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Transparency In Field Research

Transparent Explanations, Yes. Public
Transcripts and Fieldnotes, No. Ethno-

graphic Research on Public Opinion
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.893069

Katherine Cramer
University of Wisconsin, Madison

T'am a scholar of public opinion. My main interest is in examin-
ing how people understand, or interpret, politics. For that rea-
son, much of my work involves listening to people talk with
others with whom they normally spend time. When I listen to
the way they sort out issues together, I am able to observe
what they perceive to be important, the narratives they use to
understand their world, the identities that are central to these
understandings, and other important ingredients of public
opinion.

My work is therefore primarily qualitative, and usually
interpretivist. By interpretivist, I mean that I am trying to cap-
ture how people perceive or attribute meaning to their worlds.
I treat that effort as a necessary part of trying to understand
why they express the opinions that they do.

Across the course of my career, transparency has been a
professional necessity. My methods are rather unusual in the
field of public opinion research, so the burden is on me to
teach my readers and my reviewers what I am doing, why [ am
doing it, and how my work should be judged. Usually, public
opinion scholars focus on individuals’ preferences and how to
predict them, not on the process of understanding. In addi-
tion, we tend to be well versed in the strengths and weak-
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nesses of polling data, but basically unfamiliar with conversa-
tional data.

Put another way, reviewers are likely to dive into my pa-
pers looking for the dependent variable and the strength of
evidence that my results can be generalized to a national popu-
lation. But my papers usually do not provide information on
either of these things. Unless I explain why my work has differ-
ent qualities to be judged, the typical reviewer will quickly
tune out and give the paper a resounding reject after the first
few pages.

So the first thing I have had to be transparent about is the
fact that much of my work is not attempting to predict prefer-
ences. My work typically does not describe how a set of vari-
ables co-vary with one another to bring about particular val-
ues on a dependent variable. Indeed, I’m not usually talking
about causality. These characteristics are just not what schol-
ars typically come across in political science public opinion
research. I have had to go out of my way to explain that my
work uses particular cases to help explain in detail the process
of a group of people making sense of politics. I have had to be
up front about the fact that my goal is to help us understand
how it is that certain preferences are made obvious and appro-
priate when objective indicators about a person’s life would
suggest otherwise.

For example, in a piece I published in the APSR in 2012,!
reviewers helpfully pointed out that I had to bluntly state that
my study used particular cases to study a broader question. In
short, that article reported the results of a study in which I
invited myself into conversations among groups of people
meeting in gathering places like gas stations and cafés in com-
munities throughout Wisconsin, especially small towns and
rural places, so that I could better understand how group con-
sciousness might lead people to support limited government

! Cramer Walsh 2012.
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when their objective interests might suggest otherwise. I had
to take several paragraphs to contrast what I was doing against
the more familiar positivist approaches. I wrote:?

My purpose in investigating what people say in the
groups they normally inhabit in a particular set of com-
munities within one state is to better explain how the
perspectives people use to interpret the world lead them
to see certain stances as natural and right for people like
themselves (Soss 2006, 316). It is motivated by the
interpretivist goal of providing a “coherent account of
[individuals’] under-standings as a prerequisite for ade-
quate explanation” (Soss 2006, 319; see also Adcock
2003). In other words, to explain why people express the
opinions that they do, we need to examine and describe
how they perceive the world. In this article I explain the
contours of the rural consciousness I observed and
then specify its particularity by contrasting it with con-
versations among urban and suburban groups. That is,
this is a constitutive analysis (an examination of what
this thing, rural consciousness, consists of and how it
works) versus a causal analysis (e.g., an examination of
whether living in a rural place predicts rural conscious-
ness—McCann 1996; Taylor 1971; Wendt 1998). The
point is not to argue that we see consciousness in rural
areas but not in other places, nor to estimate how often
it appears among rural residents, nor to describe what a
population of people thinks. Instead, the purpose here
is to examine what this particular rural consciousness is
and what it does: how it helps to organize and integrate
considerations of the distribution of resources, decision-
making authority, and values into a coherent narrative
that people use to make sense of the world. This is not a
study of Wisconsin; it is a study of political understand
ing and group consciousness that is conducted in Wis-
consin (Geertz 1973, 22).

