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ABSTRACT 

A problem for evaluators is that what people ‘say’ is often, but not always, different 

from what they ‘do.’ Most thinking, knowledge, behaviour, decisions are automatic, 

quick and have the characteristics of intuition, little or no effort and no voluntary 

control (Kahneman 2011b).  Our everyday behaviours and thinking are largely based 

on implicit knowledge consisting of mental representations, or ‘schema’; cognitive 

knowledge about whatever we are thinking about or acting towards.  The schemas 

are triggered by association and are further elaborated by association.  As a result 

active schemas are internally coherent and semantically consistent (Graesser, 

Gernsbacher, and Goldman 1997). Schemas allow us to act without consciously 

thinking about what we will do or how: we simply ‘do,’ ‘know’ and ‘understand.’  

A consequence of our reliance on implicit knowledge is that what people ‘say about’ 

phenomena does not always reflect what they ‘do.’ Elicitation techniques are 

increasingly being used in research and evaluation to get beyond what people say, 

apparently by tapping into the implicit cognitive understandings.  Elicitation 

techniques are being used in social research, educational research, market research 

and evaluation. However, users of elicitation techniques need to understand the 

limits on the validity of such techniques and how to improve their effectiveness. 

Understanding the cognitive processes that mediate responses such cognitive 

processes can help improve the way evaluators obtain data.  

This thesis aims to improve our understanding of how to use projective or elicitation 

techniques validly in evaluation and research interviews. The majority of the thesis 

reviews the literature across several domains and disciplines to explore the cognitive 

processes that underlie people’s responses to elicitation techniques. The domains and 

disciplines include cognitive psychology, neurophysiology, phenomenological 

sociology, evaluation and social research (quantitative and qualitative), educational 

research and market research.  A small pilot study was also conducted to test the 

concept that elicitation techniques reveal a schema and to identify areas for further 

research.  

For the pilot study eight participants were each engaged in a single interview with 

two parts: an initial interview using ‘Thematic Apperception Testing’ (TAT) 
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technique (Boddy 2008): and a debrief interview where verbal protocols (Sudman, 

Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996) were used to explore the cognitive processes used in 

the initial interview.  The pilot study showed that TAT may elicit information that 

has the characteristics of implicit knowledge and appears to be based on schemas.  

There are two cautions to be considered. Breivik and Supphellen (2003) report that in 

market research, different techniques elicit different product attribute sets.  Their 

finding suggests that different techniques may elicit different schemas. It follows, 

that the schema elicited by a technique may not contain the knowledge activated in 

the situation being investigated.   

Second, Jenkins et al.(2010) point out that an individual’s implicit knowledge about 

other objects or people is not evidence about phenomena external to the participant.  

At best it reveals some of the perspectives and understandings of the individual 

towards such objects and people. Those understandings may influence the 

individual’s behaviour towards those objects (Haire 1950) but they are not 

determinant of behaviour (Bourdieu 1977).  

Evaluation and research practitioners should treat all self-reported data as reports of 

the participant’s understandings and recognise that each report is contingent on the 

context in which the data were collected.  Individuals can and do have a repertoire of 

understandings, a ‘stock of knowledge’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966), and will use 

different understandings in different contexts. We cannot then assume that any 

understanding reported in an interview will necessarily be applied in the situation 

being investigated. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis aims to improve our understanding of how to use elicitation techniques 

validly in evaluation and research interviews.1 I take an interdisciplinary approach, 

examining literature from cognitive psychology, neurophysiology, phenomenological 

sociology, evaluation and social research (quantitative and qualitative), educational 

research and market research. The major premises underlying my argument are 

fourfold. First, responses to elicitation tasks, and indeed responses to direct questions 

in interviews, do not always match the responses in the situation being studied (Haire 

1950; Phillips 1971; Brown 1993; Bell and Buchanan 1966; Briggs 1986; Strack and 

Martin 1987; Bryan et al. 2009).  Second, implicit cognitive processes and structures 

have a significant impact on how individuals respond in evaluation and research 

interviews (Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Schwarz and Hippler 1987; 

Tourangeau 1987; Kahneman 2011b).   Third, that the implicit knowledge structures 

known as schema2 provide a useful explanation of the cognitive mechanisms 

underpinning responses to elicitation tasks (Schütz 1967; Huesmann 1998; Norman 

and Shallice 1986; Haussman-Muela and Ribera 2003).  Fourth, understanding how 

schemata affect responses can help improve the use and validity of elicitation 

techniques. 

Elicitation techniques 

There is a very wide range of elicitation techniques and they are used in a wide 

variety of settings including clinical psychology, cognitive science3 and in evaluation 

and research interviews. A working description is that elicitation techniques are 

characterised by the presentation of an impoverished stimulus (Rutherford 2005). 

                                                
1
  Elicitation techniques are defined in the body of the thesis below.  They have a variety of 

names but are most often called projective techniques. I prefer to use the term ‘elicitation’ 
because the term “projective” carries some connotations from Freudian psychoanalysis 
that are inconsistent with the cognitive science and offer little assistance in improving the 
techniques to obtain valid data. The use of the term ‘elicitation’ is becoming more widely 
used in the evaluation (Hurworth et al. 2005; Smith, Gidlow, and Steel 2012), economics 
(Breivik and Supphellen 2003) and social science (Dean et al. 2006; Aubrun, Brown, and 
Grady 2005; Comaroff 2005) literatures.  ‘Elicitation’ is also more evocative of the 
process than the term ‘projection.’ 

2
  Schema is the singular form and schemata, or schemas, are the plural forms. 

3
  In cognitive science implicit memory tests share the characteristics of elicitation 

techniques.   
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Perceptual … implicit tests require participants to resolve perceptually 
impoverished displays … [e.g.] where a whole word has to be completed from 
only the first few letters. (Rutherford 2005, p. 286)  

In other words, the participant is given a task that requires fleshing out the stimulus.4 

The task offers little or no context and time is constrained.  As a consequence, 

explicit, considered thinking about the stimulus is difficult or impossible.  Well-

known examples of elicitation techniques include word association and Rorschach 

inkblots.    

The nature of the stimulus or task can vary from closed questions (responding from 

the perspective of another person) to “expressive” techniques in which the stimulus 

is the task of creating a story or a picture (Donoghue 2000).  Some techniques 

encourage participants to express views and experiences indirectly by asking them 

about ‘others’ (Fisher 1993; Patton 2002); others encourage expression through 

stories, drawings and other creative tools (Chambers 1992; Davis-Case 1989; Durgee 

1988; Jakobsen 2012; Morgan 1997); and yet others provide a stimulus and ask 

people to respond to the stimulus (Haire 1950; Hurworth et al.2005).   

Schema 

I argue that elicitation techniques are useful because they are sometimes able to tap 

into cognitive schemata that are similar to those activated in the situation of interest 

to evaluation and research practitioners.5   Functionally a schema is implicit 

knowledge, a packet of related concepts in our brains that is not usually brought to 

conscious awareness. In other words, we are usually unaware of them and unaware 

of their operations (Kahneman 2011b; Hitch 2005). Schemata underlie our conscious 

thinking and serve a range of functions from providing understandings to acting as a 

template for action. A schema provides a framework of knowledge.  Some of that 

knowledge is knowledge ‘About’ objects that allows us to ‘recognise’ a cat and 

                                                
4
  Several authors (Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Donoghue 2000; Boddy 2008) define 

projective techniques (elicitation techniques) as ones that present participants with 
ambiguous stimuli that the participants “need to make sense of, by drawing on their own 
experiences, thoughts, feelings and imagination” (Catterall and Ibbotson 2000, p. 245). 
However, most stimuli, and all tasks, are not ambiguous.  

5
  Rather than continuously referring to “evaluators and researchers” I will use the short 

hand phrase ‘practitioners’. 
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provides a range of associated understandings about ‘cats’ (Pike and Edgar 2005). A 

schema may also provide procedural knowledge, knowledge of ‘How’ to do things 

(Huesmann 1998).  It may contain a set of automatic behaviours that allow responses 

unmediated by conscious thought including routines and habits; or expertise such as 

the ability to touch type, drive a car, etc. (Gladwell 2005; Kahneman 2011b).  

The schema concept has a long history going back to Plato. However, Kant (1973) 

was probably the first person to write about schema as an interpretive and organising 

structure. The notion of schema spans a range of philosophical perspectives 

including phenomenology (e.g. Schutz 1967; 1970), constructivism (e.g. 

Bhattacharya & Han 2012; Derry1996; Holland & Cole 1995; Holloway 2009; 

McVee et al 2005; Piaget 1964; Quenza 2005); post-positivism (e.g. Tourangeau 

1987; Sudman et al 1996) and ‘scientific’ and critical realist perspectives (e.g. 

Norman and Shallice 1986; Huesmann 1998; Hitch 2005).  The schema concept is 

now used across a very wide range of disciplines: education (Bartlett 1932; McVee, 

Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Quenza 2005), psychology (Holloway, Waldrip, and 

Ickes 2009; Kendzierski and Whitaker 1997; Mouradian 2001), management 

(Argyris 1982a, 1982b), psychotherapy (Young, Klosko, and Weishaar 2006), 

anthropology (Holland and Cole 1995; Haussman-Muela and Ribera 2003), 

developmental studies (Ebner, Riediger, and Lindenberger 2009), political science 

(Bryan et al. 2009), design (Wogalter, DeJoy, and Laughery 1999) and discourse 

analysis (Johnston 1995). The schema concept has proved useful in a wide range of 

disciplines but is not much used in the literature on evaluation or research methods. 

 

Why I did this study 

The gestation of this study began 30 years ago when, as a student of Anthropology, I 

became interested in schema as a way of explaining social and cultural matters 

(Berger and Luckmann 1966; Schütz 1967).  Ten years later as a community 

development worker, I learnt how to use creative tools to help people in the 

community express their experiences, analyse the causes of problems and develop 

action to address issues with programs and services.  The techniques included 

participants telling stories, drawing cartoons or pictures, developing mini-dramas, 
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writing songs, or constructing people sculptures or machines (Sinclair 1990).  These 

creative tools were useful in identifying and recording emotionally significant 

experiences: and facilitating analyses of issues.  The tools appeared to be particularly 

valuable when participants had limited English language skills. 

As an evaluator and market researcher, I continued to apply the techniques I had 

learnt in community development to help me gather data.  My reading showed that 

other practitioners used similar tools.  Examples of the latter include: participatory 

rural appraisal (Chambers 1992; Davis-Case 1989); projective techniques in market 

research (Haire 1950; Donoghue 2000; Durgee 1988); and photo-interviewing and 

photo-elicitation (Hurworth et al. 2005).   A little later I came across the literature on 

schema in surveys (Hippler, Schwarz, and Sudman 1987) and started to think about 

how schema theory might inform our understanding of elicitation techniques. 

Problem and Research Questions 

Elicitation techniques are valuable because direct questions are not always able to 

capture people’s understandings, thinking or behaviour. What people ‘Say About’ 

phenomena can be very different from what they ‘Do’ and how they feel (e.g. Haire 

1950; Phillips 1971; Brown 1993; Bell and Buchanan 1966; Briggs 1986; Strack and 

Martin 1987; Bryan et al. 2009).  Moreover, one person may express different 

‘attitudes’ and knowledge to the same question in different surveys (Tourangeau 

1987).6 Unfortunately, practitioners must often rely on what people ‘Say About’ 

phenomena. Which raises the question: to what extent do evaluation and research 

interviews capture the knowledge, ‘attitudes’ or likely behaviours of respondents and 

participants? The question is very broad and far beyond the scope of a Masters 

thesis. 

Research questions 

The focus of this thesis is much narrower.  It explores the cognitive processes that 

underlie people’s responses to elicitation techniques.  It asks the following question.  

                                                
6
  Differences in expressed ‘attitudes’ are often treated as bias of various kinds: based on an 

underlying assumption that 'attitudes’ are relatively fixed and stable.  Some of the 
argument presented below shows the assumption is flawed.  People express different 
attitudes because they are tapping into different schemata.  
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Can the concept of schema improve our understanding of elicitation 

techniques: how they work and how best to apply them? 

In the fieldwork, described below, I explore four subsidiary questions: 

• Did the participants have a schema? 

• Where did the schemata come from? 

• What were the schemata? 

• How did the schemata inform the responses? 

Background 

Elicitation techniques are increasingly being used in social research (Jenkins et al. 

2010; Mannay 2010), educational research (Catterall and Ibbotson 2000) market 

research (Boddy 2008; Donoghue 2010; Jacques 2005; Breivik and Supphellen 2003) 

and evaluation (Smith, Gidlow, and Steel 2012; Patton 2002; Hurworth et al. 2005; 

Hurworth and Sweeney 1995). Such techniques have proved effective at eliciting 

information that was difficult, or impossible, to obtain through direct questions 

(Breivik and Supphellen 2003; Fisher 1993; Haire 1950; Hurworth et al. 2005; 

Hurworth and Sweeney 1995; Jakobsen 2012; Jenkins et al. 2010; Lilienfeld, Wood, 

and Garb 2000; Smith, Gidlow, and Steel 2012). Furthermore, there is good reason to 

suppose that the information elicited sometimes represents aspects of the individual’s 

experience, understandings, attitudes, personality or likely behaviour in the situation 

being studied (Breivik and Supphellen 2003; Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000).   

Psychologists (Ericsson and Simon 1980; Norman and Shallice 1986; Kahneman, 

Slovic, and Tversky 1982) and neuroscientists (Damasio 1994) have known for years 

that most thinking, knowledge, behaviour and decisions are: automatic, quick, have 

the characteristics of intuition, require little or no effort and do not need voluntary 

control (Kahneman 2011b).  We don’t have to consciously think about most things, 

we simply ‘do,’ ‘know’ and ‘understand.’ Such cognitive processes are variously 

known as ‘System 1’ thinking (Kahneman 2011b), implicit knowledge (Rutherford 

2005) or tacit knowledge (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003).  Such implicit 
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processes and knowledge are usually below conscious awareness and difficult to 

access through direct questions (Kahneman 2011b; Rutherford 2005).  

