboration from larger-scale survey research.


So much for critical observations on some present-day practices in focus-group research. Now back for a few moments to the archives. Roaming through my files of that full generation ago—recall what Ortega y Gasset. Karl Mannheim, and Julián Marías had to say about the social reality and dynamics of generations—I have come upon a long-forgotten letter to Jeremiah Kaplan, the founding president of The Free Press, telling how the mimeographed editions of The Focussed Interview came to be transformed into the printed edition.


[Mr. Jeremiah Kaplan
The Free Press]          
8 August 1955            


Dear Jerry,


. . . The news of the moment is this: I have set myself a quota, during these comfortable vacation-days, of so many pages a day for rewriting the Focused Interview. Now that a week has gone by and I am still on schedule, I am quite confident that it will be completed by the time I return. Since my secretary is away next week, there will be a little delay in typing this new version but the ms. will definitely be ready for the printer by the end of the month. . . .


Item 1: This is a complete re-writing; scarcely five sentences in a chapter remain intact. Nevertheless it is not, in any significant sense, a new edition; there is next to nothing by way of new material (except for a little based on focused interviews on the diaries of medical students) and little by way of new ideas. I’ve tried only to eliminate the worst horrors of exposition in the earlier printings and, for the rest, to make it clear, if not fascinating. It seems to me, therefore, that it should not be designated as a new edition, but as the Third Re-printing (rewritten), so that no excessive claims seem to be implied. I hope you agree. (I’ll explain the nature of the rewriting in the preface.)


Item 2: As you know, this is a short book—it will run to about 230 ms. pages (including about 25 single-spaced pages of an analytical table of contents which was found useful in the Bureau ‘editions’). I wouldn’t like to have the book be too expensive: it is all straight text, no tables or charts, and should be easy to set in type. At the same time, I hope that Sid can design it so that it isn’t too crowded. Can you let me have your thinking on price and design? . . .


Yours,
Bob   


As can be seen, by the mid-1950s the essential concept of the focussed interview and its basic procedures with their stated rationales had become stabilized. Indeed, these did not evolve further at the Columbia Bureau. So it was that this interlinear rewriting of the Manual became the version that could diffuse and evidently did diffuse into various research sectors, notably it seems into the sector of market research.


That particular pathway of diffusion into the marketplace was neither intended nor, as I recall, anticipated. Speaking for myself, I thought of the focussed interview as a generic research technique, one that could be and would be applied in every sphere of human behavior and experience, rather than largely confined to matters of interest in market research. As for the actual paths of diffusion taken by the focussed interview, no case study of that diffusion has been made. Perhaps a study utilizing the now available resources of citation analysis coupled with interview or questionnaire inquiries among representative samples of different populations of social researchers would provide some understanding of the extent and directions of that diffusion of a modest, delimited, and readily identifiable innovation as well as the kinds and determinants of diverse kinds of changes in it as it spread to one or another research sector. Not that the diffusion of this technique warrants such a study because of its research importance but only because it seems to have some of the elements of a strategic research site5 for investigation of the diffusion of intellectual innovations—a subject of deep interest in the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research back in the 1960s, as some may recall from the path-breaking study by James Coleman, Elihu Katz, and Herbert Menzel (1966). Lately that interest has been brilliantly renewed on Morningside Heights by Ronald S. Burt (1987) in his reanalysis of the Coleman-Katz-Menzel data.


So much for an excursion into the serious, systematic study of the diffusion of innovations. Here I can only turn to the archives which once again yield a bit of pertinent evidence-evidence which bears witness that the focussed interview was not confined to academe or the marketplace but, at least once, found its way into the sphere of religion:


Board of Education                  
The United Methodist Church
Division of the Local Church   
September 18, 1969                 


Dr. Robert K. Merton


Department of Sociology


Columbia University


New York, New York 10027


Dear Dr. Merton:


We are conducting a major study of the state of the church school of The United Methodist Church and would like to make use of the focused interview technique which you have described in the book by that title.


I am having difficulty locating additional copies of the book and am wondering if you could direct me to a supplier from whom we might purchase copies for use in our training sessions. Up to this time the only copies we have been able to discover are those which are in several libraries.


Your help in this matter will be greatly appreciated.


Cordially yours,      
Warren J. Hartman


Now to a few more bits of documentary evidence on the continuity from the focussed interview as a mode of social and psychological inquiry to the focus group. I turn to the fairly recent past for a few qualitative indicators of that continuity. In 1976, precisely thirty years after Pat Kendall’s and my first publication on the focussed interview, an introduction in a book entitled Qualitative Research in Marketing by Danny Bellenger, Kenneth Bernhardt, and Jack Goldstrucker (published by the American Marketing Association) virtually begins by reporting that “Merton, Fiske, and Kendall distinguish the focus group as following these criteria” and then proceeds to quote the paragraph on “The Nature of the Focused Interview” that opens our book. Here one may note a diagnostic conflating of the focussed interview and the focus group, at least a terminological conflation. We never used the term “focus group”—at least, not as I recall—but apparently these authors on marketing research saw the focus group as so fully derivative as to have us setting down criteria for focus groups. To be sure, we repeatedly examine the values and limitations of using focussed interviews in groups rather than independently with later aggregated individuals and that might be a basic theme in the continuity-cum-change.


