Handbook of Organizational Behavior  Jay W. Lorsch, Editor HMJ‘

8

N
SECTION IlI

ORGANIZATIONAL BEHAVIOR
AND METHODOLOGIES

Gestalt research: clinical-field-research
approaches to studying organizations

PETER D. BLANCK AND ARTHUR N. TURNER

The general purpose of organizational behavior as a dis-
cipline is to improve useful knowledge and understand-
ing of how members of real organizations actually
behave. Accordingly, organizational behavior researchers
need to get inside ongoing organizations to interview and
observe their members at work. In this chapter, after
defining and clarifying what we mean by the term clin-
ical field research, we discuss several important issues
that researchers face in designing and conducting
clinical-field-research projects. We will give examples of
how the issues have been handled by previous
researchers, and in addition suggest answers to some of
the questions raised by critics of this research strategy.
In this way we hope to clarify the types of research ques-
tions and purposes most appropriate to clinical-field-
research methods.

WHAT IS CLINICAL
FIELD RESEARCH?

Perhaps the overriding purpose of clinical field research
is to gain an in-depth understanding of the totality of
areal, ongoing, and complex social situation. We use the
term gestalt research to indicate the intention to capture
this wholeness of ongoing complex social systems.
One distinguishing characteristic of gestalt or clin-
ical field research is that typically only a very small num-

ber of situations (often only one) are studied. If the
researcher’s purpose is rigorously to test predefined hy-
potheses or theoretical propositions, or perhaps to dis-
cover whether phenomena occur within a statistically
valid sample or similar social system, a “clinical” ap-
proach is usually inappropriate. However, when the
researcher’s purpose is to understand the internal dy-
namics and functioning of an organization or its mem-
bers and to study in depth and over time one or a very
small number of organizations, gestalt research is the sen-
sible way to proceed.

Many criteria used to judge the validity of more ex-
perimental research methodologies are violated by gestalt
or clinical-field-research approaches. One way to de-
scribe clinical research, or at least to describe what it
is not, is to outline some of the standard rules of “scien-
tific objectivity” that are normally violated by clinical
field methodologies.

First, this approach violates the precept that the
researcher should somehow be isolated or distanced from
the phenomena being studied in order to avoid contami-
nation effects. We believe the clinical and gestalt
researcher is inevitably involved with the situation being
studied; the researcher influences the situation and is
influenced by it. The duty or essential skill of the clini-
cal researcher is not to avoid involvement but to recog-
nize and take account of the nature of that involvement.
For example, the researcher’s initial contact with the so-
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cial system or organization that is the setting for the re-
search project has subtle effects on that system. Observ-
ing how a system reacts to the researcher’s presence,
procedures, and questions is itself one of the most in-
teresting sources of data for understanding how a sys-
tem functions. Of course, researchers employing other
methodologies—for example, those of the experimental
social sciences— also recognize the extent to which they
are influencing and being influenced by the phenomena
they wish to understand. However, the issue of researcher
involvement is especially unavoidable in clinical-field
methodologies. Too often, it is suggested that the obvi-
ous involvement of clinical researchers in the setting of
their research somehow makes their results less valid and
reliable. We are suggesting, in contrast, that if clinical
field researchers recognize the problems potentially
created by researcher involvement, they may be able to
capitalize on that involvement to learn more about how
a social system functions when exposed to an external
stimulus.

A second way in which clinical field research
approaches may violate traditional rules of scientific
inquiry is that this research is not, in the most basic form,
designed to test hypotheses or to confirm a theory. Clini-
cal field research may generate hypotheses that can be
tested by other methods, and it may contribute, over
time, to building useful theory. However, its immediate
aim is usually more modest, but no less useful. This aim
is to understand in depth how some aspect of a real-world
social system actually functions and to describe this pro-
cess in ways that will help others understand the func-
tioning of this and other social systems. This purpose and
working goal can be valued as highly in academia, when
done well, as it has often been in the world of practice.
As we will describe later in this chapter, several clinical-
field-research studies have had a profound influence on
both the theory and practice of organizational behavior.

Several other precepts of the scientific method are
violated by clinical field researchers. Specifically, ran-
domization procedures, statistical sampling procedures,
reliability and internal validity questions (in the usual
sense), and tests of statistical significance are not cen-
tral concerns and are often regarded as peripheral ques-
tions of interest. Further, the quality of the description
of phenomena is often regarded as more important than
the quality of reported observations. In short, clinical
field research is quite different from what many
behavioral researchers have been trained to regard as
“scientific.” To some it is so different that it may not be
regarded as research at all. To us it certainly is research,
different, but no less valuable and no less rigorous when
well practiced.

Before proceeding, two additional points need to be
clarified. First, the word clinical should not be inter-

preted to mean that the researcher’s role is primarily to
heal or facilitate change. To us, clinical means that the
researcher is closely interacting with, and trying to
understand, real-world phenomena. The researcher’s pri-
mary role is not that of consultant, change-agent, or in-
terventionist. Certainly, the clinical field researcher
intervenes, but only as a consequence of methodologi-
cal procedures and not as a necessary part of the mis-
sion of clinical research. For this reason the term gestalt
research may more accurately describe the research pat-
terns discussed in this chapter.

The second introductory point we want to make is
perhaps more obvious: the two major research tools for
this methodology are interviewing and observation.
Some interview and observation procedures are highly
systematic and prescribed, and we will refer to some of
these more structured approaches. However, many of the
most respected clinical-field-research projects have
employed unstructured interviewing and observation
techniques which have been adapted to the characteris-
tics of the particular field environment. Many regard this
willingness to adapt methods of data collection to forces
within the social system being studied as peculiarly non-
scientific. Yet we believe this adaption is often necessary
in order to obtain meaningful data.

Our discussion of clinical field or gestalt research
methodology is organized around the issues raised in the
different phases of this type of research project. We will
consider in turn the following research steps: (1) develop-
ing the overall purpose and focus; (2) initial immersion
in the field; (3) choosing and adapting specific types of
field methodologies; (4) organizational entry and con-
tracting approaches; (5) developing observation and
interviewing techniques; and (6) processing these data
and deriving findings and results. Various critical and
strategic dilemmas associated with clinical-field-research
approaches are also presented.

RESEARCH PURPOSE

As we have suggested, the appropriateness of any meth-
odology depends, in part, upon the purpose of the re-
search project. Whether a gestalt or clinical field
approach should be chosen depends on what kind of
knowledge is being sought and what kind of problem
is to be investigated.

Kinds of knowledge

A gestalt approach is perhaps most obviously appropri-
ate when the subject has not already given rise to estab-
lished theory and clearly stated propositions. If little
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research has been done on the phenomena to be under-
stood, it may make sense to go into the field with an
exploratory and relatively open frame of mind to dis-
cover what can be learned through direct observation.
Researchers may bring clinical data-gathering skills and
perhaps a general way of thinking appropriate to the
phenomena they want to understand, but no clearly for-
mulated propositions to be tested. For example, a new
kind of role in organizations may have emerged, and the
researchers simply want to learn more about how mem-
bers performing this function actually behave. Or they
may be interested in a type of organization or set of orga-
nizational relationships about which little is known. In
such cases it may be important to understand in depth
how a particular role or set of relationships function in
one or two instances before more systematic experiments
or more broadly based surveys can sensibly be designed.