Implicit thinking is important and crucial to our survival because conscious 

consideration, which Kahneman (2011b) calls System 2 thinking, requires 

concentration and effort.  System 2 is mostly used for activities such as complex 

computations, problem solving and explanations (Kahneman 2011b). System 2 

thinking is slow (Kahneman 2011b) and totally unsuited to responding to threats or 

catching a ball.  Further, we only have very limited cognitive resources available for 

conscious consideration and computation (Ericsson and Simon 1980; Hitch 2005; 

Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008; Andrews and Thomson 2009). We simply do 

not have the resources or the time to apply conscious thinking to most of our 

interactions, or even to our thinking processes (see Tversky and Kahneman 1974; 

Gilovich and Griffin 2002, on heuristics).   

All of our thinking, implicit and explicit, is based on mental representations (Braisby 

2005; Stone 2005). The mental representations form a body of knowledge in one’s 

brain that inform whatever we are thinking about or acting towards.  Some writers 

call these mental representations ‘schemas’ (Conway and Holmes 2005; Hitch 2005; 

Huesmann and Guerra 1997; Norman and Shallice 1986). The mental representations 

used in System 1 thinking are triggered by associations and are further elaborated by 

association.  As a result the schemas active at any one time are internally coherent 

and semantically consistent (Graesser, Gernsbacher, and Goldman 1997).  Such 

representations are known by a variety of terms (Quenza 2005) including schema 

(Hastie 1987), scripts (Abelson 1981), heuristics (Sherman and Corty 1984) and 

‘theories in use’ (Argyris and Schön 1974).  The conceptualisation of schema varies 

from rather rigid structures (Conway and Holmes 2005; Hitch 2005) to dynamic, 

flexible constructs (a la Bartlett 1932; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; 

Quenza 2005; Schutz 1970b).  The concept of schema used in this thesis is a 

dynamic, cognitive knowledge structure.   
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When practitioners ask a direct question (e.g. in a survey or an interview) they 

explicitly engage the participant in System 2 thinking. 7  It is then frequently assumed 

that the responses expressed by the participant are reflective of the participant’s 

knowledge in the situation of interest.  Underlying such an assumption is another 

one: that all, or most, of the participant’s knowledge is potentially accessible to the 

conscious mind. However, what happens is a combination of System 1 and System 2 

thinking (Kahneman 2011b).8 The System 1 thinking is largely unacknowledged and 

below awareness (Rutherford 2005) but it sets the parameters for System 2 thinking.   

In contrast, when practitioners ask a person to express their implicit knowledge 

through a description, story, picture, etc. they are attempting to tap into System 1 

thinking. Usually the practitioner will then ask the participant to explain the product 

of the elicitation task afterwards, using the implicit knowledge as a base for further 

elaboration.  

One characteristic of implicit knowledge is important for practitioners.   The 

expression, at the moment of response to an elicitation stimulus, appears to be 

relatively unmediated by self-presentation (Moser 2000).  The response expresses 

Mead’s (1912) “I,” the subjective self: but it is only a small part of the personal 

knowledge and experience of the individual. I will return to this issue in Chapters Six 

and Seven.  

Significance of the Study 

Unfortunately the literature on how elicitation techniques work is sketchy.9 Most of 

the discussion on elicitation in the evaluation and social research literature describes 

the use of techniques (Haire 1950; Allen 2012; Barter and Renold 1999; Crafter et al. 

2014; Davis-Case 1989; Dean et al. 2006; Hurworth and Sweeney 1995; Hurworth et 

al. 2005; Jacques 2005; Jakobsen 2012; Patton 2002).  There is a limited literature on 

                                                
7
  One reason for the variability in the predictive power of direct questions / self-reports 

may well be that direct questions are good at capturing System 2 thinking but not so good 
at capturing System 1 thinking. 

8
  For other discussions on the use of implicit processes see the discussion on satisficing 

(Ericsson and Simon 1980; Krosnick personal  communication). 
9
  See Chapter Four Elicitation Techniques. 
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the efficacy of elicitation techniques, mainly from market researchers or economists 

(e.g. Boddy 2008; Bech-Larsen and Nielsen 1999; Breivik and Supphellen 2003; 

Dean et al. 2006). A few authors make limited reference to ideas about how 

elicitation might work (e.g. Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Mannay 2010; Kay, 

Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008; O’Dell et al. 2012).  Other writers propose that the 

mechanism for elicitation is the projective hypothesis (Boddy 2008; Donoghue 2000; 

O’Dell et al. 2012). The projective hypothesis is  

… a defence mechanism with which the ego protects itself from anxiety by 
externalising unpleasant feelings.  (Donoghue 2000, p. 48) 

The projective hypothesis has limited explanatory value for our purposes and offers 

no insights into how we might improve the utility of elicitation techniques.  The 

projective hypothesis has also been largely discredited (see Lilienfeld, Wood, and 

Garb 2000) and is not consistent with observations about the use of projective 

techniques in social research (Catterall & Ibbotson 2000) or the cognitive science 

literature on implicit memory (Graesser et al.1997; Hitch 2005).  

This thesis is premised on the idea that cognitive processes might explain how 

elicitation techniques work. Unfortunately the discussion on cognitive processes in 

the evaluation and social science literature on interviews and surveys is limited. 

There are two major strands of discussion: post-modernist or constructivist 

approaches (e.g. Kvale 1996, Schostak 2006); or ‘rationalist’ cognitive question-

answering models (e.g. Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996) based largely on 

Tourangeau (1987).  

The constructivist approach is that conversation, or dialogue, is how we construct our 

understanding of the world; and that such constructed understandings are ‘real’ for 

the participant (Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006).  The underlying premise is that 

language is the basis for human thought. The more radical post-modernist positions 

argue that discourse drives behaviour (Powney and Watts 1987; Kvale 1996; 

Schostak 2006). If so, then an individual’s behaviour would follow what that 

individual ‘says’.  In fact, behaviour is often quite different from what is said (Bell 

and Buchanan 1966; Briggs 1986; Brown and Gilmartin 1969; Brown 1993; Dijkstra 

and van der Zouwen 1987; Phillips 1971; Strack and Martin 1987). 
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Even some of the more moderate constructivist positions share the premise that 

explicit thinking constructs our understanding of the world. Such a focus on explicit 

thinking cannot offer any explanation of how elicitation techniques might work.  

Similarly, the cognitive question-answering models (Tourangeau and Yan 2007; 

Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Tourangeau 1987) offer no explanation for 

the mechanisms underlying elicitation techniques or their efficacy.  The cognitive 

question-answering models are similar to the so-called ‘normative’ models of 

decision making (see Ayton 2005) in that they assume that the cognitive processes 

follow a logical process.  They share the added inference that much of the question 

answering process is under conscious control. However, the ‘normative decision-

making’ models have little support in cognitive science any more because they do 

not provide an adequate explanation of decision making (Ayton 2005). 

The more promising approaches reference cognitive schemata. Unfortunately, I 

could only find two references in the social research or evaluation literature that 

linked the schema concept to elicitation techniques. Smith-Jackson and Hall (2002) 

used elicitation techniques to capture schema about sign design. Jenkins et al. (2010) 

utilised a phenomenological approach to argue that people use their ‘stock of 

knowledge,’ their collection of schemata, to fill in the gaps in a vignette. Only 

Jenkins et al. (2010) saw the schema concept, in passing, as a possible explanation of 

how elicitation techniques work. They did not, however, explore the details of how 

schemata might influence the data elicited, nor did they use the schema concept to 

consider how to improve elicitation techniques.  

In the survey literature, too, only a few authors use the notion of schema 

(Tourangeau 1987; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Hastie 1987; 

Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987): and then in a very limited fashion.  Given the 

widespread adoption of the schema concept in other disciplines it is rather surprising 

that it has so little prominence in the literature on evaluation and social and market 

research interviews.   

This study reports an initial exploratory investigation to develop ideas about the way 

elicitation techniques work in evaluation and research interviews. It is not intended 

to provide definitive answers at this stage but to provide some ideas for further 
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testing. In the long run, improving our understanding of elicitation techniques will 

allow users of elicitation techniques to understand the limits on the validity of such 

techniques and how to improve their effectiveness. If we can obtain a better 

understanding of how elicitation techniques work, we can improve our interview 

methods and better understand the limitations of our data.10   

Methods 

The methods are outlined in the Chapter Two.  The major work for this thesis was a 

review of the literature across several domains and disciplines.  A small pilot study 

was conducted to assess the concept validity and identify areas for further research.   

For the pilot study eight participants were each engaged in a single interview with 

two parts: an initial interview using  ‘Thematic Apperception Testing’ (TAT) 

technique (Boddy 2008); and a second part, a debrief interview, where verbal 

protocols (Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996) were used to explore the cognitive 

processes used in the preliminary interview.  The pilot study showed that TAT was 

able to elicit information that had the characteristics of implicit knowledge and 

appeared to be based on a schema.  The implicit knowledge had the characteristics of 

generalised representations (or schemata) based on salient experiences in the 

participants’ memory.  Salience was based on some or all of the following: 

emotionally intense experiences, recency or frequency of experiences.  Once the 

schema had been triggered the participants’ subsequent discussion, System 2 

thinking, exhibited consistency with the original premises of the schema. In other 

words the System 2 thinking used the implicit knowledge contained in the schema as 

a given and as a base for the conscious deliberation and discussion.  

Structure of the thesis 

Chapter Two outlines the methods used for the literature review and the pilot study.  

I outline the rationale for the choice of elicitation technique and the arguments for 

                                                
10

  Similarly, if we understand what is happening in a survey interview, we might improve 
our understanding of the value and validity of survey data.  However, such work is 
outside the scope of this thesis. 
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using verbal protocols as the research method.  I also describe the approach to 

analysis and the format of the data matrix used. 

Chapter Three locates the use of elicitation techniques in the context of evaluation 

and research interviews.  It explores the different paradigms that inform evaluation 

and research interviews and how those paradigms influence the approach to 

interviews and the analysis of data from interviews.  I briefly summarise the 

evidence for the effectiveness of interviews and surveys and outline some of the 

issues that lead to inaccuracies. 

Chapter Four starts with a reprise of the accuracy issues that led to the development 

of elicitation techniques. It then describes the range and nature of elicitation 

techniques and their use in evaluation and social and market research.  I then explore 

the literature on the validity of the techniques including the construct validity of 

different ideas about how elicitation works.  I end the chapter with a suggestion that 

the schema concept might provide an explanation for how elicitation techniques 

work.  I then argue that we must understand the cognitive processes underlying 

responses to interviews if we are to claim validity for our methods.   I then very 

briefly outline the literature on cognitive processes in participant responses to 

interviews and surveys. 

Chapter Five provides an overview of the literature on cognitive processes.  It starts 

by canvassing the cognitive information-processing models.  I look specifically at 

those aspects of cognitive science that are pertinent to the processes that may operate 

in research interviews: implicit and explicit cognition, and recall.  Following the 

discussion of cognitive information-processing models, I outline some of the dual 

process theories in psychology, differentiating between implicit thinking and explicit 

thinking. At the end of the chapter I present a critique of the cognitive question-

answering models used in the survey literature. 

Chapter Six reviews the schema concept, its history and use.  I describe the nature of 

schemata and the range of models.  I touch on some of the criticisms and responses 

to the criticisms before moving on to apply the schema concept to evaluation and 

social and market research interviews. I end the Chapter with a summary of the ideas 

in the literature about eliciting useful schemata.  
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Chapter Seven describes the fieldwork conducted for this thesis.  I provide a 

description of the results and then discuss the results in terms of the four questions: 

•  Did the participants have a schema? 

• Where did the schemata come from? 

• What were the schemata? 

• How did the schemata inform the responses? 

In Chapter Eight I summarise the findings and conclude that there is value in 

thinking about schema as an organising principle for participant responses: and that 

the schemata operating in the research interview affect participant responses.  I then 

examine the implications of the findings for evaluation and research practice and 

areas for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

METHODS 

As outlined in the Introduction, the overall purpose of this thesis is to examine the 

cognitive processes that inform participant responses to elicitation techniques and to 

ascertain if the schema concept can improve our understanding of such techniques: 

how they work and how best to apply them?11 There are two sources of data used in 

this thesis to answer that question:  the literature and a preliminary research project 

to test the concepts outlined in the thesis. 

Literature Used 

While elicitation techniques appear to capture information that is not available from 

direct questions (Breivik and Supphellen 2003; Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000), 

the literature on how elicitation techniques work is sketchy. There is a limited 

literature on the efficacy of elicitation techniques, mainly from market researchers or 

economists (e.g. Boddy 2008; Bech-Larsen and Nielsen 1999; Breivik and 

Supphellen 2003; Dean et al. 2006).  However, psychologists (Ericsson and Simon 

1980; Norman and Shallice 1986; Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982) and 

neuroscientists (Damasio 1994) have known for years that most thinking, knowledge, 

behaviour and decisions are: automatic, quick, have the characteristics of intuition, 

require little or no effort and do not need voluntary control (Kahneman 2011b).  We 

don’t have to consciously think about most things, we simply ‘do,’ ‘know’ and 

‘understand.’ This thesis is premised on the idea that cognitive processes might 

explain how elicitation techniques work. I have therefore taken an interdisciplinary 

approach, examining literature from cognitive psychology, neurophysiology, 

phenomenological sociology, evaluation and social research (quantitative and 

qualitative), educational research and market research. 