To clarify the stakes, contributions, and implications of
this study, allow me to contrast it with positivist approach-
es. | examine here how people weave together place and
class identities and their orientations to government and
how they use the resulting perspectives to think about
politics. A positivist study of this topic might measure
identities and orientations to government, and then in-
clude them as independent variables in a multivariate analy-
sis in which the dependent variable is a policy or candi-
date preference. Such an approach is problematic in this
case in the following ways. The positivist model specifi-
cation assumes that values on one independent variable
move independent of the other. Or if using an interaction
term, it assumes that people with particular combinations
of these terms exhibit a significantly different level of the
dependent variable. However, the object of study, or my
dependent variable in positivist terms, is not the position
on an attitude scale. It is instead the perspectives that

2 Cramer Walsh 2012, 518.
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people use to arrive at that position. My object is not to
understand the independent effects of identities and atti-
tudes such as trust, or how people with different combi-
nations of these compare to others, but to understand
how people themselves combine them—how they consti-
tute perceptions of themselves and use these to make
sense of politics.

I include this excerpt to underscore that transparency in
the sense of explaining in detail my data collection and analy-
sis procedures, as well as my epistemological approach, has
been a professional necessity for me. Without providing ex-
tensive detail on my research approach, many readers and
reviewers would not recognize the value of my work. Indeed,
on one occasion in which I did not take the space to provide
such detail, one exceptionally uncharitable reviewer wrote, “I
found this chapter very disappointing. This perhaps reflects
my bias as a researcher who does formal models and quantita-
tive analysis of data. Briefly, I, too, can talk to taxi drivers or my
mother’s bridge crowd.” There were just 3 additional sentences
to this person’s review.

Transparency has also been important for me for another
reason. In interpretive work, we make evidence more valuable
and useful the more context we provide. As we describe and
examine the meaning that people are making out of their lives,
we better equip our readers to understand and judge our claims
the more information we provide about what leads to our inter-
pretations. Positivist work has the burden of providing evi-
dence that a given sample is representative of a broader popu-
lation. Interpretivists must provide enough context that our
interpretations are “embedded in, rather than abstracted from,
the settings of the actors studied.” Transparency is an inte-
gral part of the presentation of our results. For example, in a
forthcoming book based on the study I describe above,* I
explain the physical nature of the settings in which I met with
rural residents, the lush green fields and blue skies of the com-
munities in which they resided, what they wore, and how they
responded to me as a smiley city girl arriving to their gas sta-
tions, etc., in my Volkswagen Jetta to convey in part the com-
plexity of the perspectives with which the people I spent time
with viewed the world. They were deeply proud of their com-
munities and their groups of regulars, and at the same time
resentful of the economic situations in which they found them-
selves.

In those respects, I value transparency. But in another
respect, I do not. In particular, I do not consider making my
field notes publicly available to be a professional duty or ne-
cessity. I am troubled by the recent push in our discipline to
make available the transcripts of the conversations I observe
and my fieldnotes about them to anyone and what it means for
my future research. I have three specific concerns.

First, asking me to make my data publicly available as-
sumes that any scholar could use it in the form it exists on my
computer. That is, the assumption is that if I provide the tran-

3 Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 47.
4 Cramer 2016.



scripts of the conversations, and a key providing an explana-
tion of important characteristics of each speaker, any scholar
would be able to treat those words as representations of the
conversation. I am just not confident that is possible. My
fieldnotes are pretty detailed, but I do not note the tone or
inflection of every sentence. I do not include every detail of
the town or the venue in which I visit with people. I record
details about what people are wearing, how the coffee tasted,
and the pitch of some folks’ voices, but when I re-read a tran-
script, a thousand images, sounds, and smells enter my mind
to round out the impression of the messages people were con-
veying to me and to each other. For this reason, I do not send
assistants to gather data for me. I need to be there. I need to
experience the conversation in all its fullness to get the best
possible picture of where people are coming from.