Often a clinical exploration of previously unre-
searched phenomena is the only way to begin to build
a base of understanding necessary for subsequent devel-
opment of theory leading to propositions that later can
be tested by survey or experimental methods. In other
words, the most obvious rationale for choosing a gestalt
approach is that we lack the information needed to
design other methodologies. But this is not the only
rationale.

Occasionally clinical field research is used to test the
validity of a specific theoretical proposition. However,
most behavioral theories do not claim that their proposi-
tions usually hold true under all circumstances. Proposi-
tions are much more likely to describe tendencies or
trends, or relationships valid only under relatively con-
trolled circumstances. The discovery of one or two con-
trary instances, under complex environmental conditions
that cannot all be controlled, does not necessarily dis-
credit the proposition or the theory from which it is
derived. This is why clinical field research is usually more
appropriate for the hypothesis-generating phase than for
the theory-testing phase in the development of knowl-
edge. Does this mean that gestalt research in organiza-
tional behavior becomes less relevant as knowledge
matures? We do not think so, if only because of the vast
complexity of the field and the continual need for
in-depth understanding of specific instances as new orga-
nizational forms develop and adapt to their ever-
changing environment.

Kinds of problems

A gestalt approach is appropriate when the problem
being investigated is related to how a social system, in
all its complexity, actually functions. The underlying
assumption is that by understanding the functioning of
one system we can increase understanding of other simi-

lar systems. The history of organizational behavior as
a field lends strong support to this notion.

Clinical field research in one or a small number of
organizations over a relatively long period of time may
be especially appropriate when the problem is related
to how a social system adapts to various kinds of inter-
nal and external changes. The impact on organization
functioning of management succession, consulting inter-
ventions, environmental challenge, structural redesign,
and other changes, has been researched through clini-
cal case studies. (For a review of research on organiza-
tional change, see Beer 1980.) Indeed, it is difficult to
see how issues of this kind can be adequately understood
by other approaches.

The nature of the problem to be researched influ-
ences the choice of methodology in another respect. A
gestalt approach may be more appropriate when the
main goal of the study is to improve practice, rather than
to build knowledge. If the main intended audience of
a research project is not the academic community but
practitioners (government administrators, business
managers, union leaders, consultants), a detailed descrip-
tion of how a problem was handled in one instance,
based on careful clinical research, can have more face
validity and therefore more influence than several more
systematic and academically acceptable approaches. The
story can teach important lessons, especially if it is real
and well told. It can encourage the practitioner to test
out for himself, in other situations, approaches that
might otherwise never have been tried. A single case may
not be a sufficient basis for developing a scientifically
valid theory but may have great influence in the world
of practice. It is therefore important that clinical field
case studies be carefully conducted and responsibly
reported, recognizing both the danger of overgeneraliza-
tion and the potential value of experimentation in prac-
tice with their implications.

In spite of the practical implications of good clini-
cal research, we close this section by reemphasizing its
role in building validly generalizable knowledge. Before
deciding on this approach, the researcher should ask,
What kinds of knowledge about the problem I want to
investigate already exist? Are there previously derived
theoretical propositions that have been rigorously tested
through an experimental or survey research design? Or
do we need a more general understanding of the prob-
lem before testable propositions are relevant? In the lat-
ter case, the clinical or gestalt approach may be the most
efficient way to explore relatively new territory. With
the exception of propositions that can be disproved by
discovering one contrary instance, clinical field research
is usually less appropriate for testing the validity of
existing theories than for discovering unknown proposi-
tions and developing new theories.
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INITIAL IMMERSION

After deciding to employ a gestalt approach to a research
project, but before deciding on the particular type of
research design, the researcher needs to get out into the
field and to begin to understand the phenomena under
study and what way of learning about it may work best.
Most experienced clinical researchers emphasize the im-
portance of an initial exposure, or “immersion,” in the
field situation. During this period, the researcher is in
a relatively unstructured, open frame of mind concern-
ing what to look for and how to look for it.

We are suggesting that researchers go out into the
field and have a look, even before the research concept
and practices have been developed. For example, inter-
view a manager before you know how many other in-
terviews you will have or whether you will always be
asking the same questions. See firsthand a group at work
before you decide how many groups you will observe or
what specific observational method you may use. Dis-
cover how something is actually done without necessar-
ily knowing whether or not the thing you discover is
related to the phenomena you want to study. Refrain
from designing the project until you have had an initial
direct exposure to at least part of the territory. Naive,
unstructured, unfocused, with open eyes and ears, learn
something firsthand about what you want to study be-
fore you begin to study it more systematically.

Sometimes the result of this first immersion in the
territory may be a decision not to pursue a clinical
approach. The researcher may decide that an experimen-
tal or survey design is more appropriate to the question
under investigation. On the other hand, it may be
apparent that the researcher should look closely but
briefly at one or two other field situations before decid-
ing how to proceed. To produce useful results, clinical
field research needs to be carefully designed. But the first
step is a relatively undesigned initial exposure to the real-
ity of the field setting. The insights gained from unstruc-
tured observation and informal conversation will enable
the researcher to select appropriate methods and develop
a strategy for gaining permission to conduct subsequent
structured phases of the research process.

RESEARCH DESIGN
QUESTIONS

Methodological decisions made at the outset of the
research process greatly influence the kind of analysis
and sampling procedures of the study. This section
describes several research design methodological alter-
natives and the determinants and consequences of these

decisions. Finally, brief historical examples of research
projects illustrating these alternatives are provided.

Level of analysis

As in most social research, the individual, the group, and
the organization are the three basic levels of analysis
available to the gestalt researcher. A general rule of
thumb for deciding on the appropriate level of analysis
is related to the population one wishes to generalize. For
example, a researcher interested in studying the commu-
nication styles of chief executive officers could certainly
use the individual CEO as the unit of analysis. If he or
she were interested in studying communication styles in
different organizations, the organization could be the
appropriate unit of analysis. Aside from thisobvious rela-
tionship, the focus of the inquiry—on the individual,
group, or organization—will reflect the theoretical
interest and subsequent generalizability of the research
question.

Campbell and Stanley (1966) and Cook and Camp-
bell (1979) have discussed two basic types of validity—
internal and external—relevant to research in field set-
tings. Internal validity refers to the extent to which a
relationship between two variables could be described
as meaningful, irrespective of theoretical predictions
(Cook and Campbell 1979). Internal validity depends
on the appropriateness of research operations and tests,
statistical analyses, and randomization procedures.
External validity, in contrast, refers to the generaliza-
bility of results or causal relationships to specific social
settings or across many social settings. We believe exter-
nal validity is the primary concern for research projects
described in this chapter.

Cook and Campbell discuss three general techniques
that researchers can use to increase the external validity
of research projects. First, they might randomly select
asample from alarger population of cases. While consid-
erable time and resources are required, results can then
be generalized across similar social settings. Second,
researchers can intentionally sample for heterogeneity,
with the aim of deliberately selecting a wide range of
instances from specific classes of behaviors. Finally, Cook
and Campbell suggest a prototypical model, in which
researchers seek to select the characteristic cases from a
specific class of behavior or social settings.

These three models for increasing the external valid-
ity or generalizability of research results can also be ef-
fectively used in combination. For example, our
researcher interested in the communication styles of
CEOs might first randomly select a sample of CEOs
from across the country and generally study their com-
munication styles. Next, he or she might examine the
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general categories or classes of communication styles that
emerge. Finally, a closer examination of the prototypi-
cal classes of CEO communication styles could be per-
formed. All three approaches can help both to define and
to refine generalizations concerning CEO communica-
tion styles.