The literature used in the thesis includes material and notes from my reading over a 

period of thirty years and the results of a review of the literature across several 

domains and disciplines. In this thesis I have used 86 items from my previous 
                                                
11

  As discussed in the Introduction, I now prefer the term ‘elicitation techniques’ when 
discussing the use of the techniques in social research and evaluation; and reserve the 
term ‘projective techniques’ for their use in psychology.   



 

14 

reading that address the ideas and issues emerging from the literature review and my 

fieldwork. 

Literature Review 

The literature review is based on the approach taken by Dixon-Woods, Booth, and 

Sutton (2007) and elaborated in Hannes and Macaitis (2012).  The review takes the 

form of a ‘descriptive review’ or ‘research synthesis’ rather than a ‘systematic 

review’ focused on a single question. It consisted of a comprehensive search of the 

Melbourne University Library catalogue and relevant electronic databases 

supplemented by: references cited in the selected works and a reading list provided 

by Professor Hurworth.  The inclusion criteria for the search strategy were that the 

materials were in English, any articles were from peer-reviewed journals and that the 

materials discussed one or more of the following: 

• cognitive processes particularly as they pertain to evaluation or 

research interviews  

• elicitation techniques in evaluation or research interviews 

• qualitative interview methods 

• methods for researching cognitive processes. 

The search strategy used various combinations of terms within each of the four 

categories outlined above.  Search terms used in the cognitive processes category 

were: ‘cognition’ and ‘schema’, ‘schema’ and ‘education’, ‘psychology’ and 

‘schema’, ‘schema’ and ‘questionnaire’ and ‘schema’ and ‘Schutz’.12 Search terms 

used in the elicitation technique category13 were:  ‘projection/projective’14 and 

                                                
12

  I did not realise until writing this thesis that Alfred Schutz’s family name is spelt in three 
different ways in the literature: Schutz, Schütz and Schuetz.  My citations and references 
give the spelling used in the publication being cited, so readers can find the items, but 
they all refer to the same person. 

13
  ‘Elicitation’ was not one of the search terms used in this review because I did not decide 

to use the term until after I had conducted much of the reading.  
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‘interviewing’, ‘projection/projective’ and ‘qualitative’; and  ‘projection/projective’ 

and ‘schema’. A search was conducted using the phrase ‘cognitive interviewing’ and 

another one conducted using the terms ‘evaluation interview’ and ‘research 

interview’.   

The databases searched were: Academic Search Complete (EBSCO), British 

Humanities Index (ProQuest XML), Expanded Academic ASAP (Gale), Humanities 

and Social Sciences Collection (Informit), JSTOR, Melbourne University Library 

digital catalogue, PsycINFO, SAGE Journals Online, SCOPUS –V.4 (Elsevier), 

SpringerLink, Wiley Online Library, Web of Science (ISI). 

A total of 11,620 titles were identified. The titles were screened for relevance against 

the inclusion criteria listed above, leaving 1,023 items. At this stage, items identified 

through references or reading lists were added before screening of the abstracts.   

Where possible the abstracts of the screened titles were screened online but in some 

cases hard copies of abstracts or summaries were screened.  The abstracts were again 

screened against the inclusion criteria reducing the number of abstracts to 258.  

Scanning of the full text of the items, again against the inclusion criteria, reduced the 

number of items from the literature search to 88.   

As I read the articles and books, I identified further titles from citations in that 

reading.  I accessed a further 159 titles and read 123 of those extra titles.  I read a 

total of 211 new items for this thesis. The 86 items read previously brought the total 

of relevant items to 297. Seventeen (17) of those items informed my thinking but are 

not cited in the text and have not been included in the Bibliography.  

Research design and rationale 

The first, very minor stage in the research was to interview three practitioners who 

use elicitation techniques.  The interviews were short, unstructured interviews to get 

some indication of the range of techniques being used in practice and the perceived 

utility of those techniques. 

                                                                                                                                     
14

   Both terms ‘projection’ and ‘projective’ were used in combination with ‘interviewing’ 
and the results aggregated.  A similar approach was adopted in combination with 
‘qualitative’ and  ‘schema.’  
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The second and major stage of the fieldwork involved testing the idea that schemata 

may influence a person’s response to elicitation techniques.  The literature suggests 

that the cognitive processes informing a person’s response to elicitation techniques 

are based on a schema (Jenkins et al. 2010; Rutherford 2005).   So I conducted some 

preliminary and exploratory fieldwork that aims to improve our understanding of 

how and why schemata inform elicitation responses in evaluation interviews. The 

research was designed to answer four questions: Did each participant have a schema?  

Where did the schemata come from? What were the schemata? How did each 

schema inform the participant’s response? 

The research consisted of a two-part interview with eight participants.15  In the first 

part of the interview, participants were asked to engage in a photo-elicitation 

technique that is often called Thematic Apperception Testing (TAT) in the market 

research literature (Boddy 2008; Rossiter 2009).16  Interviewees were presented with 

a range of photographs, asked to choose one photograph that represented ‘the best 

commissioner of an evaluation’ and a second photograph that represented the ‘worst 

commissioner of an evaluation.’  The participant was then asked to describe the 

persons depicted. In the second part of the interview participants were shown a video 

of the first part of the interview and asked to explain what they were thinking at 

different stages of the interview.  I used a range of probes including category 

instance generation (Rutherford 2005) as described below.   

Choice of Elicitation Technique 

There are many elicitation techniques (see Barter and Renold 1999; Catterall and 

Ibbotson 2000; Donoghue 2000; Jenkins et al. 2010; Mannay 2010; Roberts 2005). I 

chose TAT for this research for three reasons: there is evidence to support its 

efficacy, it is quick to administer (and so suited my research design) and it involves 

both choice and verbal elaboration of the reasons for the choices.  

                                                
15

   Details of the research methods are provided under ‘Research Methods’ below. 
16

   Thematic Apperception Testing is a misnomer because in research and evaluation 
interviews it is not used to ‘test’ the individual’s apperception.  At most it is simply used 
to stimulate apperception: i.e. the perception of an object as involving the consciousness 
of the person perceiving it.  More usually in evaluation and research it is used to stimulate 
perception of another not the self. Nevertheless for the sake of consistency I will use the 
acronym TAT to refer to the technique. 
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There is reasonable evidence to support the effectiveness of most elicitation 

techniques. Breivik and Supphellen (2003) examined the effectiveness of four 

different types of elicitation technique in predicting purchasing decisions and 

concluded 

… irrespective of the choice of technique, the most salient attributes relevant for 
product evaluation will tend to surface [as a result of the elicitation]. Notably, 
this result was obtained with three (four) principally different techniques and for 
two medium/high involvement products. (Breivik and Supphellen 2003, p. 90)  

There are, however, conditions that affect the effectiveness of the techniques.  The 

technique is more effective when it is “congruent with the respondents’ natural way” 

(Breivik and Supphellen 2003, p. 90) of behaving in the situation being studied.17 

… the perceived match between the elicitation task procedure and the employed 
cognitive process when considering a product …  Procedures that match the 
subjects’  style of attribute processing are likely to obtain better results than 
procedures with a poor match. (Breivik and Supphellen 2003, p. 80)  

One of the techniques examined was ‘ideal description’ in which the interviewee is 

asked to describe the characteristics of an ideal item (product in this case), one that 

the interviewee would evaluate as the best.  Breivik and Supphellen (2003) rated the 

‘ideal description’ technique as effective in their study.  I mention this because TAT 

is in the same class of elicitation technique; they both ask the responder to describe 

the characteristics of an item or person, though TAT provides a relatively concrete 

cue to assist participants to talk about the person depicted.   

There is also reasonable evidence from the psychological literature to support the 

effectiveness of TAT in eliciting underlying patterns of cognitive responses towards 

others.   Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb (2000) reviewed the literature to assess the 

diagnostic effectiveness of three projective techniques in psychology: TAT, 

Rorschach Inkblot Test and human figure (stick man) drawings.18  They infer that the 

                                                
17

  This finding is consistent with Jenkins et al (2010) discussion of the need for vignettes to 
be plausible to research participants. 

18
  I use the term ‘projective’ here to differentiate the psychological use of such techniques 

from the use of ‘elicitation’ techniques in social research and evaluation.  



 

18 

data elicited by TAT is useful but that the diagnostic interpretation of the results 

depends on the application of validated scoring systems.  

On the basis of the research reviewed here, we are strongly inclined to agree 
with Westen, Lohr et al.(1990) that projective techniques are not inherently 
unreliable or unvalid. (sic) (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000, p. 55) 

While there are issues with the diagnostic use of projective techniques, there is 

strong evidence that an individual’s cognitive responses elicited from the presented 

stimuli can reflect or inform behaviour in other contexts, provided that the elicitation 

task is plausible to the individual.19  

There is also support from cognitive science for the use of devices to elicit implicit 

memory.  Cognitive scientists (see Rutherford 2005) have developed a number of 

tests for implicit memory.  There are two classes of implicit test: perceptual and 

conceptual.  

Perceptual … implicit tests require participants to resolve perceptually 
impoverished displays … [e.g.] where a whole word has to be completed from 
only the first few letters. (Rutherford 2005, p. 286)  

Conceptual implicit tests include word association and category instance generation.  

The essence of category instance generation is to identify instances in which the 

research participant used a generalisation, or referred to a category: and ask her or 

him to provide a specific example of the category or metaphor.   

Category instance generation is closely related to metaphor analysis (Moser 2000). 

The underlying theory is that metaphors and categories are mental models 

(schemata) that help make sense of the world by mapping experiences onto new or 

complex topics.  

A metaphor consists of the projection of one schema (the source domain of the 
metaphor) onto another schema (the target domain of the metaphor).  
(Moser 2000, p. 3)  

                                                
19

   See also Jenkins et al (2010).  
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Categories, generalisations and metaphors reflect implicit knowledge about the 

nature of things (and people) and the relationships between them. The extent to 

which the knowledge is implicit increases with the extent to which a generalisation is 

used automatically or with little awareness.  So when an individual uses a 

generalisation or a metaphor, asking for other examples fleshes out the mental model 

and provides more information about the underlying schema and implicit knowledge.   

I suggest that TAT is also a method of category instance generation.  It asks people 

to identify a category and then elaborate on that category.  Our ability to find 

categories and metaphors within the categories generated by TAT reflects multiple 

levels of complexity and hierarchies of categories.  

Verbal Protocols 

The second part of the interview was a debrief on the initial interview using a 

method variously known as ‘verbal protocols’ (Ericsson and Simon 1980; Green and 

Gilhooly 2005; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996), ‘thinkalouds’ (Sudman, 

Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996), ‘protocol analysis’ (Green and Gilhooly 2005) and 

‘cognitive interviewing’ (Beatty and Willis 2007; Ridolfo and Schoua-Glusberg 

2011; Ryan, Gannon-Slater, and Culbertson 2012; Harris-Kojetin et al. 1999; Presser 

et al. 2004; Conrad and Blair 2009).  

The term ‘protocol analysis’ is not widely used. The term ‘thinkalouds’ is relevant 

mainly to concurrent processing.  The term ‘cognitive interviewing’ is also used for a 

completely different process used by police to enhance the memory of eyewitnesses 

(Geiselman et al. 2003). I prefer the term ‘verbal protocols’ to describe the process 

because it has the broadest application and avoids some of the problems associated 

with the other terms.  

In broad terms, verbal protocols involve asking respondents to talk about what they 

were thinking either as they respond to a question, stimulus or task (concurrent) or 

afterwards (retrospective) (Beatty and Willis 2007; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 

1996). The method is used in cognitive psychology to examine problem-solving 

strategies (Green and Gilhooly 2005).  Verbal protocols are also used in the design of 

surveys to validate questions (Beatty and Willis 2007; Sudman, Bradburn, and 
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Schwarz 1996; Ridolfo and Schoua-Glusberg 2011; Ryan, Gannon-Slater, and 

Culbertson 2012; Harris-Kojetin et al. 1999; Presser et al. 2004; Conrad and Blair 

2009). Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz (1996) suggest that retrospective verbal 

protocols can be used to explore all aspects of the cognitive processes involved in 

responding to a survey question.  They also argue that verbal protocols and 

experiments are the only way to examine recall and judgement formation processes 

(Sudman et al.1996).  

Nevertheless there are limits to the use of verbal protocols.  They are introspective 

and are affected by the application of articulated or ruminative thought to what may 

be implicit cognitive processes.  

It is important to recognize that thinking aloud is not the direct externalization of 
our cognitive processes.  Rather, mental processes may be inferred through the 
careful analysis of verbal protocols. (Green & Gilhooly 2005:351) 

Nisbett and colleagues have criticised the use of introspective methods such as verbal 

protocols. Nisbett and Wilson (1977) conducted research that shows that research 

subjects are not always aware: a) of a stimulus that influenced a response; b) of the 

response; c) that the stimulus affected the response. Further, Nisbett and Bellows 

(1977) conducted research that showed that the ‘subjects’ reports about the factors 

that influenced judgements were “highly inaccurate.”  Nisbett and colleagues argue 

instead that people use ‘plausible judgement rules’ to develop answers and rationales 

for their judgments.   

Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz (1996) point out that the use of ‘plausible judgment 

rules’ is a way of saying that people use schemata to make responses even in verbal 

protocols. 

To us, this [the plausible judgement rule] is another way of saying that 
respondents sometimes use schemata (Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996, p. 
50)  

Indeed, verbal protocols do not directly provide complete information about 

cognitive processes.  They do, however, directly provide some information that may 

be incomplete but is extremely useful (Green and Gilhooly 2005; Presser et al. 2004; 
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Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996) and they also provide indirect information 

about cognitive processes (Green and Gilhooly 2005).   

Research methods 

Participants 

Eight people were recruited from my personal network to participate in the research.  