Recognition of the accent on that theme is found in a fairly recent article published in Information Technology and Libraries (December 1983). Introducing a research program for library users and on-line public access catalogs (OPACS), it has occasion to refer to “focused-group interviews” and goes on to say (p. 381) that “complete descriptions of the focused-group interview method and analysis are given in Merton, Fiske and Kendall’s manual on the method.”


Earlier I ventured the impression that there was more “intellectual continuity” between the focussed interview and focus groups than “explicitly recognized historical continuity.” The distinction between the two kinds of continuity is one that has long seemed basic to me in trying to understand patterns in the historical transmission of knowledge. For in the course of time, ideas which are taken up and utilized or developed become so much a part of current knowledge, both explicit and tacit, that their sources and consequently the lines of intellectual continuity get increasingly lost to view. I have identified this phenomenon in the transmission of knowledge as “obliteration by incorporation (OBI)”: “the obliteration of the sources of ideas, methods, or findings by their incorporation in currently accepted knowledge.”6 At the outset, the source of a particular idea or method is known and identified by those who make use of it. In due course, however, users and consequently transmitters of that knowledge who are thoroughly familiar with its origins come to assume that this is also true of their readers. Preferring not to be obvious or to insult their reader’s assumed knowledgeability, they no longer refer to the original source. And since, in all innocence, many of us tend to attribute a significant idea, method, or formulation to the author who introduced us to it, the equally innocent transmitter sometimes becomes identified as the originator. Thus it is that in the successive transmission of knowledge, repeated use of it may erase all but the immediately antecedent “source,” thus producing what I described in On the Shoulders of Giants (Merton, 1965:218–219ff.) as a historical palimpsest (or palimpsestic syndrome) in which the original source is not only obliterated but replaced by the intermediary between source and recipient of that knowledge.


Without doing the requisite research, I cannot presume to say how much of the seeming discontinuity between the focussed interview and its modified version in the form of focus groups is actually another instance of obliteration by incorporation. But that some OBI has occurred can be inferred from an article by two professors of sociology at the University of California-Riverside, David L. Morgan and Margaret T. Spanish (1984), which describes “focus groups” as “a relatively new research tool” (p. 253). If the focussed interview has experienced even occasional obliteration by incorporation in the originating field of sociology, one is inclined to suppose that it is all the more (a fortiori) likely to have occurred in other fields into which it had diffused.


And now a final word, stemming once again from the marketplace, but one which, much to my pleasure, recognizes that the focussed interview is not at all confined to market research. Indeed, in light of its use by religious and other eleemosynary institutions, it might even be described as ecumenical. But perhaps more telling is a review of The Focused Interview appearing in the October 1956 issue of The Journal of Marketing. Understandably, the review is oriented to its probable readers in remarking that the book “should be of particular value to the student and practitioner of marketing research.” Good enough; more qualitative evidence of diffusion from academe to the marketplace. But much more in point for the original concept of the focussed interview as a generic rather than substantively restricted research tool is the concluding declaration in the review that “This manual should be read by those who are attempting to understand the problems involved in subjective or motivation research in whatever field it may lie.” Precisely so. Useful for marketing research, to be sure, but not only for marketing research. Rather, a set of procedures for the collection and analysis of qualitative data that may help us gain an enlarged sociological and psychological understanding in whatsoever sphere of human experience.


Robert K. Merton
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Nature of the Focused Interview


The focused interview differs in several respects from other types of research interview which might appear similar at first glance. In broad outline, its distinguishing characteristics are as follows. First of all, the persons interviewed are known to have been involved in a particular situation: they have seen a film, heard a radio program, read a pamphlet, article or book, taken part in a psychological experiment or in an uncontrolled, but observed, social situation (for example, a political rally, a ritual or a riot). Secondly, the hypothetically significant elements, patterns, processes and total structure of this situation have been provisionally analyzed by the social scientist. Through this content or situational analysis, he has arrived at a set of hypotheses concerning the consequences of determinate aspects of the situation for those involved in it. On the basis of this analysis, he takes the third step of developing an interview guide, setting forth the major areas of inquiry and the hypotheses which provide criteria of relevance for the data to be obtained in the interview. Fourth and finally, the interview is focused on the subjective experiences of persons exposed to the pre-analyzed situation in an effort to ascertain their definitions of the situation. The array of reported responses to the situation helps test hypotheses and, to the extent that it includes unanticipated responses, gives rise to fresh hypotheses for more systematic and rigorous investigation.