The level of analysis of a research project can also
influence the choice and flexibility of research methods.
Clearly, interview techniques are more efficient and
applicable when dealing with individuals over a long
period of time, When the level of analysis of a research
project is a group or organization, observation techniques
become more and more essential in describing the social
setting. Researchers need to be aware of the trade-offs
they are willing to make, and understand how the level
of analysis influences the degree of flexibility in choos-
ing and practicing interview and observation techniques
over the course of a research project.

Finally, the level of analysis of a research program
also influences the researcher’s relationship to the field
setting. If only for logistical reasons, data sources and
interrelationships among individuals, groups, and orga-
nizations become increasingly complex as the level of
analysis increases. Researchers need to become increas-
ingly selective in assimilating and analyzing incoming
data as the scope of the research project expands. More
important, an awareness of this editing process can lead
to a more objective, and perhaps less personally biased,
depiction of the social setting.

Number and types of cases

Three general sampling procedures are available to
researchers for choosing the number and type of
instances of social behavior to study. First, one can focus
in depth on one instance of social behavior in a single
case study. Alternatively, a comparative case study can
be designed to assess and compare two or more cases of
behavior that differ on theoretically relevant dimensions.
ness of a single social setting. Alternatively, many
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Finally, a representative sampling of case studies may
be undertaken. The researcher examines several cases of
social behavior in hopes of obtaining a representative
view of the class of behaviors under study.

Sampling choices reflect the nature of the research
question and influence a researcher’s choice of method.
In a very general sense, sampling choices are determined
by an individual researcher’s style and special competen-
cies. For example, certain researchers may seek close,
in-depth contacts with a single social setting over time.
Here the goal is to understand the complexities and rich-
researchers wish to examine diverse social settings or per-
haps large organizations.

In a more theoretically central manner, the num-
ber and types of cases studied influences the nature and
analysis of the research problem. As we have said, a
major issue is whether the research project is designed
to build theory or to test theory. We believe that as the
primary purpose of the research moves from theory
building to theory testing, it becomes appropriate to
expand the number of cases of the research project. For
example, the single-case-study method is best employed
when the researcher’s purpose is to describe, understand,
and document rich and complex social behavior. The
comparative case study can be used to build theory, but
it can also be employed to test specific theory predic-
tions. Such predictions can be directed toward specific
target groups or general social settings. A representative
sampling of case studies is a particularly effective means
of testing theory predictions. By obtaining a represen-
tative view of the class of behaviors under study, the
researcher can more confidently generalize the findings
to other social settings.

Historical examples of level of analysis and
sampling questions

The choice of a research methodology involves decisions
as to both level of analysis and sampling procedures, as
shown schematically in figure 8.1. Each of the nine cells
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in this matrix represents a particular research design or
methodology that may be employed by the researcher.
In each cell of the matrix appear the names of previous
researchers who have chosen that particular methodo-
logical alternative.

Individual case study has long been practiced by
psychologists and psychiatrists. Freud’s case studies pro-
vide numerousexamples of individual in-depth studies.
Historical examples of individual work behavior are also
available. Hodgson, Levinson, and Zaleznik’s (1965)
detailed analysis of three top executives in a hospital is
one example of the individual case-study approach. In
this study, the researchers conducted intensive observa-
tions of individual and interpersonal work behavior. The
three executives’ personalities and character structures
were discussed in terms of specialized roles in the larger
power constellation of the hospital. One executive, the
hospital superintendent, was described as a domineering
paternal figure, while the clinical director was described
as a nurturant maternal figure. The third executive, the
director of research, was said to be permissive and
egalitarian, similar to the uncle figure in many family
structures. Each executive was described as having a
specialized role in the hospital power system. Power con-
stellations in other organizations were hypothesized to
be a product of similar individual and interpersonal role
specialization.

Henry Mintzberg’s (1973) description of the nature
of managerial work provides a comparative view of the
work of five chief executives. Mintzberg drew on a
variety of data sources for each manager studied. He
observed each manager for one week, examined a one-
month record of their scheduled appointments, gathered
information about the organization’s environment, and
conducted interviews with the managers’ assistants to
gain data on their personalities, work styles, and work-
related activities. Mintzberg points out the basic charac-
teristics of the work behavior of these five managers and
describes the unique features of each individual. While
his research was not specifically designed to compare
different types of managers, Mintzberg suggests that the
nature of the industry, organization, managerial style,
and business needs all seem to influence the work of
managers.

One of the first in-depth sampling case studies of
individual work behavior was Sune Carlson’s (1951)
examination of nine Swedish company presidents. Carl-
son’s explicit purpose was to describe executive behavior
by studying a series of individual cases. He developed
diaries for his executives to use in recording their daily
behavior. He analyzed work time, communication pat-
terns, and work content. Carlson found that the execu-
tives rarely were free to be alone and work without

interruption for more than fifteen minutes during the
day. Communication obligations, such as answering mail
and meeting with various subordinates, occupied most
of the work day.

Researchers have also conducted a number of studies
of small groups of people at work in organizations (work
groups)a An intensive in-depth two-year study of work-
group membership, satisfaction, and productivity in a
medium-sized manufacturing company was performed
by Zaleznik, Christensen, and Roethlisberger (1958)aThis
study explored the relationship between job-related and
non-job-related group membership. Using Homans’s
(1950) theory of work group behavior, data about the
“external system” were used to predict characteristics of
the “internal system” or emergent behavior. In essence,
a gestalt approach was used to test specific propositions
of an existing theory. Satisfaction and productivity were
primarily determined by position in the informal social
organization and the degree to which an individual’s
activities and characteristics realized the group’s norms
and values. Some of the relationships between variables
that appeared in the company were hypothesized to exist
in other similar work groups.

In effect, if not in original design, one of the most
extensive studies of comparative work-group behavior
was conducted at the Hawthorne Works of the Western
Electric Company between 1927 and 1932, as described
in detail by Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939). The first
group, known as the “relay assembly test room” group,
was observed in order to assess the general effects of work
conditions, such as rest pauses and changes in work
hours, on worker and work-group behavior. Later, a sec-
ond group, known as the “bank wiring observation
room,” was observed to discover more about the relation-
ship between the technical and social organization of the
work group. This study was designed to answer ques-
tions raised by the earlier relay-assembly-test-group
observations, by closely examining a group that had not
been established as an experiment, subject to unusual
attention by management, but as it existed in its natural
factory environment. In a comparative sense, while the
first Hawthorne study was originally intended to explore
the effects of physical conditions of work on worker
behavior, the second was designed to focus on broader
questions of human relations in the work setting,

Finally, an example of sampling case siudies is
provided by William Whyte’s (1948) intensive field study
of work-group behavior in twelve large urban restaurants
in 1944 and 1945. People working in these restaurants
formed social organizations that affected both customer
service and worker morale. Whyte noted that the de-
velopment of social groups was a primary need of res-
taurant employees. Further, where well-integrated social
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cliques existed, absenteeism and turnover were
minimized.

Large formal organizations have also been studied
by clinical researchers. An early example of a sociologi-
cal individual case study was Selznick’s (1949) study of
the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). Selznick gathered
data from 1942 to 1943 by means of personal interviews
with TVA and Washington officials who had been inti-
mately involved with the various programs discussed, by
tapping “gossip channels,” and by examining the written
records and files of the TVA. Selznick checked his sources
by verbal statements with the formal record and by using
multiple data sources and informants. His work repre-
sents an early attempt at a case study on the sociology
of formal organizations. He discussed the informal and
formal structure of the TVA as well as the structural con-
ditions that influenced organizational behavior, such as
the “grass roots” ideology. The implications for demo-
cratic planning that emerged from this study, such as
ideological context, power distribution, and bureaucratic
functions, are also described.