Those recruited were all professional evaluators with at least 10 years experience in 

the conduct or management of evaluations.  Those who took part were between 40 

and 60 years of age. Appointments were made to suit the convenience of the 

participants. 

Ethical Clearance 

This study required and received ethical clearance from the University of Melbourne 

Human Research Ethics Committee.  The project was classified as a ‘Minimal Risk’.  

The clearance was based on: informed consent by adults who are experienced 

evaluators;20 the provision of a plain language statement outlining the research;21 

protection of the participants’ identities; appropriate data storage and security; and 

compliance with the University’s Code of Conduct for Research.  

Data collection 

The ‘Plain Language Statement’ and ‘Consent Form’ were provided to the 

participants at least two days before the interview and again immediately prior to the 

interview.  Participants were asked to complete and sign the consent form before the 

interview commenced. 

Each participant was engaged in a single interview with two parts: first a preliminary 

interview on the topic outlined below; and second a debriefing interview on the first 

part of the interview using verbal protocols.  

Both parts of the interview were videoed.  All but one debriefing interview was 

videoed using a “Sony HDR-PJ10E” video camera.  The initial interview for the first 
                                                
20

  See Appendix 2 
21

  See Appendix 1 
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participant was recorded on the camera’s memory. The camera was then linked by 

USB cable to a laptop computer (13” MacBook Air running OS 10.6.4 ‘Snow 

Leopard’, updated in September 2011 to 10.7 ‘Lion’). In the first interview, I started 

transferring the video from the camera’s memory to the laptop by cable.  However, 

the transfer rate was slow and would have taken 20-30 minutes to complete.  The 

transfer was stopped and the video was projected from the camera onto the wall for 

the debriefing interview section. The cognitive part of the first interview was then 

videoed using the camera contained in the laptop.  

The other seven interviews were recorded on to a memory card (either “SanDisk 

Extreme 4GB 30MB/s” or “SanDisk Extreme Pro 8GB – 45 MB/s”). The memory 

card was then inserted into a laptop computer and the video transferred to the 

computer for the debriefing interview section of the interview.   

Following the first interview, I decided to develop back up recordings.  For the last 

seven interviews I made an audio recording and took handwritten notes using 

“Livescribe Smart Pen” technology. The “Smart Pen” is a ballpoint pen with an 

embedded computer and flash memory, infra-red camera, digital microphone, 

speaker and a small LED display. It captures and synchronises writing (on 

compatible paper) and audio so that handwritten notes are indexed to the audio.  The 

notes can be used to play back the section of audio linked to a spot on the 

handwritten text. I exported the files to Portable Document Format (.pdf).  I then 

listened to the recordings and read the notes using Adobe Reader 11.0.x. 

In most instances I had a video record, a separate audio record and handwritten notes 

combined in a “.pdf” file.  In one instance, the camera stopped recording during the 

debrief interview but the audio recording continued. For another interview, the audio 

recording did not work.  I was left with a full record of all interviews and debrief 

interviews, either audio or video and in most cases both.  

Preliminary interview (15-20 minutes) 

The first part of the interview, the preliminary interview used TAT to elicit 

participant understandings.  Participants were told this was a simulated exercise for 
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the purpose of testing the data collection method. The simulated research question 

explored in the preliminary interview was:  

Evaluators’ experience of the use made of evaluations by commissioners (and 
others); and views on how evaluation use might be enhanced.  

The photographs for the TAT were downloaded from the World Wide Web. A search 

was conducted on the World Wide Web for images that were presented as ‘business 

people.’   The categorisation of the images as ‘business people’ was made by the 

website managers or those who uploaded the images.  Two websites provided free 

photographs in that category. Fifteen, 4”x 6” colour photographs of individuals were 

selected to provide a range of different images of ‘business people.’  The chosen 

photographs depicted people in either business or smart casual clothing. Seven of the 

photographs were men and eight were women.  
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Figure 1 Stimulus Photographs 
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Each interviewee was shown an array of the 15 photographs.  The photographs were 

put out in random order and varied for each interview.  The participant was then 

asked to choose two photographs: one which encapsulated for them a senior manager 

who was most likely to use evaluation data intelligently to inform decisions: and one 

who was less likely to do so. 

The participant was then asked to choose one of the two photographs and say:  

• how the character in the photograph would behave when confronted 

with an evaluation report and  

• the characteristics of the person represented.  

The process was then repeated with the second photograph. 

Participants were encouraged to expand on the descriptions. Both silence and verbal 

probes were used to encourage the participant to talk more.   

Debriefing interview  (60-70 minutes) 

There was a break of 5 to 10 minutes between interviews while I prepared the video 

of the preliminary interview for playback. In the break, I engaged the participants in 

casual conversation, offered refreshment and the opportunity to move around while I 

was preparing the playback. The break was a technical necessity but it also served to 

break the context that had been created in the first part of the interview and allow a 

new context to develop for the debriefing interview.  The video of the first part of the 

interview was then shown (either projected on to the wall or on the laptop screen). 

In the first interview, I told the participant to let me know when he wanted to make a 

comment and I would stop the video.  For the other seven interviews, the participant 

was told to press the space bar to pause the replay at any point if they wanted to 

comment on what they had said or done.  

The debriefing interview was an in-depth, non-standardised interview.  It was based 

on the verbal probing techniques adapted from Willis (1999) and described further in 

Presser et al. (2004) and Beatty and Willis (2007). In interviews 4 to 8 the first step 
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in the debriefing interview was to ask the interviewee to summarise what s/he had 

been thinking during the interview. The researcher then reviewed the preliminary 

interview step-by-step with the participant. At each step, the participant was asked to 

describe the event and then to describe the participant’s unvoiced responses at the 

time.   

The first question was designed to start the conversation.  I usually asked the first 

question at a point in the video shortly after the photographs had been laid and before 

the photographs had been selected. The question was:  

“What was your immediate response to the task?” 

After that the participants would either stop the video to make a comment about what 

they had been thinking or I would ask them to clarify a point.  On some of the 

occasions that the interviewee used a generalisation or a metaphor, I would use 

category instance generation to probe for more detailed implicit memory by asking: 

“Can you give another example of the same type of [person, event]?”  

I also tried to ascertain the source of such generalisations.  

Analysis 

The video and audio of the interviews was analysed against the key questions 

outlined above: Did each participant have a schema?  Where did the schemata come 

from? What were the schemata? How did each schema inform the participant’s 

response? 

The video of each initial interview was summarised and recorded in a separate Excel 

worksheet within one Excel spreadsheet. My observations about the participant’s 

behaviour and comments were also entered into the worksheets. A condensed version 

of the headings used in the spreadsheets is presented at Appendix 3.   

All of the debriefing interviews were analysed using either the video recording 

(viewed in “QuickTime Player 10.3”) or the audio recording and handwritten notes 

(using “Adobe Reader 11.0.x”).  A summary of each interview was made and 

recorded on the same worksheet as the initial interview.  My observations about the 

participant’s behaviour and comments were also entered into the spreadsheet. The 
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discussion, observations and comments from the debriefing interview were recorded 

opposite the record of the event from the preliminary interview.  Sometimes several 

rows of data from the debriefing interview related to one point from the preliminary 

interview.  

On the far right of the spreadsheets were seven columns used for analytical purposes. 

One column was used to record additional notes on interpretation of the data and key 

analytical concepts.  Six of the analysis columns were designed to record instances 

that met the conditions of the respective columns. Four of the analysis columns relate 

to the key questions. One analysis column was used to flag instances of category 

instance generation and the sixth column was used to flag instances in which the 

participant had used implicit knowledge.  Entries in the analysis columns were made 

during the process of summarising the interviews.  After the interviews were 

summarised, the summary data was reviewed and further entries made in the analysis 

columns.   

The data in the analysis columns on each worksheet was further summarised and 

recorded on a separate ‘Themes’ spreadsheet.  The summary for each participant was 

recorded as a separate row to form a data matrix similar to those outlined in Miles 

and Huberman (1994). In the ‘Themes’ spreadsheet I added an additional 11 columns 

to the original six analysis columns. The additional columns related to new themes 

that emerged during the analysis of the interviews or as a result of the literature 

review (see Appendix 3). 

Conclusion 

Both the use of video replay to prompt discussion and the methods used to probe the 

cognitive processes revealed information that would have been very difficult to 

obtain in other ways.  The video appeared to act as an effective prompt to cue recall 

about cognitive processes.  The combination of physical gesture, facial expression 

and words seemed to elicit detailed recollection and analysis by the individual of his 

or her cognitive processes.  Nevertheless, it was apparent that the participant was 

also considering and reflecting on what they had done and said: and that their 

responses to the video and to the questions were a conscious presentation of their 

interpretation of the video. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

SETTING THE SCENE: ELICITATION TECHNIQUES IN EVALUATION 

AND RESEARCH 

In this Chapter, I review the literature on the use of elicitation techniques. I start by 

locating them in the contexts in which they are used, qualitative interviews and 

survey questionnaires. I then examine the different ontological and epistemological 

perspectives used in asking questions for research and evaluation purposes. I finish 

the chapter with an outline of the issues that lead to the development of elicitation 

techniques.  

Setting the Scene - Elicitation techniques in evaluations and research  

Elicitation techniques were developed to help collect data that was not readily 

available from direct questions in interviews and surveys (Keats 1993; Patton 2002; 

Haire 1950; Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Donoghue 2000).  They are often, but not 

always, used in the context of an evaluation interview or a research interview (e.g. 

Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Donoghue 2000; Hurworth et al. 2005; Hurworth and 

Sweeney 1995; Patton 2002); usually as part of an in-depth interview but sometimes 

in structured interviews and even questionnaires (Puleston 2014; Rintoul personal 

communication). Commonly, as I describe below, elicitation techniques are used 

when the practitioner feels that direct questions are inappropriate for one reason or 

another (e.g. Keats 1993; Patton 2002).  

It is important therefore, to locate elicitation techniques in the context of interviews: 

to understand why direct questions may not always provide the data required and 

explore how elicitations might be used in an interview. Indeed the differences 

between elicitation techniques and direct questions are helpful in illustrating how 

elicitation techniques work. 

Types of interview 

The definitions of interview in the literature are highly varied (Keats 1993; Kvale 

1996; Minichiello et al. 1990; Powney and Watts 1987; Schostak 2006).  The 

differences largely relate to differences in the underlying ontologies and 
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epistemologies (see below) but they share one characteristic:  interviews are used to 

collect verbal information from a participant. Patton (2002) writes that for him, 

interviews are an important supplement to observation.  

We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly 
observe. The issue is not whether observational data are more desirable, valid, or 
meaningful than self-report data. The fact is we cannot observe everything.  We 
cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions.  We cannot observe 
behaviours that took place at some previous point in time.  We cannot observe 
situations that preclude the presence of an observer.  We cannot observe how 
people have organized the world and the meanings they attach to what goes on 
in the world.  We have to ask people questions to find out these things. (Patton 
2002, pp. 340-1) 

Interviews generally ask about an individual’s: experiences or memories; views or 

attitudes; intentions or past behaviours; interactions; or understandings.   

There is also a very wide range of interview techniques, sometimes described as a 

continuum, from highly standardised open-ended questions to using conversation to 

elicit stories and anecdotes (e.g. Merriam 1988; Cooke 1994; Patton 2002; 

Stufflebeam and Shinkfield 2007).   

Interestingly Keats (1993) related research interviews to other types of interview. 

Interviews fall into two main groups, those whose purpose is to change the 
behaviour of the respondent and those whose purpose is to collect information 
without the intention of affecting the respondent’s behaviour. (Keats 1993, p. 2) 

She also provided a list of interview types: 

• Personal data reporting (to complete a form either helping the informant self-

complete or asking questions to complete for the informant) 

• Opinion Polls or sample surveys 

• Research interview (in-depth) 

• Clinical interviews 

• Key informant interviews (as in anthropology) 
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• Guided interviews (often called “Structured” or “Semi-structured” interviews 

using written questions with explanations and probes) 

• Focused interviews (following Merton, focused on a shared experience, 

designed to test hypotheses using standardised questions; can be done 

individually or in groups) 

• Mass media interviews 

• Group interviews  

• Job interviews 

• Telephone interviews 

Three of the interview types (clinical interviews, job interviews and mass media 

interviews) can be ignored for our purposes, as they are unlikely to be used as 

research or evaluation tools.  However, one would now add on-line or web-based 

interviewing to the list (e.g. De Leeuw, Hox, and Snijkers 2003; Ibsen and Ballweg 

2003; James and Busher 2009). 

Cross-cutting the types outlined above is a range of interview approaches such as 

Life-History (e.g. Cavan 2003; Faraday and Plummer 2003); a range of other 

narrative approaches (e.g. Hollway and Jefferson 2003; Onyx and Small 2001); 

convergent interviewing (Dick 1998); and constructivist approaches (e.g. Briggs 

1986; Edwards and Weller 2012; Garton and Copland 2010; James and Busher 2009; 

Kvale 1996; Rodwell 1998; Schostak 2006).   

Scope of the literature 

In 1986 Briggs (1986) described the literature on qualitative interviewing as largely 

of the practical cook-book type with little discussion or critique of the methods:  and, 

as Aaron Cicourel (1986)  pointed out, there is very little empirical research on the 

efficacy and validity of research interviews. 

Nothing much has changed in the intervening years, much of the literature is still 

based on personal experiences and lessons from other practitioners (Patton 2002; 
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Keats 1993; Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006; De Leeuw, Hox, and Snijkers 2003; Dick 

1998; Ibsen and Ballweg 2003; Minichiello et al. 1990). 