Could a scholar still get something useful from my tran-
scripts? Perhaps—the frequency of the use of some words,
the general frames in which certain issues are talked about—
all of that would be available in my transcripts. But my sense is
that this push for transparency is not about broadening the
pool of available data for people. It is about the assumption
that making data publicly available will enable replication and
the ability to more easily assess the validity of an argument. It
is driven by the assumptions that the best social science is
social science that is replicable and consists of conclusions
that another scholar, given the same data, would arrive at inde-
pendently. But I do not agree that the transcripts that I or my
transcribers have typed out, and the accompanying memos
that I have written would allow replication, nor would I expect
another scholar to necessarily reach the same conclusions
based on re-reading my transcripts.

Let me put it another way. The field of political behavior is
pretty well convinced that Americans are idiots when it comes
to politics. When you read the transcripts of the conversa-
tions I observe, it is not difficult to come away with the conclu-
sion that those exchanges support that general conclusion.
The words people have said, typed out on a page, do seem
ignorant according to conventional standards. However, when
the conversational data is combined with the many intangible
things of an interaction—the manner in which people treat
each other, the physical conditions in which they live—their
words take on meaning and reasonableness that is not evident
from the transcription of their words alone.

Let me reiterate that the purpose of my work is not to
estimate coefficients. There is not a singular way to summarize
the manner in which variables relate to one another in my data.
Instead, what I do is try to characterize in as rich a manner
possible how people are creating contexts of meaning together.
Should I enable other scholars to look at my data to see if they
would reach the same conclusion? I do not think it is possible
to remove me from the analysis. In my most recent project,
conversations about the University of Wisconsin-Madison
became a key way for me to examine attitudes about govern-
ment and public education. I work at that institution. I have a
thick Wisconsin accent. My presence became a part of the
data. Another scholar would not have all of the relevant data
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needed for replication unless he or she is me.

I am against this push for making transcripts and fieldnotes
publicly available for another reason. Ethically, I would have a
very difficult time inviting myself into conversations with people
if I knew that not only would / be poring over their words in
detail time and time again, but that an indeterminate number of
other scholars would be doing so as well, in perpetuity. How
do we justify that kind of invasion? You might say that survey
research does this all the time—survey respondents are giv-
ing the permission for an indeterminate number of people to
analyze their opinions for many years to come. But we tell
respondents their views will be analyzed in the aggregate. Also,
collecting conversational data, in person, in the spaces that
people normally inhabit, with the people they choose of their
own volition to do so, is not the same as collecting responses
in a public opinion poll, even if that poll is conducted in per-
son. When you are an interviewer for a public opinion poll,
you are trained to be civil, but basically nondescript—as inter-
changeable with other interviewers as possible. That is just
about the opposite of the approach needed in the kind of re-
search I conduct. I have to walk into a group as my authentic
self when I ask if I can join their coffee klatch and take up some
other regular’s barstool or chair. I am able to do the kind of
work I do because I am willing to put myself out there and
connect with people on a human level. And I am able to gather
the data that I do because I can tell people verbally and through
my behavior that what they see is what they get. If the people
I studied knew that in fact they were not just connecting with
me, but with thousands of anonymous others, I would feel like
a phony, and frankly would not be able to justify doing this
work.