A well-known example of the comparative case
study of organizations is Peter Blau’s (1955) study of the
dynamics of bureaucracies. Blau examined the social pat-
terns and work behavior of officials in two government
agencies—a public employment agency and a federal
enforcement agency—from 1948 to 1949. He used direct
observation, interviewing, and the analysis of official
records as data sources in both case studies. He also
interviewed all the members of the two agencies at home
in order to clarify the social patterns and practices in
each case. Blau found that officials tended to extend the
limited objectives of their work duties. He suggested that
bureaucratic work conditions generate an increasing con-
cern for the values of the larger society. Internal and
external forces were shown to affect both agencies in
different ways, and the more effective operations were
able to respond flexibly to these forces. Blau also
describes the administrators’ perceptions of status and
professional orientation in the bureaucratic organization.

Paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch’s (1967) examination
of organizational characteristics and their environmen-
tal constraints provides an example of the sampling
approach to the study of organizations. Six organizations
in the plastics industry were studied. The researchers
used both interviews and questionnaires to gather infor-
mation about the specific demands placed on these six
organizations by the plastics-industry environment. They
described how environmental conditions, business con-
text, and the domain of operation influence the inter-
nal structure and processes of organizations. Lawrence
and Lorsch next performed a comparative analysis of a
highly effective company and a less effective competitor

in the standardized-container and processed-food indus-
tries, using a similar research design. This phase of the
research project was designed to examine effective and
less effective organizations in other industries and en-
vironments and to further examine how internal organi-
zational structure was related to external environments.
On the basis of these studies, the authors proposed a con-
tingency theory of organizational structure, which sug-
gested that the characteristics of internal organizational
functions are related to specific environmental character-
istics and interests. This theory has subsequently been
tested and modified in a series of other clinical researches
using similar methodologies.

ENTRY AND CONTRACTING

After deciding on the level of analysis and sampling
procedures of the field research, on the basis of its general
purpose and an initial exposure to some field settings,
the researcher needs to find one or more sites in which
the design can be carried out. How do gestalt researchers
gain entry to suitable field settings and permission to pro-
ceed? In some ways this is the most problematic and cru-
cial phase of the whole process. Unless it is handled with
skill, the project, no matter how carefully designed to
accomplish its parpose, may not produce valid data and
useful results.

A first step is to stimulate interest in the research
objectives on the part of influential persons in one or
more target settings. Usually it is important to begin
negotiations over entry at the highest feasible level of the
organization in which the study is to be conducted. For
some designs there are many potential settings; for others
there may be only one or two. Sometimes the researchers
will have already established a relationship of under-
standing and trust with influential members of appropri-
ate settings; but often the design requires entry into
organizations where the researchers and their institutions
are relatively unknown. Because of these and other varia-
tions it is impossible to prescribe rules to follow in every
case. Here we will merely suggest certain principles
broad enough to apply to a wide range of circumstances.

First, explain in writing the purpose and design of
the project in simple language that will make sense to
practitioners. Sometimes this exercise even helps the
researchers themselves become more clear about the proj-
ect and leads to some useful simplifications in concep-
tualization and procedures. Present this general state-
ment to one person in each potential site whose position
indicates likely interest and influence in negotiating
entry. Usually this initial statement should not be a for-
mal request to conduct the study on this site, but should
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express a wish to discuss the project and to explore
whether the particular site would be appropriate.

Second, if the person shows an interest in the proj-
ect, arrange a meeting to explore the possibility of con-
ducting the research at that site. Start by listening
carefully and responding sensitively to the other person’s
reactions. What costs and benefits does he or she see in
participating, and how realistic are these expectations?
What constraints on your design will conducting the
research at this site impose, and are they acceptable?
How much time will your research require of members
of the organization, and what will motivate them to help
you to this extent?

These and similar questions need to be openly
explored in the first and subsequent “contracting” ses-
sions. Make it clear that this is a research, not a consult-
ing, project. The principal motivation for cooperation
should be to contribute generally to knowledge and
understanding, not the expectation of immediate or com-
petitive advantage for this organization or some mem-
bers of it. Members at all levels may benefit simply by
discussing their situations with an outsider who listens
well to their concerns, but this should be explained as
a potential by-product of the research process, not as its
purpose. (For excellent advice on “contracting,” addressed
to consultants but relevant to researchers, see Block 1982.)

During contracting discussions, it is especially
important to reach understanding and commitment con-
cerning all relevant questions of confidentiality, release,
and publication. Normally the researcher makes very
clear that all data from interviews and observations will
be held in strict confidence and that no information will
be revealed to anyone in the organization in a way that
makes it possible to identify the persons who provided
that information. Also the researcher promises to con-
duct the research in every way so as not to bring harm
to any member of the organization.

The results of the research belong to the researcher,
who may or may not contract to share them with mem-
bers of the organization before publication. Usually some
sharing of general findings makes sense, because discus-
sion with interested members of the organization greatly
helps the researcher understand what the findings mean.

What agreement should be reached about publica-
tion and release? Normally, members of an organization
expect and deserve the right to review the researcher’s
write-up of results before publication, and the researcher
agrees to correct errors of fact and to disguise informa-
tion regarded as harmful if published in undisguised
form. When contracting, entry, and the whole relation-
ship have been skillfully handled, differences about re-
lease and publication can almost always be reconciled
without violating the organization’s legitimate claim to

privacy or the researcher’s right to reach and publish his
own conclusions.

METHODOLOGICAL
STRATEGIES

After the entry and contracting phase, the researcher is
in a position to develop appropriate methodological
strategies. In capturing the wholeness of ongoing social
systems, clinical and gestalt researchers are continuously
developing testing and adapting research methods and
data-gathering sources. In a real sense, over the course
of the project, social scientists become street-wise
researchers and develop methodological strategies appro-
priate for and adapted to the problem to be studied. Too
often researchers, especially inexperienced ones, are not
willing to adopt flexible methodological strategies and
seem to overanalyze or “fight” their rich data sources,
losing perspective on the larger social question. This tun-
nel vision may be due in part to a lack of social and/or
interpersonal skills required to appreciate the totality of
the social system. Many times, however, such resistance
is due to an overreliance on and adherence to the stan-
dard rules of scientific objectivity that we have discussed.
Additionally, we believe that this resistance may reflect
the unnecessary and unfounded distinction often drawn
between qualitative and quantitative research ap-
proaches. That is, clinical or gestalt research has often
been portrayed as a qualitative and “soft” approach,
while more experimental approaches have been deemed
quantitative. Our intention here is to demonstrate that
both qualitative and quantitative research-data-
collection techniques and methodologies can be
employed independently or in a complementary man-
ner. Many qualitative and quantitative research strate-
gies are available to the researcher and have been
reviewed elsewhere (Bouchard 1976; Cannell and Kahn
1968; Weick 1968).

In the remainder of this section, we will briefly dis-
cuss several commonly employed methodological strate-
gies. One difficult task that the researcher faces is to
strike an appropriate balance of researcher involvement
and structure in data-collection techniques. This balance
needs to fit both the nature of the project and the
researcher’s own competence and preference to ensure
meaningful and reliable findings.