Understandings about Interviews  

There is some discussion in the literature on the nature of interviews. The idea that 

an interview is a conversation occurs frequently across the approaches, albeit there 

are different ideas about the nature of the conversation and its purpose (Briggs 1986; 

Cavan 2003; James and Busher 2009; Keats 1993; Kvale 1996; Merriam 1988; 

Minichiello et al. 1990; Powney and Watts 1987; Schostak 2006; Sudman, Bradburn, 

and Schwarz 1996).   

There is also very limited discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of different 

interview approaches. Indeed, many practitioners take a very pragmatic approach and 

simply use whatever methods seem appropriate with little or no attention to ontology 

or epistemology (Snape and Spencer 2004). Denzin and Lincoln (1994) elevated 

pragmatism to a new level by adapting Lévi-Strauss’s (1966) notion of bricolage to 

describe a “methodological eclecticism” in approach.  

Despite such eclecticism, every interview is built on assumptions that affect how the 

data is interpreted and validated, though such assumptions are often not well 

articulated.  I am not going to do a detailed analysis of the differences in this thesis 

but a rough categorisation is necessary.  

There is an epistemological dimension and some ontological issues. Epistemology is 

concerned with the nature of knowledge and how it can be acquired. Snape and 

Spencer (2004) identified two major epistemologies in the interview literature. 

The main epistemological stances are positivism [stress in original] which holds 
that methods of natural sciences are appropriate for social enquiry because 
human behaviour is governed by law-like regularities; and that it is possible to 
carry out independent, objective and value free social research.  The opposing 
view, known as interpretivism [stress in original], claims that natural science 
methods are not appropriate for social investigation because the social world is 
not governed by regularities that hold-law-like properties. Hence, a social 
researcher has to explore and understand the social world through the 
participants’ and their own perspectives; and explanations can only be offered at 
the level of meaning rather than cause. Qualitative research is largely associated 
with interpretivism. (Snape and Spencer 2004, p.23) 
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Snape and Spencer (2004)  see qualitative research as generally inductive and falling 

within an ‘interpretive’ epistemology: and statistical approaches such as surveys as 

‘positivist’ (see also Trochim 2006a). 22   

Ontology relates to understandings about the nature of being; and in social research 

and evaluation, it relates to the nature of the social world. According to Snape and 

Spencer (2004), 23 the major ontological positions in social research are: realism, 

there is an external reality which exists and affects people regardless of their beliefs; 

materialism, there is a real world made up of material objects and everything else, 

including mental phenomena, is a consequence of the interactions of those material 

objects; and idealism, that reality, or reality as we can know it, is fundamentally 

mental or constructed.  Critical realism holds that there is an external reality 

independent of our thinking and that it can be studied but never fully comprehended 

(Trochim 2006a).24 

I suggest there is another ontological dimension in social research and evaluation 

practice relating to the nature of thinking.  At one extreme it is argued that meaning 

and understanding are based on language (Schostak 2006); or, that language is the 

process of human thought (Kvale 1996; Minichiello et al. 1990). The other end of the 
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 The characterization of survey research as ‘positivist’ is a gross oversimplification and 
essentially inaccurate. It might be reasonable to argue that those who advocate for 
randomized control trials as the ‘gold standard’ for research are ‘positivists’, or more 
accurately ‘empiricists’ (the belief that the only experimental data is valid). Yet most 
survey research is neither ‘positivist’ nor ‘empirical’ in any real sense.   

 The fundamental premise of positivism is that the proper purpose of science is restricted 
to direct observation and to those things which are verifiable. B.F. Skinner was a 
positivist (Lindzey, Hall, and Manosvitz 1959). Surveys, on the other hand, do not 
directly observe the phenomena they are studying, especially when they attempt to 
measure internal mental states such as attitudes and emotions; and are rarely verifiable 
without other data. Some, but not all, survey practitioners are dismissive of observation 
and qualitative research, opting instead for a strong deductive approach and a strong 
predilection for rigorous measurement and numbers.  That approach does not constitute 
‘positivism,’ it is instead an extreme form of reductionism, more accurately characterized 
as ‘scientism.’  

23
  Snape and Spencer (2004) identify the first three positions, ‘realism’, ‘materialism’ and 

‘idealism’, and then separately describe themselves as ‘subtle realists’ or critical realists. 
The characterisation of the positions is mine, not theirs. 

24
  Snape and Spencer’s (2004) description of their ‘subtle realist’ position is rather different 

because they add in a constructivist element, writing that there is an external reality 
“independent of our beliefs or understanding … [and] reality is only knowable … through 
socially constructed meanings” (Snape and Spencer 2004, p.16). 
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spectrum differentiates between explicit thinking and knowledge on the one hand; 

and implicit thinking and tacit knowledge on the other (Sudman, Bradburn, and 

Schwarz 1996; Kahneman 2011b; Rutherford 2005; Garrod and Sanford 2005; 

Tourangeau 1987; Davies and Nutley 2000; Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003; 

Argyris and Schön 1974).  From the latter perspective, language is necessarily seen 

as the result of cognitive processes rather than the vehicle for such processes.  

Language is simply one form of behaviour, verbal behaviour, among other forms of 

behaviour (Jenkins et al. 2010). Between the two extremes are a range of other 

positions, for example, the assumption that language, while not the process of 

thought, is nevertheless a relatively unproblematic reflection of thinking (reported 

by Briggs 1986).  

For the purposes of this thesis we can group the assumptions underlying most 

approaches into four broad categories. 25 The categorisation is by no means 

comprehensive but is a heuristic device to allow me to explore the utility of some of 

the assumptions used by practitioners. Nor are the assumptions exclusive.  Many 

practitioners are eclectic in their use of perspectives and adopt approaches utilising 

different assumptions depending on their perception of the issue to be resolved.  

The four broad categories of approaches are: 

• What people say about phenomena more or less reflects the ‘real world’ 

and the social world is at least partially knowable.  Many practitioners, 

with the exception of some constructivists, share this very broad perspective.  

However, different methods within this broad approach are often 

characterised differently. Survey research that adopts such a perspective is 

often mistakenly characterised as ‘positivist’ (Snape and Spencer 2004).  

However, the qualitative literature generally eschews the ‘positivist’ label for 

its own approaches and tends to write about ‘realist’ and ‘critical realist’ 

perspectives (Snape and Spencer 2004; Trochim 2006a).26 Denzin and 
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  Roulston (2010) offers six categories: neo-positivist, romantic, constructionist, post-
modern, transformative and decolonizing.  However, none of her categories include those 
perspectives that consider the role of implicit knowledge. 

26
  The distinction between ‘realism’ and ‘critical realism’ is supposed to be that realists 

believe it is possible to fully understand the ‘real world’ (Snape and Spencer 2004; 
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Lincoln (1994) referred to the non-constructivist approaches in qualitative 

research as ‘modernism’.27 I will use the term ‘critical realist’ to refer to any 

approach that treats the social world as at least partially knowable through 

direct questions.  

• What people say in interviews is a reflection of the ‘real world’ but may 

be biased or inaccurate. Within the broad critical realist perspective some 

practitioners recognise that answers given in interviews do not always reflect 

other observations such as actual voting or buying behaviours (Krosnick et al. 

1993; Krosnick and Petty 1995; Krosnick 1999; Minichiello et al. 1990; 

Revilla, Saris, and Krosnick 2014; Tourangeau 1987; Trochim 2006a; Saris et 

al. 2010). These authors tend to see such variance as errors from some ‘true’ 

value (Briggs 1986) and therefore have a strong focus on eliminating bias and 

‘objectivity’.   Some writers see themselves as adopting a more scientific 

approach (e.g. Minichiello et al. 1990) or associate it with Popper’s 

philosophy of science (Trochim 2006a).28 Trochim (2006a) uses the term 

‘post-positivism’ to describe such approaches. I am not entirely comfortable 

with the term29 but for want of a better label I will use ‘post-positivism’ in 

this thesis 

• What people say in interviews is constructed by discourse and should be 

seen as ‘accounts’ or ‘performances’ rather than representations of 

reality outside the interview. The understandings constructed in the process 

                                                                                                                                     
Trochim 2006a); but ‘critical realism’ believes we can never fully understand it and 
should treat our explanations as contingent on other data. I doubt very much that one 
could find any practitioner who would espouse the rigid ‘realist’ position described above 
so I don’t propose to include ‘realism’ in my typology. 

27
  In some ways ‘modernism’ is a useful label because it connotes the value of ‘science’ as 

an approach. However, it seems odd to associate modernism with ‘realist’ perspectives.  
Modernism was a revolt against the Enlightenment’s emphasis on rationality and realism. 
It was an affirmation of humanist perspectives and new ways of doing things and led to 
abstract art, expressionism, stream-of-consciousness novels and, arguably, even quantum 
physics.  The modernist movement is more aligned with constructivist perspectives than 
with non-constructivist ones. 

28
  Roulston (2010) uses the label ‘neo-positivist approaches’ but that does not sufficiently 

differentiate interviews or surveys from the ‘positivist’ position adopted by B.F. Skinner 
and others (Lindzey, Hall, and Manosvitz 1959). 

29
  See discussion in the footnote on positivism above. 
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are treated as valid in their own right and language is thought to be central to 

the construction of such understandings (Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006; Snape 

and Spencer 2004).  There are two major approaches that share these 

assumptions, ‘constructivist’ and ‘post-modernist.’  Constructivism focuses 

mostly on how people use dialogue to make sense of, or explain, the ‘world’ 

(Roulston 2010; Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006).  Post-modernists share many of 

the constructivist assumptions and are particularly concerned with how 

dialogue is used to reinforce power relations and what that means for the role 

of interviewer (Edwards and Weller 2012; Sutton 2011; Johnston and 

Klandermans 1995).  

• What people say in an interview may reveal implicit knowledge, 

assumptions and understandings that influence and affect behaviour. 

This cognitive perspective overlaps the former two approaches.  It is not 

widely adopted but it is shared by some practitioners in a number of different 

approaches, including some post-positivist approaches (e.g. Sudman, 

Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Tourangeau 1987; Tourangeau and Yan 2007; 

Schwarz and Hippler 1987), phenomenology (Schutz 1970a; Smith, Flowers, 

and Larkin 2009) and some constructivist approaches (Briggs 1986; Kvale 

1996; Schostak 2006). I will describe this approach in more detail in Chapter 

Five. 

It is difficult to adequately describe the range of interview approaches and 

perspectives in the space available.  Instead, I will give a very brief outline of the 

constructivist perspective and the more extreme ‘post-positivist’ perspectives to 

illustrate the range of perspectives, their underlying cognitive models; and to outline 

the issues that lead to the introduction of elicitation techniques.   

Constructivist perspectives 

The constructivist position is a fairly broad perspective based explicitly on the notion 

that knowledge is derived from social interaction (Derry 1996; Rodwell 1998; Schutz 

1970b). In other words, what is said in interactions is constructed in and for that 

interaction (e.g. Powney and Watts 1987; Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006). More 

fundamentally, the construction of knowledge also contributes to the construction of 
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‘self’ and, in turn, the construction of events (e.g. Onyx and Small 2001). Many of 

the constructivist and postmodernist positions argue that what is said is ‘truth’ for the 

participant: and thus a ‘social fact’ in its own right (Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006; 

James and Busher 2009; Sutton 2011).   

One important consequence of the constructivist position, though this implication 

sometimes seems to get lost, is that a ‘truth’ is always seen as contingent: and that 

people can legitimately express multiple views (Kvale 1996; Minichiello et al. 1990; 

James and Busher 2009; Schostak 2006; Hollway and Jefferson 2003). Some 

constructivists also assume that cognition is based on language and language alone 

(e.g. Schostak 2006; Minichiello et al. 1990). 

Within the broad constructivist position, the post-modern perspective argues that 

discourse constitutes knowledge and reality (Powney and Watts 1987; Kvale 1996; 

Schostak 2006): that thinking is based on language (Minichiello et al. 1990; James 

and Busher 2009): and that discourse drives behaviour and reveals actions (Powney 

and Watts 1987; Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006).  More radically, the interview is 

conceptualised as a ‘performance’ in which various ‘selves’ are presented (Denzin, 

2001 quoted in Roulston 2010) by both parties to the interview.  The practitioner is 

required to consider their own subjectivities and reflect on how they contribute to the 

words constructed in the interview. Some writers also argue that discourse is used as 

a tool for managing and policing understandings (Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006; 

Lincoln 2002; James and Busher 2009; Rodwell 1998). Individuals legitimately 

express different views in different contexts as a political strategy in response to 

power (Schostak 2006; Bourdieu 1977).  

There is no doubt that we construct our conversation and our understanding of the 

world: but the link between conversation and action is problematic.  If behaviour is 

constructed from language, then an individual’s behaviour would follow what that 

individual ‘says’.  In fact, as we shall see below, behaviour is often quite different 

from what is said (Bell and Buchanan 1966; Briggs 1986; Brown and Gilmartin 

1969; Brown 1993; Dijkstra and van der Zouwen 1987; Phillips 1971; Strack and 

Martin 1987). 
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An emphasis on what is ‘said’ is central to the constructivist perspectives. 

Underlying the various constructivist perspectives are some theoretical premises 

about the production of words. The interview interaction is seen as a social 

construction in its own right, an ‘InterView’ (Kvale 1996) or an ‘inter view’ 

(Schostak 2006). The practitioner ceases to be an interviewer and is seen as a ‘co-

participant’ (Briggs 1986, p.25); the interview is said to be a coproduction (Kvale 

1996); the  ‘interviewee’ becomes a ‘consultant’ (Briggs 1986); and all parties to the 

interview are seen as  coresearchers (Onyx and Small 2001, p.775).  In turn, the 

notion of a co-produced interview leads to a discussion about the dynamics of power 

in interviews (e.g. Onyx and Small 2001; Kvale 1996; Hollway and Jefferson 2003): 

and ‘ownership’ of the data (Onyx and Small 2001).   

