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relationship with the sponsoring organization, etc., and ( b )  
personalistic-locals who are more concerned with the nonpro- 
fessional aspects of an interviewer's life. It is my impression that 
in the past 20 years there has been a considerable increase in the 
proportion of professional-cosmopolitans in American elite posi- 
tions. Naturally, there are many mixed types. 

Time can be saved, to the degree that people are interested in 
one's professional qualifications and knowledge of their pro- 
fessions by duplicating an experience statement about oneself 
which one can offer to show the interviewee as a personal in- 
troduction; naturally, such a statement should indicate something 
about one's knowledge of the kinds of matters one will raise with 
a given set of interviewees. In my most recent interviews, deal- 
ing with state and provincial government, I usually mention 
that the most relevant thing may be my own practical experience 
in Massachusetts state government and the fact that I have 
already talked with officials in a good many states and provinces 
about similar problems. I also have carried with me, simply 
because it looks more impressive than a mimeographed state- 
ment, a jacket of one of my books (which, since it has a picture, 
confirms that I am who I say I am).  My impression is that such 
a professional emphasis tends to reduce the time spent on usually 
pointless personal questions (Are you related to this particular 
Dexter ~7hom the interviewee knew at such-and-such a place?)- 
pointless for the kind of interview I characteristically conduct. 

Of course, there are projects and interviewees where the per- 
sonal note must be struck. To give a contrast; although I am a 
distant relative of the late Senator Green of Rhode Island, it 
did not seem to me worthwhile in interviewing him to mention 
the matter; it seemed obvious that he would be (as indeed he 
was) willing to teach me in a professional manner. On the 
other hand, the late Senator Malone of Nevada cross-questioned 
me for some thirty-five minutes about my background; and the 
thing that, seemingly, finally decided him to "open up" was my 
statement that my grandfather had been a Baptist minister. 
More generally, there are far more state legislators than con- 
gressmen, I suspect, with whom it would be worthwhile to 
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establish some tie of mutual acquaintance, schooling, athletic 
interest, and the like. 

In general, however, my feeling is that if the interview goes at 
all well, it is best to omit any mention of personal factors, sub- 
stantively irrelevant to the interview, unless it is quite clear that 
the interviewee is personalistically oriented. Otherwise, one may 
( a )  waste time in trying to establish confidence which can be 
better established by the substance of the discussion, and ( b )  
run at least a slight risk that one may lead the interviewee to 
address himself to your mutual acquaintances as well as to you. 
Rirsman points out (p .  574) that many of the interviewees in 
the Lazarsfeld and Thielens study of attitudes on academic free- 
dom were addressing themselves past the interviewers to Lazars- 
feld himself. This was not in that case harmful, but in interview- 

g a particular United States senator who had been a student 
my grandfather's and may have remembered him clearly, I 

saw no value in mentioning the fact, because it might lead him 
to talk to me as though my political and ethical views were those 
of my grandfather. Such personalistic contacts should, of course, 
be mentioned, if this can be done without pretentiousness, if the 

terview is limping badly; and they may be worth mentioning at 
e end of the interview, in any event, in order to see if they 
ad the interviewee to feel he should add something. 

lthough they will rarely be needed, extreme embarrassment 
be avoided if one has on one's person at all times credentials 

ch show quite clearly: ( a )  that one is who one says one is, 
( b )  that the project in which one is engaged is quite bona 

. (For example, I have, when engaged in interviewing under 
ocial Science Research Council grant, had available a report 
that body, which shows its responsibility.) I t  happens so 
ly it is easy to forget to take credentials with one; but on the 
dzins project, where all my arrangements had been made 
ly, I subcontracted a few interviews to a friend who has 

ecial competences. In the course of his interviewing in a 
lrity agency, some official saw fit to raise the question of his 
nsorship and responsibility; at that time, Grodzins was out 

f Chicago and I was also not available. Once, when I had for- 
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gotten to bring even a wallet with me, I was interviewing 
Pentagon officials, who, hot in their zeal to show me how dread- 
fully evil the behavior of one of the other services was, were 
insisting on my reading documents stamped TOP SECRET 
(despite my protests that I was not cleared and had no official 
"need to know.") They left me alone with the documents for a 
few minutes, for some reason; I prayed that no one else would 
walk in! 

In actually starting off the interview, it is often helpful to 
comment on something in the office which is relevant and shows 
a man's concerns. Or if one is lucky, one may have heard or 
overheard while waiting in the outer office, for instance, some- 
thing which suggests a remark which is likely to be pertinent to 
what a man is thinking about currently. As a matter of fact, 
some interviewees more or less rehearse the high points of what 
they said to their most recent interlocutor of importance, just 
because it is occupying their mind at the moment; frequently, 
such a rehearsal serves to provide a lead-in to one's own concerns, 
and in any case the more an interview is made to seem like a 
continuation of what a man has just been talking about or con- 
cerning himself with, the better the prospect of his opening up 
quickly. 