Direct observation

Direct observation is perhaps the most complicated and
yet most personally satisfying research methodology. In
the most extreme form of direct observation—participant
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observation—the researcher actually becomes a mem-
ber of the social system under study. Severyn Bruyn

(1963, 222-23) has summarized the role of the partici-

pant observer:

1. The participant observer shares in the life activities and
sentiments of people in face-to-face relationships.

2. The role of participant observer requires both detach-
ment and personal involvement.

3. The researcher acquires a social role which is deter-
mined by the requirements of the research design and
the framework of the culture.

4. The scientific interests of the participant observer are
interdependent with the cultural framework of the peo-
ple being studied.

5. The social role of the researcher is a natural part of
the cultural life of the observed.

Several classic studies in organizational behavior
have employed a wider range of observation techniques.
(For example, in this chapter we have described Blau
1955 and Selznick 1949.) Still, the methodological foun-
dations of this approach have been described by a num-
ber of social scientists as unscientific and epistemologic-
ally suspect. (For reviews, see Bruyn 1963, 1966.) The
overriding advantage of this methodology, however, is
precisely that it enables researchers to capture the whole-
ness and immediate reality of the ongoing social system.

Various observation and interviewing methods are
used (see Zelditch 1962), and researcher participation
ranges from a high level of involvement, such as William
Foote Whyte’s (1981) four-year study of an Italian street
group, to a very specialized and marginal level of involve-
ment in a social system (see Bouchard 1976)a

We have emphasized the importance of relatively
unstructured initial exposure or immersion in the field
setting. In the same view, M¢ 9, 62)
described his use of participan , ology:
“No explicit hypotheses were formulated in Men Who
Manage. . . . 1 never feel sure that it is relevant for
hypothesizing until I have some intimacy with the situa-
tion.” Once in the field, the observer can use direct-
observation techniques, key informants, and natural and
archival data sources in documenting the “natural his-
tory” of a social system.

Whether the reseaacher is employing a qualitative
or more quantitative analytical method (e.g., the use of
explicit measurement techniques) or both, direct obser-
vation techniques are subject to the rigorous concerns
of reliability and validity, control, objectivity, and mea-
surement. Bouchard (1976) and Bruyn (1963) have care-
fully summarized many of these concerns and research
principles to guide the researcher’s observations. The fol-
lowing list summarizes many of these general guidelines:

Focus on the Researcher

1 Be aware of your own biases and the bias you
bring to each situation. Separate facts from
artifacts.

2. Be sensitive to your own position in the social
structure.

3. Be sensitive to changes in your values, attitudes,
beliefs, and emotions.

4, Do not overidentify with any subgroup unless
it is technically necessary; maintain sufficient
distance to allow an uninhibited working style.

5. Be honest and candid with all informants and
data sources.

Focus on the Participants

6. Be aware of participants’ biases.

7. Examine all counter positions carefully.

8. Observe your subjects in as many different con-
texts as possible.

9. Strengthen interpretations with data from
multiple data sources, such as other observers
and informants, interviews, and archival data
sources.

Focus on the Research Goals

10. Relate the research question to a larger social
context or social problem.

11. Specify the procedures used so that other investi-
gators can check and develop similar proce-
dures. (A good example of this is William Foote
Whyte’s [1981] methodological appendix in the
second edition of Street Corner Society.)

12. Specify the development of quantitative mea-
sures and analytical procedures.

Systematic observation

Qualitative and quantitative systematic observation tech-
niques have also been employed by clinical researchers.
Weick (1968, 360) has defined the observational method
as “the selection, provocation, recording, and encoding
of that set of behaviors and settings concerning organ-
isms (in situ) which is consistent with empirical aims.”
Traditionally, direct observers have employed a “non-
directive” observational field methodology. Weick’s defi-
nition of systematic observation procedures, however,
provides researchers with a more structured and quanti-
tative model for observational methodologies. He notes
several reasons for employing systematic observation
methods:

1 A wide range of detailed data is provided.
2. Whole events are preserved.
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. The parameters of behavior are defined.

. More than one individual can be studied.

. Language may not be available to describe actions.

. Individuals may not wish to serve as informants, or
individual perceptions may be distorted or defective.

Many systematic or structured observation methods
have been reviewed in detail elsewhere (e.g., Bouchard
1976; Weick 1968). Here we will briefly discuss three cat-
egories of behavior that have been studied by clinical and
gestalt researchers: verbal behavior, nonverbal behavior,
and overt/spatial behavior.

The analysis of verbal behavior involves studying
and observing people talking in their natural surround-
ings (in situ)a Robert Bales’s well-known Interaction
Process Analysis (IPA) system (1950) and his later System
for the Multiple Level of Observation of Groups (SYM-
LOG) (1979) are based on peer and observer ratings of
verbal statements, individual behavior, and group inter-
action. Mann (1967) has similarly developed a verbal
coding system, which assesses individual behavior by
studying the development of feelings toward a group
leader. Borgatta (1963) and Argyris (1970) have also each
developed a system of categories for coding interpersonal
behavior. Verbal behavior has also been assessed by con-
tent analysis techniques. For example, Stone, Dunphy,
Smith, and Ogilvie’s (1966) General Inquirer computer
programs are designed to assess, identify, and tabulate
patterns of verbal behavior. Similarly, systematic studies
have been made of nonverbal behaviors such as facial
expressions, body movements, tone of voice, and speech
patterns. For example, in Unmasking the Face, Ekman
and Frieson (1975, 1977) provide a coding system for
recognizing facial expressions of emotions based on the
analysis of facial anatomy.

Finally, overt spatial behaviors have also been sys-
tematically observed. Investigators such as Hall (1964)
and Sommer (1969) have coded individual use of per-
sonal and social space and territory, while other investi-
gators have coded various human movements (for
example, Birdwhistell 1970)a The frequency of move-
ments and interpersonal outcomes have been analyzed.
These researchers, and others, have shown that individ-
ual spatial and overt behaviors are developed with
regularity, and that violations of these patterns and
boundaries affect social interaction.

The advantages of systematic observation tech-
niques are especially great when multiple measures and
multiple observers are employed. Verbal, nonverbal, and
other descriptions of behavior can together provide a
comprehensive view of social behavior. As we have
emphasized, systematic techniques should be used to
complement more qualitative observational approaches.

Interviewing strategies

Researchers ask questions. Whether a research problem
is exploratory or intended to verify theory, a large part
of the data will be collected through interviews, which
may range from nondirective interviews to structured
question-and-answer formats (for a review, see Cannell
and Kahn 1968). Bouchard (1976) has classified four
general types of interviews on the basis of the question-
and-response format. First, in the “totally structured”
or “directed” interview, the intersiewer asked a specific
set of questions requiring a specific set of responses. A
second type of interview, often called the “open-ended”
or “free response” interview, has specified questions but
allows for any response. The third type of interview has
no specified questions and allows for any response.
Finally, the “nondirective,” “exploratory,” or “clinical”
interview provides interviewers and respondents total
freedom in discussing any materials or questions, with
little structure to the interview process.