My main worry with this push for transparency is that it is
shooting our profession in the foot. I am concerned in particu-
lar about the push for replicability. Does the future of political
science rest on replicability? I have a hard time seeing that.
Perhaps because I work at the University of Wisconsin-Madi-
son, in which tenure and public higher education are currently
under fire, when I think about the future of our profession, I
think about the future of higher education in general. It seems
to me that our profession is more likely to persist if we more
consciously consider our relevance to the public and how our
institutions might better connect with the public. I am not say-
ing that we should relax scientific standards in order to ap-
pease public will. I am saying that we should recognize as a
discipline that there are multiple ways of understanding politi-
cal phenomena and that some ways of doing so put us in direct
connection with the public and would be endangered by de-
manding that we post our transcripts online. Why should we
endanger forms of data collection that put us in the role of
ambassadors of the universities and colleges at which we work,
that put us in the role of listening to human beings beyond our
campus boundaries? It is not impossible to do this work while
making the transcripts and field notes publicly available, but it
makes it much less likely that any of us will pursue it.

I do not think outlawing fieldwork or ethnography is the
point of the data access initiative, but I fear it would be an
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unintended consequence resulting from a lack of understand-
ing of interpretive work—the kind of misunderstanding that
leads some political scientists to believe that all we are up to is
talking with taxi drivers.

My interpretive work seeks to complement and be in dia-
logue with positivist studies of public opinion and political
behavior. Its purpose is to illuminate the meaning people give
to their worlds so that we can better understand the political
preferences and actions that result. Understanding public opin-
ion requires listening to the public. Transparency in this work
is essential to make my methods clear to other scholars in my
field who typically are unfamiliar with this approach, so that
they can understand and judge my arguments. But I do not
think that mandated transparency should extend to providing
my transcripts and fieldnotes. My transcripts and fieldnotes
are not raw data. The raw data exist in the act of spending time
with and listening to people. That cannot be archived. The
expectation for interpretive work should be that scholars thor-
oughly communicate their methods of data collection and analy-
sis and provide rich contextual detail, including substantial
quoting of the dialogue observed. There are many excellent
models of such transparency in interpretive ethnographic work
already in political science, which we can all aspire to repli-
cate.’
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Research in Authoritarian Regimes:
Transparency Tradeoffs and Solutions

Victor Shih
University of California, San Diego

Conducting research in authoritarian regimes, especially ones
with politicized courts, bureaucracy, and academia, entails many
risks not encountered in research in advanced democracies.
These risks affect numerous aspects of research, both qualita-
tive and quantitative, with important implications for research
transparency. In this brief essay, I focus on the key risk of con-
ducting research in established authoritarian regimes: namely,
physical risks to one’s local informants and collaborators. Mini-
mizing these risks will entail trading off ideal practices of trans-
parency and replicability. However, scholars of authoritarian
regimes can and should provide information on how they have
tailored their research due to constraints imposed by the re-
gime and their inability to provide complete information about
interviewees and informants. Such transparency at least would
allow readers to make better judgments about the quality of
the data, if not to replicate the research. Also, scholars of au-
thoritarian regimes can increasingly make use of nonhuman
data sources that allow for a higher degree of transparency.
Thus, a multi-method approach, employing data from multiple
sources, is especially advisable for researching authoritarian
regimes.

First and foremost, conducting research in authoritarian
countries can entail considerable physical risks to one’s re-
search subjects and collaborators who reside in those coun-
tries. To the extent that authorities impose punitive measures
on a research project, they are often inflicted on in-country
research subjects and collaborators because citizens in au-
thoritarian countries often do not have legal recourse. Thus a
regime’s costs of punishing its own citizens are on average
low relative to punishing a foreigner. At the same time, the
deterrence effect can be just as potent. Thus, above all else,
researchers must protect subjects and collaborators as much
as possible when conducting research in authoritarian regimes,
often to the detriment of other research objectives.

For example, academics who conduct surveys in China
often exclude politically sensitive questions in order to protect
collaborators. The local collaborators, for their part, are careful
and often have some idea of where the “red line”” of unaccept-
able topics is. Beyond the judgment of the local collaborators,

Victor Shih is associate professor at the School of Global Policy
and Strategy at the University of California, San Diego. He is online
at veshih@ucsd.edu, http://gps.ucsd.edu/faculty-directory/victor-
shih.html and on twitter @vshih2.