The issue of ownership of data is a useful product of the constructivist perspective. 

Community advocates have long complained informally about ‘data raids:’ that 

practitioners’ appropriate community understandings and ideas with little effective 

community input about what the data means. Even in constructivist approaches, 

practitioners tend to take for themselves the power to interpret the data and say what 

it means (Onyx and Small 2001).  There is a hegemony of interpretation based on the 

position of the practitioner as the person that publishes the information.  Such 

interpretations are often treated as the intellectual property of the practitioner rather 

than those whose ideas triggered the interpretations. 

Post-Positivist Perspectives in Interviews and Surveys30 

The notions of the practitioner as the ‘owner’ and a privileged interpreter of the data 

are more deeply embedded in the ‘post-positivist’ perspectives on interviewing and 

surveys. Those who provide the data tend to be called respondents, subjects, or 

occasionally, interviewees.31 While most practitioners feel obliged to provide ‘opt 
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  For the sake of convenience, I will address ‘realist’ and ‘critical realist’ perspectives 
together in this section because there are many similarities between the approaches.  
Where there are differences between approaches I will articulate the differences. 

31
  The terminology of ‘subjects’ and ‘respondents’ appears designed to represent the 

practitioner as somehow distant and different from the participants in the survey or 
interview: and also to suggest the survey participant is providing relatively simple 
responses in controlled conditions to the questions asked.  The terminology obscures the 
reality that the practitioner is interacting with the interview partner (even in a mail 
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out’ provisions to research participants, the discourse in much of the literature also 

appears to hold that there is an obligation of ‘responsiveness’ on the ‘respondent:’ 

that the participant should meet the needs of the researcher (e.g. Cavan 2003; Keats 

1993; Moore 2004; Snape and Spencer 2004; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; 

Tourangeau 1987; Tourangeau and Yan 2007).  The responsiveness obligation is to 

answer the researchers’ questions fully and frankly and reveal the information 

requested by the researcher.  A corollary of such an approach is that the researcher 

can and should control the research interview (e.g. James and Busher 2009; Keats 

1993; Moore 2004).   The question of what the practitioner offers in return is largely 

limited to discussion about incentive payments. The literature also simply takes it for 

granted that the practitioner has the right to interpret the data and publish it without 

reference to those who offered the information to the practitioner.  

Practitioners in such approaches tend to treat participants’ reports of behaviour and 

attitudes as relatively unproblematic. There is an implicit and sometimes explicit 

assumption (Krosnik personal communication; Tourangeau 1987) that what a person 

‘Says About’ a phenomenon in a research context is generally a reasonably accurate 

reflection of that person’s attitudes and behaviour outside the research context. There 

is an assumption that the words spoken in an interview reveal a ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ 

(Briggs 1986; James and Busher 2009; Keats 1993; Merriam 1988). Any differences 

between interview responses and observed behaviours are largely seen as ‘errors’ or 

‘bias’ that result from factors that make it difficult for the individual to make an 

‘unbiased’ response. 

Reducing bias 

It is not surprising then that much of the post-positivist literature is about helping 

participants express the ‘reality’ by reducing bias (Tourangeau and Yan 2007; De 

Leeuw, Hox, and Snijkers 2003; Faraday and Plummer 2003; Keats 1993; Saris et al. 

2010; Revilla, Saris, and Krosnick 2014; Krosnick 1999).32  The literature reports a 

                                                                                                                                     
survey) and it objectifies the human being providing the answers and treats such human 
beings as if their purpose is to answer the questions of the practitioner.  

32
  In survey research, Hyman (1954, quoted in Phillips 1971, p.37-8) argued that the 

randomised samples for questionnaires mean that the biases should cancel each other out 
to a large extent. The validity of Hyman’s argument would of course depend on whether 
the ‘biases’ were systematic or not (Phillips 1971); and whether they are indeed a ‘bias’ 
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range of different ‘response biases.’  A response ‘bias’ is a factor that influences an 

answer away from a ‘truthful’ response.  

One of the more prominent reported biases is ‘social desirability bias’ (Krosnick 

1999; Chang and Krosnick 2009; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; 

Tourangeau and Yan 2007), which is the notion that people respond in a way that 

will be viewed favourably by others. Examples used to illustrate ‘social desirability 

bias’ include La Pierre’s study (quoted in Phillips 1971), which found the actual 

willingness of hotels to serve an elderly, respectably dressed Chinese couple bore 

almost no relationship to the hotel staff’s expressed willingness to do so. Another 

example was a very large British survey of sexual attitudes and lifestyles in which 

men reported an average of 2.5 heterosexual partners in the preceding five years but 

women reported an average of 1.5 partners (Brown 1993).  Logically the numbers 

ought to be the same and the only explanation is that the answerers misreport the 

number of sex partners.  

It is not at all clear if such misreporting is intentional or not. Krosnick (1999) 

reported that some researchers assume that social desirability bias is intentional 

misrepresentation.33 However, he points to some research that questions the 

assumption of intentional misrepresentation suggesting that ‘mistakes’ in recall are at 

least partly responsible for the differences between what people “Say” in response to 

questions and what people “Do” in the everyday world. 

There are other types of ‘bias’ as well. For example, many studies have shown that 

minor changes in the wording of a question can lead to major changes in the 

                                                                                                                                     
from some essential ‘true’ value or something else entirely (see below).  In theory, the 
argument should not be valid for interviews that are not conducted with a randomized 
sample.  

 However, Chang and Krosnick (2009) appear to show that the assumptions about 
randomisation may not be always valid. In a study they showed that internet non-
probability samples were less representative of the population but more accurate on 
average than a telephone probability sample, especially on topics that interested the 
respondent.  A possible reason for such findings is the evidence that individuals are more 
likely to use heuristics, cognitive shortcuts, when the issues have low hedonic relevance 
or interest to the participants (Andrews and Thomson 2009). See also the discussion 
below on the ‘Wisdom of Crowds’ phenomenon. 

33
  I will show below that post-positivist practitioners are more likely to assume that 

misrepresentation is deliberate.  
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response obtained (Schwarz 1987; Phillips 1971; Chan 1991). Another form of ‘bias’ 

is interviewer bias (Powney and Watts 1987), in which the interviewer influences the 

answers; possibly because the interviewee wishes to please the interviewer (Phillips 

1971); or possibly through some actions of the interviewer, either deliberate or not 

(Powney and Watts 1987). Other forms of ‘bias’ reported include:  ‘acquiescence 

bias’, or ‘yea-saying’ in which some people tend to say ‘Yes’ (Krosnick 1999; 

Phillips 1971); and the opposite of acquiescence, the ‘nay-Sayers’ (Phillips 1971; 

Krosnick personal  communication).  Then there are ‘order bias’ or ‘context effects’ 

(Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Schwarz 1987; Phillips 1971; Bishop 1987). 

Context or order ‘bias’ relate to the way the preceding questions, or changing the 

order of questions, can lead to major changes in the response obtained (e.g. Sudman, 

Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Tourangeau 1987).   

Rigour as a tool to reduce bias 

The post-positivist drive towards the ‘unbiased’ response leads to an emphasis on:  

a) rigour of process 

b) practitioner ‘neutrality’ avoiding influencing the ‘respondent’  

c) practitioner ‘objectivity’, the notion that there are ways for practitioners’ to 

avoid ‘contaminating’ the ‘truth’ with their own ideas, values, etc.  

(Minichiello et al. 1990).  

As a result there are strong directives in the literature to reduce response bias; and 

triangulate data with other methods and modes of data collection (e.g. James and 

Busher 2009; Lincoln 2002; Patton 2014; Minichiello et al. 1990).  There is also a 

strong emphasis in the post-positivist literature on standardisation of questions (e.g. 

Moore 2004). Another argument articulated by Minichiello et al.(1990) is that 

practitioners should assume that a person’s behaviour is rational and that rationality 

drives their behaviour and their responses to questions. Minichiello et al.(1990) 

argue that the emphasis on rigour of process and ‘objectivity’ makes such an 

approach scientific. 
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Empirical base for qualitative interviewing 

However, the characterisation of the qualitative interview literature as scientific is 

difficult to sustain. The qualitative interview literature presents very little empirical 

data on the efficacy or validity of interviews as a tool to collect data. As I noted 

above, there are exhortations for practitioners to triangulate findings with other 

sources:34 but, with notable exceptions (e.g. Patton 2002; Trochim 2006b), little 

questioning of the underlying validity of interviews. The paucity of validity testing 

stands in stark contrast to the psychological literature (e.g. Hattie 1985) and forensic 

literature (e.g. Geiselman et al. 2003). The empirical base of qualitative interviewing 

also contrasts poorly with the extensive experimental literature in survey techniques 

(e.g. Bishop 1987; Krosnick 1999; Krosnick and Fabrigar 1997; Moore 2004; 

Puleston 2014; Revilla, Saris, and Krosnick 2014; Saris et al. 2010; Schaeffer and 

Presser 2003; Schuman and Presser 1977).  

Pragmatic and intermediate perspectives 

The post-positivist and constructivist perspectives described above paint a picture of 

two ends of a continuum. However, as I wrote above, most practitioners tend to be 

much more pragmatic, using bits and pieces of different approaches from whatever 

models suit their purposes at the time (e.g. Keats 1993; Patton 2002); or to have an 

intermediate position of some kind.  

Regardless of what perspective is adopted, many practitioners use direct questions in 

interviews and surveys: and very few practitioners treat the answers they receive as 

other than a possibly flawed but reasonably reliable reflection of reality: a more or 

less accurate reflection of experience, intentions and views (Briggs 1986). 

                                                
34

  Minichiello et al (1990) argue that “cross-checking” is important but they make the 
argument in the context of a post-positivist approach. They also argue a constructivist 
position apparently without seeing any contradiction. For example, in the following 
passage they argue they are seeking truth from the informant’s perspective rather than 
some external ‘reality.’  

However, the qualitative researcher is not primarily geared to finding out the truth per se but 
rather the truth as the informant sees it to be (emphasis in original). …  the interviewer is 
responsible for obtaining the informant’s account and asking cross-check questions in order 
make this genuine from the informant’s perspective and to identify and classify distortions. 
(Minichiello et al. 1990, p. 128) 
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My approach is also largely pragmatic and eclectic, à la the notion of bricolage 

presented by Denzin and Lincoln (1994).  I fit in the broad critical realist perspective 

with a focus on interpretivist methods. I am sympathetic to much of the constructivist 

perspective except the post-modernist argument that discourse is social reality.  I do 

not accept that the answers to questions are prima facie evidence of social reality. 

Answers to questions should only be treated as evidence of what people SAY in 

certain contexts. 

Direct Questions 

Effective Questions 

There are some circumstances in which direct questions are reported to be effective 

predictors and indicators of behaviour.  For example, surveys of voting patterns and 

intentions are reported to be effective predictors of voting (Krosnick 1999; Chang 

and Krosnick 2009). Such surveys are not absolutely accurate. There are distinct, if 

relatively small, differences between what people say and what they do.35  

For example, the percentage of survey respondents who say they voted in the 
last election is usually greater than the percentage of the population that actually 
voted (Clausen 1968, Granberg & Holmberg 1991, Traugott & Katosh 1979). 
Furthermore, claims by significant numbers of people that they voted are not 
corroborated by official records. (Krosnick 1999, p.545) 

Krosnick (1999) reports that some of the difference is due to poor official records: 

and some to mistakes in recall. Mistakes in recall do not actually reduce the ‘error’ 

but they do suggest that the differences between the response and the election result 

are not due to conscious self-presentation issues though there may be implicit self-

presentation issues.36 It is argued by many (e.g. Krosnick 1999; Tourangeau and Yan 

2007; Moore 2004; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996) that such ‘errors’ in 

surveys on voting are low enough for researchers to make reasonably confident 

predictions about voting outcomes.  

                                                
35

  The differences were even greater in the past.  Studies in the middle of the twentieth 
century found differences of 23-30% between survey responses and votes (Bell and 
Buchanan 1966; Phillips 1971).   

36
  See the discussion on social desirability bias above. 
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One possible reason for the reported effectiveness of voting questionnaires may lie in 

the type of thinking entailed.37 Bellman et al.(2013) suggest that where the topic 

being researched is thought to entail deliberative, logical thinking, then direct 

questions, which use the same thinking style, are likely to generate similar thinking 

patterns and are more likely to reflect reported behaviour.  

Another area where questions appear to be effective is in an area known as ‘We-

research’ using the ‘Wisdom of crowds’ phenomenon (Kearon and Earls 2009).  

Individually people are notoriously poor about predicting what others might do.  

However, as ‘Decision Markets’ or ‘Prediction Markets’ show (Kearon and Earls 

2009), when individual predictions about others are aggregated, the average 

prediction can be a very good estimate of the result.  In part this is a statistical 

phenomenon first identified by the Marquis de Condorcet in 1785 (in Kao and 

Couzin 2014): and observed in such disparate events as guessing the weight of an ox 

(Galton in Kearon and Earls 2009) and fish shoaling behaviours (Ward et al. 2011, 

Ward et al. 2008 Kao and Couzin 2014).  Given a limited number of reliable cues, 

each cue being available to each individual who acts independently of others, the 

accuracy of the average decision or prediction increases with size of the group 

asymptotically to perfect accuracy for an infinitely large group (Kao and Couzin 

2014) regardless of how the group is formed.38  The individual predictions can be 

wildly inaccurate but they vary from a given point observed by the participants. The 

target of prediction markets is a specific phenomenon with specific observable 

properties from which each individual makes their own estimates. For example, over 

more than 700 elections the average predictions of the Iowa Electronic Markets have 

“… been more accurate than the most accurate poll, 75% of the time…”  (Kearon 

and Earls 2009, p.101).  