It seems clear that a genuinely nondirective inter-
view is not practical for most research purposes. How-
ever, we believe that a tempered version of the
open-ended and nondirective clinical interview, perhaps
better called the nondirective research interview, is use-
ful for the research process described by this chapter.
Indeed, Whyte (1960) has described the inappropriate-
ness of the genuinely nondirective clinical interview and
has suggested that a modified version might be more
applicable for field research. He describes his experience:

Once, while studying human relations in restau-
rants, I decided that I would be just as nondirective as
I could. I began each interview simply by asking the
informant to tell me whatever he cared to that was
important to him about the job situation. The usual
answer was: “What do you want to know?” Some infor-
mants were willing to respond to questions, but no one
poured out his feelings in response to my general invita-
tion. Rather, the approach seemed to make the infor-
mants quite uneasy, and I quickly shifted to providing
a good deal more structure in the interview. (p. 352)

The format of the nondirective research interview
utilizes the general structure of the open-ended, free-
response interview and the reflective and listening
processes of the nondirective clinical interview. The non-
directive research interviewer may come to the interview
with a list of topics or general questions to be covered.
The order and format of these questions is usually open-
ended. Interview questions are designed to build on the
respondent’s confidence and comfort with the inter-
viewer. The interviewer may also ask the respondent to
clarify certain points during the interview process.
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Gradually, confidence and rapport can be developed in
this nonthreatening conversation.

Whyte (1960) has described several general rules for
interviewing in field research. The rules are not meant
to be exhaustive by any means, but reflect the goals and
procedures of the nondirective research interview. The
researcher is advised to

e listen more than talk;

e listen sympathetically and actively;

¢ summarize and reflect informant responses;

¢ avoid giving advice and passing moral judgment;

¢ generally do not interrupt;

* when an interruption is necessary, interrupt gracefully;

e design the questions to help the informants express
themselves clearly (for example, use relevant language);

e ensure confidentiality of the interview.

Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939, 270-91) have
similarly discussed “rules of orientation” and “rules for
conducting the interview;” which were developed dur-
ing the Western Electric Hawthorne research program
and subsequently modified for use in employee counsel-
ing. (For an account of the counseling program at West-
ern Electric, see Dickson and Roethlisberger 1966.) A
similar orientation to counseling and psychotherapy was
developed by Rogers (1942, 1951).

There is no clear formula for deciding the types of
questions, length of interview, whom to interview, and
where and when to conduct the interview. Reviews of
the interview process are available (Cannell and Kahn
1968), and we urge interested readers to examine them
carefully.

During the interview, researchers are encouraged to
probe participants. Certain topics may have been insuffi-
ciently covered. A degree of flexibility is also required.
As Lofland (1971) suggests, this type of interview might
be thought of as a “guided conversation.” Finally, profes-
sional standards require a general introduction to par-
ticipants, covering some of the essential points
summarized by Lofland. ‘

1. Explain the purpose of the study.

2. Assure anonymity and confidentiality.

3. Indicate that there are no right answers to the ques-
tions. Interest is in personal opinions.

4. Assure participants that it is all right to interrupt or
ask for clarification.

5. Provide some background about own background and
interests.

The collection of data from the interview generally
follows the same rules that will apply in taking field
notes. However, effective interpersonal and listening skills
are mandatory in developing meaningful results.

We believe that the research aims reflected in this
chapter are captured by the nondirective research inter-
view. Clearly, the way to learn this technique is to get
out in the field and question and listen, testing and
improving the accuracy of your listening by occasion-
ally reflecting back what you are hearing.

Unobtrusive research strategies

Eugene Webb and his associates (Webb, Campbell,
Schwartz, and Sechrest 1966) have described a collec-
tion of unobtrusive research methods that can be used
to supplement or cross-validate data collected through
interviews, questionnaires, and systematic observation.
Unobtrusive measures are a collection of nonreactive
research tools—that is, these measures are not influenced
by the biases and behavior of respondents, experimenters,
or interviewers or by other sources of behavior that are
influenced or not directly addressed by the research pro-
gram. Webb and his associates argue for the necessity
of employing multiple nonreactive methods as a supple-
ment to the more traditionally employed social science
data-gathering techniques (for example, the interview).
Unobtrusive measures seem well suited to the clinical,
gestalt, and “detective” aspects of the research process
described in this chapter.

Webb and his associates discuss three general types
of unobtrusive measures: physical traces, archival
records, and observation techniques. Physical traces com-
prise natural erosion measures (for example, the physi-
cal wear of a library book can suggest its popularity and
remnants of past behavior, or counting the number of
liquor bottles in trash cans can be a measure of a town’s
sobriety)e Archival records represent any data source
(public and private) that was produced for other than
scholarly purposes. Societal or organizational records,
voting behaviors, budgets, birth rates, and appointment
calendars all represent the archival record. Selznick’s
(1949) use of the TVA files and records illustrates the ar-
chival method. Finally, observational nonobtrusive mea-
sures can range from direct observation to more
structured observation techniques. In the direct role, ob-
servers may simply code behavior and observe data in
a nonobtrusive manner. They can code physical signs,
for example, the spatial arrangement of furniture, or the
verbal and nonverbal behavior of individuals. More in-
trusive (and ethically questionable) observation tech-
niques include hidden cameras and recording devices,
an intervening observer (for example, Allen Funt of
“Candid Camera”), or entrapment studies (for example,
the recent Abscam entrapment)e In each case, although
the social scientist may structure the situation, the indi-
vidual is totally free.
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Unobtrusive measures, by themselves, cannot elim-
inate bias and contamination in research projects, but
they can be useful tools for supplementing more tradi-
tional approaches to social research. An integrative or
multimethod approach seems well suited for the
researcher whose goal is to capture the wholeness in an
ongoing situation. Just as the researcher must become
street-wise to understand the totality of the situation, he
or she must play the detective, using all available clues
and methods to understand the problem at hand.

PROCESSING
AND ANALYZING
RESEARCH DATA

Researchers are constantly collecting and interpreting
data. Indeed, a major part of the ongoing learning pro-
cess is comparing data sources and field notes during the
course of a research project. This section discusses tech-
niques that can be employed in processing and interpret-
ing data.

Processing data

In their discussions of field research methods, Selltiz,
Wrightsman, and Cook (1976) and Lofland (1971) each
review numerous data-processing techniques. We will
discuss several of these data-processing strategies, par-
ticularly those that are useful to the field or gestalt
researcher.

Field notes are perhaps the most common way for
researchers to process data. In describing the process of
developing field notes, Lofland (1971, 102-3) emphati-
cally writes:

Without the sustained writing down of what has
gone on, the observer is hardly in a better position to
analyze and comprehend the workings of a world than
are the members themselves. . . . Field notes provide the
observer’s raison d'etre. If he isnot doing them, he might
as well not be in the setting.

Lofland carefully describes several fundamental
steps in the development of field notes. A first step is to
familiarize oneself with the culture, physical character,
and natural events in the setting. Through relevant
newspapers, observation of natural events, and informal
discussions with participants, the researcher begins to
develop descriptive mental notes on the nature of the
field setting. After this initial immersion a second step
is to preserve the natural sequence and importance of
events through jotted notes. Key words, phrases, or quick

observations can be jotted on napkins over lunch or in
small inconspicuous notebooks. Jotted notes serve to re-
mind the field worker of key events and can jog memo-
ries when the time comes to write detailed notes. Finally,
mental and jotted notes are used in developing full field
notes. Lofland suggests that researchers promptly devel-
op field notes at the end of each day, before memory
lapses occur. Considerable personal discipline is required
for accurately developing descriptive field notes.

Full field notes are meant to capture the ongoing
events of the setting. For this reason, a chronological log
of events and behaviors, described in a concrete and dis-
tanced manner, is suggested. Personal impressions, notes
of future interests, previously forgotten material, and
analytic suggestions can all be part of the full field notes.
Selltiz and her associates also suggest that several com-
mon elements should be recorded in most field settings,
including information on the participants, setting, pur-
pose, social behavior, frequency and duration of behav-
jors, and the recording of behavioral anecdotes.