One mistake which I have made on a number of occasions is 
to try to carry on an interview in an environment unsuited for it. 
A legislator who is standing outside the legislative chamber, 
while half his attention is focused on buttonholing colleagues is 
not a good subject for an interview; though one might learn 
something from observing him. I do not know whether, if con- 
fronted with such a situation again, I would have the nerve to 
say in effect, "I need your full attention . . ." but I hope I would 
ask whether I can arrange some time when he is less preoccupied. 
The most common difficulty is a man who really lacks a private 
office; for instance, state legislators or an executive assistant 
whose room is used as a passageway to his chief's. In all such 
cases, I shall in the future ask if there is a conference room or 
if we can have a cup of coffee, or, if worst comes to worst, even 
meet for a lunch. 
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Many interviewees stop phone calls for any visitor; actually, 
however, if there is a choice, I would seriously urge them not to 
cut off important calls for two reasons: ( a )  calls give me a break 
to catch up on my notes, and ( b )  calls may give a clearer picture 
of the kind of man I am talking with. 

On the Importance of Multi-Interpretable 
Comments or Quest ions 

In most political interviews, certainly, and I think in most 
interviews where the important thing is the discovery of a social 
pattern or value of any sort, it is important to start off with 
comments or ask questions where the key words are quite vague 
and ambiguous, so the interviewee can interpret them in his own 
terms, and out of his own experience. A good example of such a 

estion (though by no means the ideal question to start with!) 
the classic "What's this I hear about the trouble in this or- 

Ordinarily, the questions should be of this nature: "What do 
u hear from business?" ( to congressmen), "What are they 

u about?" not "Do you hear from them about the 
better may be, "What people do you hear from 
anybody pressure you?" Similarly, on the Grodzins 

roject, not "How about the grants your agency is supposed to 
et from such-and-such a federal department," but "In what 
ays are you most affected in your work by national matters . . ." 
d if someone starts telling you, as an official of a racing com- 
ssion told me, about ex-FBI agents who are employed by 

1 authority, well and good, you have learned to 
the impact of the federal government! A question which 

defines a particular area for discussion is far more likely 
esult in omission of some vital data which you, the inter- 

wer, have not even thought of. Of course, by this process, 
are not strictly comparable with one another in 

s of a narrow conception of what is factual; but you dis- 
ver how your interviewees and informants see the issues. 
It depends very much what the focus of the study is and how 
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it is developing how far you raise quite specific issues later on. 
In the trade study, as it happened, I found mj7 focus was becom- 
ing the congressman's conception of his job, the businessman's 
conceptions of political channels, so throughout the greater part 
of most interviews I used multi-interpretable questions or com- 
ments. On the other hand, in the Grodzins study there were 
certain factual matters about the influence of federal funds on 
state procedures which could be asked about quite specifically. 

Discussion Rather Than Rat-A-Tat-Tat Questioning 

The heading almost speaks for itself. It is my experience and 
impression-but it may reflect an idiosyncrasy of my own-that 
many elite interviewees dislike a steady flow of questions ( I  
think this is why some of them dislike press conferences). They 
\vould prefer a discussion, or still more, perhaps, something which 
sounds like a discussion but is really a quasi-monologue stimu- 
lated by understanding comments. Often, at any rate, I try to 
handle the relationship as discussion-two reflective men trying 
to find out how things happen, but the less informed and ex- 
perienced one ( the interviewer) deferring to the wiser one and 
learning from him. 

Note-Making and Writing Up Notes 

There is wide variation between interviewers as to how to take 
notes. The one rule which is universally agreed to is that notes 
should be written up as soon as possible after an interview is 
completed. Powdermaker tells of stopping her car in Indianola 
at  the earliest possible moment after she got away from the 
interviewee; I often stop for an unnecessary cup of coffee iin- 
mediately after the interview if there is no other convenient 
place for me to amplify and clarify the notes I took during it. 

Some interviewees believe no notes should be taken during 
the interview; whatever is the case in other societies or social 
groups, most United States elite interviewees expect notes to be 
taken and I have never observed any who appeared to object 
(except at lunch-time or in the case of unanticipated interviews 
on predominantly social occasions, both of which seem to me 
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eminently reasonable situations for objection). To be sure, par- 
ticularly in the trade study and in the Garceau study of business- 
in-politics, a number of interviewees at some point would say 
"Now, this is off the record," at which point it is well to stop 
recording. (Usually a few hasty abbreviations made later can 
remind you of what was said "off the record.") I have had inter- 
vie~i~ees ask me to keep opinions which sounded utterly innocuous 
off the record and then tell me toithotit any such insistence of 
clearly illegal acts or express views "on the record" which could 
have been used to crucify them if reported in the media. 

In fact, one way for the interviewer to exert some control over 
the interview and to respond without breaking into a valuable 
monologue is simply by the way he takes notes. Rapid recording, 
plus a look of interest, is an encouragement; dropping the pencil 
altogether shows that the interviewee is off the point. 