                                                
37

  I will discuss different types of cognitive processing in Chapter Five. 
38

  The ‘wisdom of crowds’ phenomenon only works in a relatively simple context.  Large 
groups can be very wrong in more complex environments or when interacting with others. 
If the environment is complex and individuals can observe the responses of others, then 
small groups generally generate better decisions (Kao and Couzin 2014). 
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The ‘samples’ are not random but are inclusive, allowing any interested individuals 

to participate; and there is an intrinsic reward for participants to get the ‘correct’ 

answer.  

… James Surowiecki showed … [that] So long as the crowd is diverse, 
independent and faithfully aggregated, it can be extremely accurate in its 
collective predictions. (Surowiecki, 2004, The Wisdom of Crowds, cited in 
Kearon and Earls 2009, p.101) 39 

The ‘Wisdom of Crowds’ is not dependent on random selection but on the size and 

diversity of the group and the nature of the task.  Individuals are not asked about 

their personal behaviour but about the overall result.  The differences between 

Prediction Markets and survey polling results suggest that introducing questions 

about the individual’s own perceptions or behaviours decreases the accuracy of 

prediction.  The differences suggest there is always some element of, conscious or 

non-conscious, self-presentation in interview or questionnaire responses. ‘Social 

desirability bias’ is not just a bias but is inherent in the way we ask questions. 

Inaccuracies in Self-Reported Data  

It is not surprising then, that much self-reported data, such as La Pierre’s study 

(Phillips 1971) and the British survey of sexual attitudes discussed above (Brown 

1993), bears little relation to measurable reality (see also Bell and Buchanan 1966; 

Briggs 1986; Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006; Brown and Gilmartin 1969; Bryan et al. 

2009; Phillips 1971; Strack and Martin 1987; Dijkstra and van der Zouwen 1987). A 

more recent example showed that for some issues, pure chance was a more accurate 

predictor of behaviour than survey questions (Falk, Berkman, and Lieberman 

2012).40 Further, I report below on a study (Schwarz and Hippler 1987) that showed 

                                                
39

  There are two points to note in passing here.  First, at least when asking people to predict 
results of other people’s behaviours, Hyman’s (1954, quoted in Phillips 1971) argument 
about ‘errors’ cancelling out have some value. However, the accuracy here is not because 
the sample was random: but a result of a) a large number of diverse people participating 
freely; and b) participants were asked to predict the result; not how they would behave, or 
what they thought. The target of prediction markets is a specific phenomenon with 
specific observable properties from which the estimates are made.  The second point is, as 
I noted above, that Chang and Krosnick (2009) show that, under some circumstances, 
interest in a topic gives greater accuracy than a random sample, possibly because they are 
less likely to use heuristics to provide responses.   

40
  Falk et al. (2012) showed that brain activation patterns captured through functional 

magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) was a much better predictor of behaviour than any, 
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that in some circumstances answerers do not even attempt to identify the ‘truth’ 

requested by the question but instead use the information implicit in the questions to 

form answers that meet their current circumstances. There can be major difference 

between what people ‘Say about’ themselves (their expressed views) in an interview 

or survey; and their behaviour or their mental and physical status (Keats 1993).  

Inaccuracies are not simply attributes of interview or questionnaire responses. They 

are an integral part of how we remember and what we report. Mental constructions, 

or schemata inform all reports made by people: and the schemata that we use in 

everyday life are likely to influence our recall of events.41 Allport and Postman (1945 

cited in Kleider et al. 2008) reported that when participants were shown a picture of 

a white man on a bus holding a switch blade, the description changed to a black man 

wielding a switch blade in a threatening manner. Kleider et al. (2008) show that 

people misremember significant aspects of events so they conform to stereotypes. In 

their study, gender stereotype-inconsistent behaviours were misremembered as 

having been performed by the stereotype-consistent actor.  The idea that people 

misremember events should not surprise us. Any policeman, court, or lawyer will tell 

you that people are very unreliable witnesses.  Eyewitness identification of suspects 

is at best only 50% accurate (Brewer 2012).  

One experienced judge has stated that incorrect eyewitness identifications have 
led to more miscarriages of justice than all other factors combined (Sober, 
1972). (quoted in Geiselman et al. 2003, p.3) 

It’s not just that people miss things; they make things up.    

… eyewitness reports are known to be incomplete, unreliable, partially 
constructed (confabulated), and malleable during the questioning procedure 
(Clifford & Hollin, 1983; Loftus, 1975; Loftus, Miller & Burns, 1978; Wells, 
Ferguson & Lindsay, 1981). (Geiselman et al. 2003, p.3) 

I am sure we can all think of many occasions when what individuals ‘Say About’ 

phenomena, particularly when talking about themselves, is different from what they 

‘Do.’ 
                                                                                                                                     

or indeed all, of three typical measures used in a survey questionnaire.  In all three of the 
typical measures used in surveys, the proportion of individuals who correctly predicted 
the order of campaign effectiveness was less than chance.  

41
  I discuss schemata in Chapters 5 and 6. 
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I’m going to tell that bully what I think of her! �
(a young woman in a Detention centre, Personal observation) 

I only buy healthy food for my kids.  �
(from a woman with a large case of diet cola in her shopping trolley, personal 
observation in a shopping centre). 

Measuring Attitudes and Values 

The last two examples quoted above express intended or perceived action by the 

individual concerned. Both statements are also expressions of values or attitudes 

recruited by the speaker as strategies to justify an intention or behaviour (see 

Bourdieu 1977, on ‘strategies’ or the ‘logic of practice’).   However, there is a 

disjunction between expressed attitudes and behaviour, at least as far as others might 

understand the behaviour. In the first case, she did not tell the bully off: and in the 

second case one might question her understanding of ‘healthy food.’ In neither case 

was the expressed value, or attitude, a reflection of the behaviours an observer might 

expect from the expressed position.  Indeed, a number of authors from different 

perspectives (e.g. Nisbett and Bellows 1977; Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Wilson and 

Nisbett 1978; Schultheiss et al. 2009) have come to the conclusion that individuals 

are generally unable to express valid insights into their fundamental motivations.  I 

will show in the next Chapter that Schultheiss et al.(2009) and others argue that 

implicit motives are much better predictors of behaviour than expressed attitudes. 

Furthermore, one of the strong findings of research is that each individual will 

express different attitudes in different settings (Tourangeau 1987; Kahneman, Slovic, 

and Tversky 1982; Ayton 2005).  

Despite the variability of expressed attitudes and the disjunction between expressed 

attitudes and behaviour, questions about “… perceptions, opinions, feelings, …” 

(Patton 2002, p.4) are endemic in evaluations and research.  Problematically, many 

practitioners appear to ignore the variability of expressed attitudes and treat the 

answers to such questions either as an accurate reflection of the interviewee’s 

experiences or, as drivers of behaviour that can be used to explain or predict 

behaviour. 



 

50 

Core attitudes 

There are two ideas used to explain how attitudes might be thought of as driving 

behaviour. The two ideas tend to get conflated. The first concept is that we hold a set 

of attitudes that drives most behaviour.  The second formulation is that we may hold 

multiple attitudes but some attitudes are much stronger than others and as such are 

more likely to influence behaviour.  

The presumption of a core set of attitudes and values is derived from some of the 

psychological literature (Brown and Gilmartin 1969).  It is assumed that individuals 

‘hold’ values and attitudes; and that behaviour, for example voting in elections, is the 

expression of such attributes. This conceptualisation is formalised in the various 

‘cognitive question-answering models’ (e.g. Kuklinski, Luskin, and Bolland 1991; 

Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Krosnick et al. 1993; Krosnick and Petty 1995; Pomerantz, 

Chaiken, and Tordesillas 1995), which I will discuss in more detail below.  The 

cognitive question-answering models treat attitudes or views as if they exist 

pre-formed in the person’s memory and get retrieved as and when they are required.   

The more sophisticated version of the attitude concept is that attitudes have different 

strengths and strong attitudes are more likely to be expressed (e.g Krosnick 1999). 

Attitude strength is argued to have several aspects: frequency of use, resistance to 

attack, persistence over time and prediction of behaviour (Bodenhausen and Wyer 

1987; Ryan, Gannon-Slater, and Culbertson 2012; Hastie 1987; Ostrom 1987; 

Schwarz and Hippler 1987; Strack and Martin 1987; Strube 1987; Sudman, 

Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Tourangeau 1987; Tourangeau and Yan 2007; 

Krosnick 1999). The implications of ‘attitude strength’ as a concept are that: stronger 

attitudes are more deeply embedded in the psyche of the individual and hence more 

‘true’ than ‘weaker’ attitudes; and that the ‘strongest attitudes’ are more likely to 

affect behaviour than weaker ones.42   

Flowing from, or possibly leading to, the assumption of some ‘true attitudes’ and 

‘memories’ is the idea that it is possible to obtain the ‘unbiased’ response by asking 

questions in the right way and under the right conditions.  It is assumed that, 
                                                
42

  Not all psychologists or survey researchers accept that attitudes drive behaviour or that 
there are core attitudes. I will discuss critiques of the attitude concept below. 
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 …  if no particular source of ‘bias’ is present or if such overt ‘distortions’ have 
been accounted for, the researcher can treat these data as if they were a direct 
reflection of the interviewee’s thoughts. In other words, once the problem of 
‘bias’ has been treated in this way, one can forget that the statement was made 
in the course of a particular interview.  This facilitates the comparison of data 
from different interviews, interviews with different people, and data collected 
through ‘participant observation’ and interviews. (Briggs 1986, p.21-2).   

In other words, it is thought that what is ‘Said’ in interviews is likely to be a 

reflection of the ‘real’ world, particularly if one can make the conditions right. From 

this post-positivist perspective, the task of the researcher or evaluator is to facilitate 

the direct expression of the ‘unbiased’ response.  

Influence of attitudes  

However, the evidence that attitudes influence behaviour is “especially 

unimpressive” (Phillips 1971, p.27).  Numerous studies show vast discrepancies 

between reported attitudes or intentions and behaviour (see  Phillips 1971).  Our 

knowledge of attitudes or views all comes from what people ‘Say About’ phenomena 

in response to questions. In Chapter Five, I will discuss the distinction that cognitive 

scientists make about ‘declaratory knowledge’ and ‘procedural knowledge’ 

(Rutherford 2005; Huesmann 1998; Wen 2015; Derry 1996). Attitudes and views are 

expressed declaratory knowledge and the link between such knowledge and 

procedural knowledge is highly variable and often very weak.  Similarly the 

influence of expressed attitudes and views on behaviours is highly variable and often 

rather weak.  

Attitudes are unstable 

The discrepancies are not just between ‘attitudes’ and behaviour.  Attitude responses 

are not stable (Kendzierski and Whitaker 1997).43  An individual will express 

different attitudes and descriptions in different surveys (Tourangeau 1987; 

Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982; Ayton 2005) and in different interviews 

(Bryan et al. 2009; Strack and Martin 1987; Tourangeau 1987). The variability in 

attitudes extends to everyday life. Advertising works, it causes significant changes in 

                                                
43

  Tourangeau (1987) explains the expression of different attitudes in terms of which script 
is dominant at the time.  I will return to the notion of ‘scripts’ in the discussion on 
schema. 
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spending patterns because it is able to reframe matters to generate opinions that 

support the sale.   

What is evident is that decisions change because the underlying bases of 
decisions change according to the demands of the decision task and the nature 
and context of the information presented. (Ayton 2005, p.396) 

In so far then that such decisions reflect opinions, the opinions or attitudes must be 

dynamic and changeable. Indeed the survey literature shows that even ‘strong’ 

attitudes are often not expressed.  Krosnick and Abelson (in Sudman, Bradburn, and 

Schwarz 1996) report that there is no evidence to support the notion that strong 

attitudes are less susceptible to ‘response bias’ than any other, weaker’ attitudes. 

Influencing attitudes in an interview 

There is an inherent contradiction between the notions of core attitudes or strong 

attitudes and the idea of response bias. If there was a core set of consistent attitudes, 

or ‘stronger’ attitudes, then they could not be easily biased by the process of an 

interview. As I reported above, the ‘stronger’ attitudes are conceptualised, among 

other things, as being frequently used and resistant to attack. ‘Strong’ attitudes 

should therefore be less subject to ‘response bias’ in the post-positivist paradigm. So, 

from that perspective, the interview process should have only marginal influence on 

deeply held ‘strong’ values and attitudes. If the attitude concept is correct,  ‘strong’ 

attitudes should still be reported despite differences in interview processes. Instead 

we see that interviews can have a major impact on the expression of attitudes, even 

when, or possibly especially when (see “Information sought from context” below), 

the interviewer strives to avoid affecting the attitudes expressed. 

It is possible of course to argue, that something about the evaluation or research 

interviews influences which attitudes are expressed, so that ‘peripheral’ attitudes are 

more likely to be expressed in interviews. First, if so, the expression of ‘peripheral’ 

attitudes and values must be a consequence of the interview process itself.  In other 

words, the interview encourages the expression of non-core attitudes.  If so, the 

capacity of an interview to identify or measure core attitudes is problematic. Second, 

there must be an activation mechanism of some kind that leads to the expression of 

one attitude over another (see Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009).   The only 
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mechanism proposed in the literature is priming (e.g. Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 

2008; Tourangeau 1987): but priming relates to the influence of currently expressed 

attitudes rather than initiating a new attitude.  Kahneman (2011b) tells us that 

attitudes are triggered implicitly but does not say how that occurs either. Third, if 

peripheral attitudes and values are the ones that are expressed and they are 

significantly different from the ‘core’ attitudes and values, it raises a serious logical 

issue for the notion of a set of values being ‘held’ by individuals.  The only 

alternative explanation for the expression of contradictory non-core attitudes and 

values is misrepresentation by the answerer.  It is difficult in the attitude model to see 

how a significant misrepresentation could be any other than deliberate.44  

The idea of a consistent set of attitudes across different contexts is very difficult to 

sustain. Indeed, Miller (in Lodge et al. 1991)  argues that one of the major problems 

with the concept of attitudes is the assumption of attitude consistency.  The 

assumption of consistency makes the model inherently static and that static model 

does not reflect what we see in everyday life.  