Data-processing techniques utilizing systematic ob-
servation are also available to the researcher. Weick
(1968) has reviewed many of these more systematic
recordings of behavior; we will focus only on techniques
that may be useful to the field researcher. The first is
the specimen record, a nonselective data-processing tech-
nique that sequentially and completely describes specific
behaviors of interest. Similarly, observational data can
also be collected by means of behavioral checklists.
Brandt (1972) has distinguished between static and ac-
tion checklists. Static checklists code stable characteris-
tics of the participants and environment (for example,
race, sex, and weather), while action checklists record
actual behaviors. More elaborate checklists of behavior
are represented by sign analysis—the sampling of specific
predetermined behaviors of interest to the researcher
(Brandt 1972)—and category systems, which are
designed to yield mutually exclusive and independent
dimensions of behavior (Weick 1968). Selltiz and her as-
sociates (1976) describe category systems as indicating
whether a specific type of behavior has occurred, but
not the frequency or intensity of an occurrence; Bales
has studied groups using his SYMLOG category system
(Bales 1979). Finally, behavior has also been recorded
through field formats involving behavioral maps or no-
tation techniques (Weick 1968). Hall (1964), for exam-
ple, employs pictures, mnemonics, and number codes in
describing social interaction.

The nondirective research interview also provides
researchers with a rich descriptive data collection and
processing technique. Lofland (1971) has outlined several
steps in the development of interview topics. First, the
researcher frames general topics of interest. This process
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may involve feedback and testing ideas, perhaps after
the initial immersion in the setting. General clusters of
topics may then emerge. The global structure of the
topics is next considered. For example, more sensitive is-
sues may be addressed toward the end of the interview.
Finally, a general ordering of topics is developed.

Audiotaping and videotaping can be used to record
interview and observational data. Most clinical
researchers have relied primarily on their own notes,
taken during the interview, from which they subse-
quently dictate or write up the interview. The advan-
tages of note taking include the following:

¢ [t communicates interest in what the subject says.

e [t enables researchers to slow the pace of the in-
terview when desirable.

¢ It helps researchers feed back interim summaries
of what he or she is hearing.

¢ Stopping the note taking toward the end of the
interview sometimes stimulates further explora-
tion of sensitive subjects.

¢ Interviewees may be more comfortable and open
than when the interview is taped.

The advantages of taping an interview are that it

e provides an accurate and complete record of what
was said;

¢ minimizes selective bias and memory limitations;

® permits a permanent record that can be checked
subsequently for other research purposes and by
other researchers.

In all cases, taping interviews should only be conducted
with the subjects’ informed consent.

Analyzing data

The task of understanding patterns of behavior in orga-
nizations is perhaps the most difficult the researcher
faces. Long after the interviews have been conducted,
the hours of observation have been logged, and the rele-
vant background resources have been reviewed, the
researcher must decide how to process and analyze the
data. Of course, if the researcher has been a careful de-
tective and analyst all along, constantly questioning and
analyzing the data inputs of the ongoing social systems,
the process will be much easier.

Several concrete guidelines for processing and
analyzing field data are available. Lofland’s (1971)
detailed analysis of the collection and management of
field data, Whyte’s (1960) discussion of indexing inter-
view notes, and Mills’s (1959) classic description of “fil-
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ing” qualitative data are each helpful in this regard.
These and other descriptions of field methodology all
stress the importance of prompt development of a filing
or indexing system. Whyte describes how he approached
data processing and indexing in Street Corner Society.

As I gathered my early research data, I had to de-
cide how I was to organize the written notes. In the very
early stage of exploration, I simply put all the notes in
chronological order, in a single folder. As I was to go
on to study a number of different groups and problems,
it was obvious that this was no solution at all.

I had to subdivide the notes. There seemed to be
two main possibilities. I could organize the notes topi-
cally, with folders for politics, rackets, the church, the
family, and so on. Or I could organize the notes in terms
of the groups on which they were based. . . . Without
really thinking the problem through, I began filing ma-
terial on the group basis, reasoning that I could redi-
vide it on a topical basis when I had better knowledge
of what the relevant topics should be.

As time went on, even the notes in one folder grew
beyond the point where my memory would allow me
to locate any given item rapidly. Then I devised a
rudimentary indexing system: a page in three columns
containing, for each interview or observation report, the
date, the person or people being interviewed or observed,
and a brief summary of the interview or observation rec-
ord. Such an index would cover from three to eight pages.
When I came to review the notes or to write from them,
a five-to-ten minute perusal of the index was enough to
give me a reasonably full picture of what I had and of
where any given item could be located.’

Whyte (1960) suggests that it is not advisable to de-
termine index categories before entering the field. Once
the researcher has developed a sense of the culture and
has become immersed in the setting, then meaningful
categories may become apparent. Additionally, the in-
dexing or filing system should reflect the substantive in-
terests of the researcher.

Lofland (1971) has proposed that researchers may
want to develop different types of files for storing, or-
dering, and retrieving information. A mundane file keeps
track of such things as names, places, and documents.
Analytic files contain brief summaries or reports on rel-
evant observations or data sources. The analytic files are
used to develop general coding schemes and track pat-
terns of behavior. Finally, field-work files contain
methodological strategies and choices that may be in-
volved in conducting the research project. Indexes can

1. W. F. Whyte, Street Corner Seciety, 3d ed. (Chicago: University

of Chicago Press, 1981), 307-8. © 1943, 1955 by The University of
Chicago. Reprinted by permission.
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also be used to cross-reference notes in these and other
files. Additionally, computer-based storage and retrieval
of files seem especially suited for field-research filing sys-
tems in light of the recent advances in the use of person-
al computers.

Field researchers quickly learn that processing and
analyzing data sources go hand in hand. They must con-
tinuously summarize and process new data and compare
new inputs with previous sources. The final analysis in-
volves developing a plan or outline for organizing all
these various learnings, and developing labels, catego-
ries, and patterns of behavior. We cannot stress too
strongly that the final product is only as good as the
researcher’s ongoing analyses, learning, and reanalyses

of the field data.

STRATEGIC
AND ETHICAL QUESTIONS

Before closing our discussion of gestalt research meth-
odologies, it is important to emphasize several strategic
issues and ethical questions that characteristically arise
in conducting and reporting field research. Some of these
questions are not easy to answer, and the dilemmas have
been resolved differently by different researchers. Be-
cause we believe these topics have been given insufficient
attention in the literature of research methodology, we
want to reemphasize here four characteristics of clini-
cal field research.

1. The researcher has some special responsibilities
to the members of the organization in which the
research was conducted.

2. The research process itself is an intervention
which produces some unintended change in the
phenomena being studied.

3. The researcher’s involvement inevitably raises
questions about whether and how the results are
biased by that involvement.

4. It is seldom clear whether the results of any one
study contribute unequivocally to generalizable
knowledge, even when they have a strong impact
on practice.

Responsibility to members of the research site

To obtain valid data the researcher is given permission
to enter an organization or other social system, to inter-
view and observe its members, and in other ways to in-
terfere with or inconvenience the people whose behavior

he or she wishes to understand. What responsibilities
does the researcher have in return to the member of the
site being studied? The answer to this question depends
on the terms of the explicit and implicit contract under
which permission to conduct the project is granted. But
additional responsibilities are likely to arise during the
research process, and general ethical considerations often
imply responsibilities that may not be clearly specified
during early negotiations. The most important respon-
sibilities concern the confidentiality, clearance, and use-
fulness of the research project.