From this synopsis it will be seen that a distinctive prerequisite of the focused interview is a prior analysis of the situation in which subjects have been involved. Such foreknowledge of the situation is clearly at an optimum in the case of experimentally contrived situations, although it can be acquired also in uncontrolled, but observed, situations. Equipped in advance with an analysis of the situation, the interviewer can readily distinguish the objective facts of the case from the subjective definitions of the situation. He is thus alerted to the patterns of selective response. Through his familiarity with the objective situation, the interviewer is better prepared to recognize symbolic or functional silences, distortions, avoidances, or blockings and is, consequently, better prepared to explore their implications. The prior analysis thus helps him to detect and to explore private logics, symbolism and spheres of tension. It helps him gauge the importance of what is not being said, as well as of what is being said, in successive stages of the interview.


Finally, prior content or situational analysis facilitates the flow of concrete and detailed reporting of responses. Summary generalizations by the interviewee mean that he is presenting, not the raw data for interpretation, but the interpretation itself. It is not enough to learn that an interviewee regarded a situation as “unpleasant” or “anxiety-provoking” or “stimulating”—summary judgments which are properly suspect and, moreover, consistent with a variety of interpretations. The aim is to discover more precisely what “unpleasant” denotes in this context, which concrete feelings were called into play, which personal associations came to mind. Furthermore, when subjects are led to describe their reactions in great detail, there is less prospect that they will, intentionally or unwittingly, conceal the actual character of their responses.


The interviewer who has previously analyzed the situation on which the interview focuses is in a peculiarly advantageous position to elicit such detail. In the usual depth interview, one can encourage informants to reminisce about their experiences. In the focused interview, the interviewer can play a more active role; he can introduce more explicit verbal cues to the stimulus situation or even re-present it, as we shall see. In either case, this ordinarily activates a concrete report of responses by interviewees.


Uses of the Focused Interview


The focused interview was initially developed to meet certain problems growing out of communications research and propaganda analysis. The outlines of such problems appear in detailed case studies by Dr. Herta Herzog, dealing with the gratification found by listeners in various types of radio programs.1 With the sharpening of objectives, research interest centered on the analysis of responses to particular pamphlets, radio programs, and motion pictures. During the war, Dr. Herzog and the senior author of this manual were assigned by several war agencies to study the social and psychological effects of specific efforts to build morale. In the course of this work, the focused interview was progressively developed to a relatively standardized form.


In the beginning, the primary, though not the exclusive, purpose of the focused interview was to provide some basis for interpreting statistically significant effects of mass communications. But, in general, experimental studies of effects, and inquiries into patterned definitions of social situations might well profit by the use of focused interviews in research. The character of such applications can be briefly illustrated by examining the role of the focused interview at four distinct points:


1. specifying the effective stimulus;


2. interpreting discrepancies between anticipated and actual effects;


3. interpreting discrepancies between prevailing effects and effects among subgroups—“deviant cases”;


4. interpreting processes involved in experimentally induced effects.


1. Experimental studies of effect face the problem of what might be called the specification of the stimulus, i.e., determining which x or patterns of x’s in the total stimulus situation led to the observed effects. But, largely because of the practical difficulties which it entails, this requirement is often not satisfied in psychological or sociological experiments. Instead, a relatively undifferentiated complex of factors—such as “emotional appeals,” “competitive incentives,” and “political propaganda”—is regarded as “the” experimental variable. This would be comparable to the statement that “living in the tropics is a cause of higher rates of malaria”; it is true but unspecific. However crude they may be at the outset, procedures must be devised to detect the causally significant aspects of the total stimulus situation. Thus Gosnell conducted an ingenious experiment on the “stimulation of voting,” in which experimental groups of residents in twelve districts in Chicago were sent “individual nonpartisan appeals” to register and vote.2 Roughly equivalent control groups did not receive this literature. It was found that the experimental groups responded by a significantly higher proportion of registration and voting. But what does this result demonstrate? Was it the nonpartisan character of the circulars, the explicit nature of the instructions which they contained, the particular symbols and appeals utilized in the notices, or what? In short, to use Gosnell’s own phrasing, what were “the particular stimuli being tested”?


According to the ideal experimental design, such questions would, of course, be answered by a series of successive experiments, which test the effects of each pattern of putative causes. In practice not only does the use of this procedure in social experimentation involve prohibitive problems of cost, labor, and administration; it also assumes that the experimenter has managed to detect the pertinent aspects of the total stimulus pattern. The focused interview provides a useful near-substitute for such a series of experiments; for, despite great sacrifices in scientific exactitude, it enables the experimenter to arrive at plausible hypotheses concerning the significant items to which subjects responded. Through interviews focused on this problem, Gosnell, for example, could probably have arrived at testable hypotheses about the elements in his several types of “nonpartisan” materials which proved effective for different segments of his experimental group.3 Such a procedure provides an approximate solution for problems4 heretofore consigned to the realm of the unknown or the speculative, and provides for further and more sharply focused experiments.
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