Other interviewers speak of themselves as having taken "ver- 
atim" notes-such phrases even occur in print. This may be true, 
ut seems to me impossible, in general, considering the speed 
it11 which many interviewees speak and the number of un- 

familiar conceptions they introduce. 
My notes taken during the interview rely heavily upon ab- 

breviations and shorthand symbols. I strive particularly to get the 
ances and turns of phrase which indicate orientation and rela- 
nship. Substance is easier to reconstruct afterwards, but unless 
ese turns of phrase are noted on the wing, they are often lost 

r. For some studies, e.g. the study of what is regarded as 
ical pressure," or for getting clues as to factional conflict 

in an administrative bureaucracy, these turns of phrase are 

Then, as soon as possible after the interview (or in any 
athers provided by phone calls to the interviewee, etc.) I 
in and elaborate these handwritten notes. Then, preferably 
same day, I write up the interviews on the typewriter with at 
t three carbons. I try to report in a somewhat standardized 

for any set of interviews ( a )  what the "interesting' points 
that the interview suggested about the project as I conceive 

( b )  any particularly interesting ideas or problems of academic 
terest suggested by the interview but not related to the project 
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(sometimes these turn out later to be relatable), ( c )  an evalu- 
ation and description of the interviewee (and in the future, for 
reasons suggested in Chapter VI, I shall try to add specific 
hunches about his attitude towards being interviewed by me), 
and ( d )  a note on individuals or types of persons suggested by 
this particular interview whom it might be worth interviewing 
later or?. 

Sidney and Beatrice Webb (p.  83) say: "A highly elaborated 
and skilled process of 'making notes' besides its obvious utility 
in recording observations which would otherwise be forgotten is, 
in sociology, actually an instrument of discovery." They then 
proceed to describe a system of recording each note on a separate 
card (the best technique, perhaps unknown in their day, would 
probably involve 3 x 5 or 4 x 6 pieces of paper with different 
colored carbons), so that the notes can be shuffled and studied 
in different combinations. I have never actually known anybody 
who handled notes on interviews in this fashion to my knowledge; 
nor was I able to get a great deal of value out of the content- 
analysis which was done under Ithiel Pool's direction of our 
interviews on the trade study. However, I am sufficiently con- 
vinced by the Webbs so that I suspect their system is worth 
trying; the only thing is I am not sure that I (or  most elite inter- 
viewers) really have the patience necessary for their technique. 

One other point about making notes: the Webbs are insistent, 
as in their day was natural, upon the importance of a clear, read- 
able handwriting for the social investigator. If the investigator, 
nowadays, can read his own handwriting, this is sufficient, but it 
is absolutely essential that he be a rapid typist; no one should be 
employed as an elite interviewer who is unable to type up his 
own notes with carbons, quickly and usably. Transcription by or 
dictation to paid typists is too costly, handwriting too slow. It is 
desirable to use an electric portable typewriter (after typing on 
a standard model for forty-four years, I was able to shift to an 
electric one and type better and more quickly after only a week's 
practice). It is true that electric portables are much heavier; but 
dealers will supply, though they do not push, a carrying case with 
foam rubber protections so that the machine can be shipped 
quite safely. 

GETTING,  CONDUCTING,  AND RECORDING'THE INTERVIEW 59 

How about a Tape Recorder? 

In the course of writing this book, I have changed my mind 
about the use of a tape recorder. I used to regard it as a nuisance 
and hardly ever worth the expense. However, I am now sure 
that a tape-recording of an interview does permit the interviewer 
to capture nuances of the sort mentioned in the preceding sec- 
tions. Even more important, along the lines discussed in Chapter 
VI, listening to a tape-recorded interview will permit a much 
closer analysis of interviewer-interviewee interaction. Even the 
best interviewer, as far as I know, though he may get full notes 
on everything significant said by the interviewee, is not able at 
the same timebo describe how he sounds to the interviewee, or 
note variations in his own emphasis and approach.put he could 
get this sort of thing from a tape-recorded interview. And, in the 
course of time, other people may listen to interviews and note 
things which a given interviewer takes for granted about himself. 

The big item of cost where tape recording is used has been 
transcription. Bucher, Fritz, and Quarantelli report that transcrip- 
tion and checking take over nine hours for every one hour of 
interview time (p .  363, ASR)-Professor Quarantelli in a letter 
to me of November 29, 1968, on the basis of directing the tran- 
scription of 2500 recorded interviews on a subsequent project, 
says: "My impression is that generally [the same ratio] holds 

Obviously, most projects can not afford such costs; nor would 
hey be worth it. What I suspect may often be worth it (though 
have not encountered this particular tactic in practice) would 

tape recording of some interviews, particularly early, pre- 
inary interviews, followed by the interviewer's listening to 
m himself, and writing them up, just as he would have done 

yway. It might be good practice to write up interviews on the 
' 

sis of notes, and then see what a tape recording adds for a 
ised write-up. Of course, it would also be valuable, to have 

e interviewer write up a project on the basis of notes, and 
en to have a colleague on the same project write up the same 
terview on the basis of the tape recording. This would be much 
s expensive than transcription by secretaries and would have 