Normally the researcher undertakes to make avail-
able, before publication, all results of the research to the
leaders of the organization, if not all its members. This
is done for several reasons: as a check on validity, be-
cause the results will presumably be useful in some way
to members of the organization, and in order to obtain
clearance for publication. If the people whose behavior
was studied do not perceive the findings as accurate
descriptions of their experience, the validity of the results
is certainly suspect. Of course, a distinction needs to be
made between the perceived accuracy of reported facts
and the perceived validity of the researcher’s interpre-
tations. During negotiations over entry, it should be
made clear that members of the organization have a
greater right to question reported facts than to veto the
researcher’s intrepretation of their significance. When
there is strong disagreement over interpretation, the na-
ture of this diagreement should be reported in published
results. Sometimes this distinction is hard to make, and
publication of the researcher’s findings involves compli-
cated negotiations or bad feelings. Obviously it makes
sense to discuss these issues openly during the entire re-
search process.

Negotiations over permission to conduct the research
should include agreement about whether the identity of
the organization is to be revealed. (Sometimes this deci-
sion is postponed until after the research report has been
written.) If the organization is not to be identified, it
may be necessary before publication not only to give the
organization and its members fictitious names but alsc
to alter the report in other ways (e.g., disguise the prod-
uct or geographical location) so that readers cannot de-
duce the organization’s identity. Sometimes it is difficult
to reconcile a legitimate need to disguise identity witl-
the researcher’s obligation to report findings that wil
be regarded as valid.

Often the researcher also has to worry about reveal
ing the identity or violating the confidence of individua
informants. Researchers should, and usually do, under
take not to identify reported opinions or quotations fron
interviews with specific individuals. Sometimes this corn
mitment will require the suppression of relevant data—
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for instance, the fact that a certain opinion was only ex-
pressed by persons in a particular position. A good prac-
tice, not followed as often as it should be, is not to use
any extensive quotation without showing it, and the con-
text in which it is to be used, in advance to the infor-
mant and receiving explicit permission to use it in this
way. When people are asked whether their opinions can
be cited, they usually do not object and may agree or
even want to be identified, provided they regard the
opinion as accurate and valid.

If the research report is done well, it should be valu-
able to the organization and to the individuals who have
been studied. If the results do not seem useful to the peo-
ple with most knowledge of the situation, the researcher
should wonder whether publication is appropriate. Ob-
taining clearance before publication, therefore, is not
only alegitimate exchange for permission to conduct the
research but also a valid check on the findings and the
utility of the conclusions.

Occasionally there will be a disagreement between
the researcher and members of the organizations stud-
ied as to whether publication of some of the findings will
be useful. Organization members may feel that the find-
ings, and the researcher’s interpretation of them, put the
institution in a bad light, but the researcher may believe,
perhaps correctly, that publication will be useful it order
to prevent other organizations from making the same
mistake, and perhaps to prevent the studied organiza-
tion from making similar errors in the future, Usually
it is possible to agree on a form of publication and dis-
guise that mediates effectively between these opposing
opinions. Sometimes the organization may approve or
even request publication of certain data that the
researcher believes would harm some individuals in the
organization. We believe a researcher should not pub-
lish data that will harm any of his informants even if,
in terms of the formal contract, he has permission to do
s0.

Research and intervention

The clinical field research process itself is an interven-
tion that inevitably alters to some extent the state of the
social system being studied. The behavior observed and
the attitudes recorded are unavoidably different, in ways
that are not easy to define, from the behavior and atti-
tudes that would have existed without the researcher’s
entry into the system he or she is trying to understand.

The extent of change in the system varies, because
certain research procedures are more obtrusive than
others. But seme change in the preexisting state will
probably be produced by the researcher’s presence. The
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exact nature and extent of the change is quite difficult
to determine accurately. The knowledge that gestalt re-
search methods provide about behavior in real organi-
zations is therefore knowledge about organizations that
are being influenced by the fact that they are being stud-
ied. One consolation or rejoinder to thissobering thought
is that knowledge about organizations responding to the
inevitable intervention of field research is much better
than no knowledge about real organizations at all.

There is, of course, an important exception that ap-
parently avoids the problem: research may be conducted
by a participant observer who conceals the fact that the
purpose of his or her presence is research. For instance,
one way of studying behavior in a factory is to get a job
there and then use conversations and observations dur-
ing work as data for a research study. There are obvious
practical difficulties involved with this approach. Fur-
thermore, we believe that deliberately hiding one’s iden-
tity and purpose is unethical. People who are being
studied for research purposes have a right to know that
this is happening. Several important contributions to the
literature of organizational behavior have been based on
experience as a bona fide member of an organization.
But in these cases the research contribution was a by-
product of experience as a member of the organization,
not its purpose, and hence no unethical concealment was
involved.

Since data in the behavior of organization members
should only be collected with their knowledge and per-
mission, the research process will always influence the
behavior being studied. Thus a primary requirement for
competence as a gestalt researcher is a sensitive aware-
ness of how one’s presence and procedures interact with
the data of interest. How a social system responds to out-
side influence is often the key to understanding tlie sys-
tem’s functioning. We believe that responses to the
researcher’s intervention are themselves data highly rel-
evant to the researcher’s purpose, provided he or she stays
aware, of and carefully records the nature of, that re-
sponse. For example, Whyte’s observations of how dif-
ferent members of the groups he studied reacted to him
in his acknowledged role as a researcher were essential
data for his study. Similarly, the so-called “Hawthorne
effect,” far from being a flaw in research design, was in
fact the central finding of the relay-assembly-test-room
study at Western Electric.

To some critics, the most serious problem in clinical-
field-research methodology is the contamination of the
system studied by the researcher’s intervention in it. But
this inevitable circumstance can be turned to advantage.
The important point to emphasize is that this kind of
research paints a picture of a dynamic system respond-
ing to an outsider’s presence. For this reason it is very
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important that the nature of the intervention, how it was
arranged and responded to, should be an essential part
of the report on the research results.

Involvement and bias

The best and most influential reports on field research

have  en made by researchers who spent months or even
year side the organizations they studied. The longer
and  re intense the time spent interacting with mem-
bers 7 an organization, the more inevitably the
rese  her becomes personally involved with the behav-
jor ¢  attitudes he studies. He comes to know people,
mal  =al friends, find some members more congenial
thar  hers, sympathize with certain attitudes and react
neg  ely to others, and perhaps find his own opinions
moc d by these experiences. It is important to remem-
ber t the researcher’s role is to be an observer, not
a gr ) member. Of course, a certain level of personal
inva  ment is an inevitable consequence of frequent and
prol  red interaction.

hat should researchers do about the danger that
thei wolvement may bias their findings? Again, the
mos 1portant advice that experienced field workers can
give  not to pretend to have been uninvolved, but to
rem  as aware as possible of the nature of the involve-
mer nd to take this into account in reaching conclu-
sion  1d reporting the results. As a practical matter, it
can  p if the researcher avoids continuous immersion
over ong period in the same research site. It is impor-
tant  alternate site visits with time in another site or
bac | the office, working on field notes and engaged
in o r kinds of work. It is also useful to exchange ex-
peri  es and ideas with others engaged in the same or
simi  research projects. Discussions with an interested
colli  ue about the meaning of observed events and how
they teracted with the researcher’s own feelings can
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