Sudman et al.(1996) take the argument one step further and write that even if there 

were core or ‘true’ attitudes, there is no way to objectively identify and validate 

them: “… there is no objective standard that reflects respondents ‘true’ attitudes.” 

(Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996, p. 81)   

If an individual can express different attitudes in interviews and surveys, without 

even being aware they have done so, how can one identify which values and attitudes 

are likely to affect behaviour?  Sudman et al.(1996) argue that the absence of a ‘true’ 

set of attitudes, means it is not appropriate to write of ‘errors’ or ‘bias’ so they use 

the term ‘context effects’ instead.   

Attitudes are constructed  

It appears that attitudes are not ‘held’ but rather constructed in a specific context and 

expressed in that context.  Attitudes are responses to a situation.  They are contained 

in and developed through the perceptual framework specific to the situation in which 

                                                
44

  See above for a discussion on intentionality in social desirability bias and the discussion 
on System 2 thinking in Chapter Five  
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they are expressed. Nevertheless, the literature on attitude measurement shows that 

there are patterns in the expressions of attitudes (e.g. Krosnick and Petty 1995; 

Kuklinski, Luskin, and Bolland 1991; Eagly and Chaiken 1993). Some attitudes are 

expressed more often and appear to be more stable over time than others.  However, 

the mechanism for the activation of attitudes is not clear (Fiske and Linville 1980; 

Lodge et al. 1991). 

While some writers see the multiplicity of attitudes as a problem, Hollway and 

Jefferson (2003) and Kvale (1996) see it as a strength and a necessity.  They argue 

that it is not possible to understand an individual until and unless one understands the 

range of attitudes that person may express in different circumstances. They give an 

example of how multiple interviews, extensive probing and collection of information 

on specific events revealed inconsistencies in the presentation by a man called 

Tommy.  Tommy told stories that revealed he was afraid of dying from his illness 

but asserted  

…that his health was ‘fantastic’ (a claim also at odds with his admission that a 
bad back occasionally left him crippled, forcing him to use a stick like an old 
man). (Hollway and Jefferson 2003, p. 89) 

The ‘contradictions’ tell us a lot about Tommy and his approach to life, they are 

much more revealing than the answer to a simple question.  However, eliciting such 

contradictions requires a deliberate effort on the part of the practitioner: an openness 

to look beyond the surface answers in the interview; and probing and testing answers 

with multiple questions and an awareness of non-verbal behaviours. 

Standpoint consistency 

Unless a concerted effort is made to elicit inconsistent and different attitudes, it is 

rare to see them expressed within one interview. In my own interviews (Roberts 

2005), I noticed that once an individual took a position in an interview, most such 

individuals were reluctant to change their view during the interview (see also Strack 

and Martin 1987). If challenged on details they usually reinterpreted the details to fit 

their current position. Apparently inconsistent positions can emerge during an 

interview: but usually only sometime later; after a change of topic; and where the 

new view is consistent with views expressed in the new topic.  Moreover, the 
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interviewee often appears unaware of the inconsistency in argument.  Bishop (1987), 

Bodenhausen and Wyer (1987), Tourangeau (1987) and Sudman et al.(1996) report 

similar findings for survey interviews. Such effects are generally represented as 

response order effects (or ‘bias’).  Another way of describing such effects is to say 

that there is a tendency for people to take consistent standpoints within an interview 

or a survey.  Bishop (1987) also reported data that suggest that context effects last as 

long as the length of the interview; and hence that responses within an interview will 

tend to be consistent with each other.  

People recall past events so as to be consistent with their present attitudes (e.g. 
Goethals and Reckmann 1973). They also ‘rewrite personal history’ in order to 
arrive at a somewhat consistent biography (e.g. Epstein 1973, Greenwald 1960) 
(Strube 1987, p.90) 

As we saw in the discussion on attitudes above, expressed views can change in 

interviews.  However, it usually takes some reframing of the context and the 

evocation of different values (Nisbett and Wilson 1977).  And when people change 

their expressed views they are largely unaware of having done so and insist they 

have not changed their standpoint (Nisbett and Wilson 1977).  

The phenomenon of standpoint consistency is broader than surveys or interviews.   It 

is well recognised in the psychological literature as ‘confirmatory information 

processing’ and is defined as: 

… the tendency of individuals to systematically prefer standpoint-consistent 
information to standpoint-inconsistent information in information evaluation 
and search. (Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008, p.382)   

However, the crucial point to note here is that standpoints are context specific.  

Consistency within a standpoint does not necessarily transfer to different contexts. 

As we shall see below, the memory or experiences that the practitioner wishes to 

explore may occur in a very different context to the interview in which those 

attitudes and experiences are reported. 

Some people find it difficult to answer some types of question 

Practitioners should also recognise that the task of answering interview questions is 

difficult and demanding. All direct questions engage the participants (whether they 

are called interviewer and interviewee, or consultant and researcher, or 
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coresearchers, etc.) in verbal actions. The verbal actions required of an interview 

participant are complex and difficult.  They require a level of self-confidence to 

withstand the pressure inherent in any question but especially ‘serious’ and 

‘important’ questions;45 the ability to manage any misunderstandings; a sophisticated 

facility with the language being used; and the ability to access the information being 

requested, theoretically, from their own cognitive resources.  Using direct questions 

in interviews with young children, people with limited facility in language can be 

extremely problematic (Powney and Watts 1987).   

The verbal actions required in interviews can be difficult for people in some 

circumstances and on some topics. For example, there are situations in which a 

verbal exegesis can only be obtained in concrete practical contexts.  Briggs (1986) 

gives an example of repeated, unsuccessful attempts to get locals to describe carving.  

It was only when he started trying to carve his own works that the locals explained in 

words (and by demonstration) how to do carving and what it meant culturally.  Some 

of the explication was only through demonstration and tacit knowledge: but other 

parts of the exegesis were verbal.  It was not that they could not explain in words, but 

that they did not do so except in the context of attempts to teach the practical skill.46   

It is quite possible that the local carvers were literally unable to access the 

information, even the words, except in the context of physically doing the carving. 

Strube (1987), Bodenhausen and Wyer  (1987) and  Hastie (1987) have all 

demonstrated how memories are context dependent and some specific memories are 

simply not available in the interview context.  

Nutley et al.(2003) describe similar issues in relation to translating research findings 

into changed medical practices.  The tacit knowledge used in practice is different in 

                                                
45

  Powney and Watts (1987)  indirectly illustrate this point with a quote from Piaget about 
NOT controlling interviews with children. 

… let the child talk freely, without ever checking or side tracking his utterance. (Piaget 1929, 
p. 8-10) 

46  Briggs (1986) also raises a related issue; non-verbal communication.  Much of the meaning in 
conversation and interviews comes from non-verbal communication (James and Busher 2009; 
Keats 1993; Powney and Watts 1987).  Physical gestures or tone of voice can totally negate the 
surface meaning of words or modify the meaning in other ways. He suggests one should not treat 
words as independent, context-free data. 
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nature to the verbal knowledge used to talk about research findings. Similarly, verbal 

actions are different in kind from what people ‘Do.’ Jenkins (2010) quotes Mills’ 

argument that verbal action is qualitatively different from how people act, from what 

Mills calls ‘motor-social’ action. 

Answers as rationalisations 

Perhaps more fundamentally verbal action in one context is dissociated from actions 

in another. People find it difficult to accurately answer questions about their actions. 

Hollway and Jefferson (Hollway and Jefferson 2003) present data from their own 

research that suggests that participants often are not  

… able to understand their own actions, motivations or feelings. [In general 
research] Some respondents remained perplexed and surprised by aspects of 
their own accounts, whereas others could give a coherent, but unconvincing, 
account of their behaviour. (Hollway and Jefferson 2003, p. 78) 

Some participants were unable to explain or understand their own behaviour: and 

others, while coherent, were not convincing. Hollway and Jefferson (2003) describe 

the coherent participant reports as “well-rehearsed generalizations” seeking refuge in 

intellectualizing their experiences but not touching on the ‘real’ reasons for their 

actions.    

Taken together the examples above suggest that there are a number of contexts in 

which the participants have little ability to accurately talk about their own actions 

and indeed have restricted ability to describe what they did or even what they said 

(Nisbett and Wilson 1977).  

Information sought from context 

Perhaps then it is unsurprising that there is a body of research that shows that survey 

answerers do not rely on their own resources such as memory or computational skills 

to answer direct questions. Moore (2004) describes how answerers in telephone 

interviews sometimes “… fail to ‘answer’ the survey question in a straightforward 

way.” (Moore 2004, p. 51)  

Instead interlocutors will often answer in a way that evades the question, or leaves it 

to the interviewee, to fill in the answer.  For example,  
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• when asked if they voted Republican, Democrat or Independent, a number of 

answerers reported along the lines,  

 I suppose I vote Democrat most often. (Moore 2004, p.51) 

• To a ‘Yes/No’ question,  

I’m on maternity leave right now. (Moore 2004, p.51)  implying I can’t 

answer that question now 

Finding some answers is hard work for people and they may use a range of strategies 

to avoid answering; or to elicit information that will answer the question for them, or 

help them to answer the question. Krosnick (1999) uses Simon’s (1956) term 

‘satisficing’ to describe such strategies; and he argues that people may choose to use 

heuristics to help them find answers that are ‘good enough’  (see also Sudman, 

Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996). However, it needs to be recognised that ‘satisficing’ 

is not just an avoidance strategy. People are simply not able to access some 

information about their attitudes, the reasons for their behaviour (Nisbett and Wilson 

1977; Wilson and Nisbett 1978) or some of their memories (Strube 1987; Brewer et 

al. 2012; Geiselman et al. 2003). People need a strategy to develop answers; and 

heuristics are one way of doing so. Some writers (Nisbett and Wilson 1977) argue 

that  heuristics are implicit personal theories: and those implicit theories often do not 

reflect the observed behaviours. 

… their reports are based on a priori, implicit causal theories, or judgements 
about the extent to which a particular stimulus is a plausible cause of a given 
response. (Nisbett and Wilson 1977, p.231) 

Strack and Martin (1987) report similar issues but describe a strategy for obtaining 

information from the questions being asked.  There is always some element of 

ambiguity in any question: and Strack and Martin (1987) suggest that the greater the 

ambiguity the more interlocutors search for information from within the context. 

Krosnick (1999)  also recognises the same problem and then argues that information 

presented, whether intentionally or not, in the question will tend to be accepted by 

the interlocutor unless they have a reason not to do so. 

Schwarz and Hippler (1987) demonstrate the extent to which people search for 

information from the question.  They show that even when individuals are trying to 
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answer the questions, they seek information from the immediate context to help them 

frame their answer. In a series of experiments in Germany in 1985, they administered 

questionnaires to students in which: one group of students had response scales with 

one value range and other groups were give different value ranges.  For example, 

response scales for the number of hours of television watched per week might offer 

either: 

• a range of ½ - 2½ hours,  or  

• a range of 2½  - 4½ hours.  

… only 16.2% of the [low range] respondents … reported watching more than 
2 ½ hours while 37.5% of the [high-range] respondents did so. (Schwarz and 
Hippler 1987, p.166) 

Students used their understanding of whether they watched television more or less 

than others to locate themselves on the scale.  Those who thought their behaviour 

was in the middle of the normal range used the middle values of the scale regardless 

of the absolute values. The numerical values on the scale bore little relation to their 

experience. Instead the students used the response scale as information and a frame 

of reference for their responses.   

Similar results were found for masturbation, sexual relations and so on.  A more 

sophisticated experiment also showed context effects from previous response scales.  

If a previous response scale suggested the individual had sexual relations more often 

than they masturbated, they tended to report high satisfaction scores for their current 

sexual relationship: while low satisfaction scores were found for the opposite 

condition.  In a later question asking the students to estimate the average television 

consumption of German citizens, the estimates were higher for those who used the 

high response scales for their own watching and lower for those who used the low 

response scales. They apparently used the ‘information’ in the questions to infer 

other people’s behaviour in subsequent questions.  Over a series of experiments 

Schwarz and Hippler (1987) established that people used both the information in the 

questionnaire and their understanding of their position relative to the range of 

‘others’ to locate themselves on the scale.  
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It appears that interviewees’ first answer strategy is to try use the information already 

at hand: information that is contained in the questions and/or their answers to earlier 

questions; or failing that, to use general understandings of how their behaviour, or 

attitude fits with others.47  

The use of scales in questions may present answerers with an even more difficult 

challenge. Some authors (Ostrom 1987; Braisby 2005) argue that thinking is 

inherently categorical. Ostrom (1987) goes on to suggest that we are unable to 

respond to scales because scales imply a continuum and we simply do not think like 

that.  We have to manipulate the question to turn it into one that we can answer.  So 

for the frequency scale describe above, the students used their self-concept of 

whether they were average TV watchers, above-average watchers or below-average.   

They then inferred their frequency from the values presented in the scale. The 

answerers used a heuristic to estimate the frequency of TV watching.  If Ostrom 

(1987) and Braisby (2005) are right, this was not simply a choice to make it easy to 

answer the question.  The heuristic was the only way they could do so. 

We use a range of heuristic devices to answer questions (Kahneman 2011b; 

Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Bishop 1987).  The more difficult the task, the more 

likely we are to use a heuristic device rather than do a conscious search of memory 

and try to find an answer; and in some instances our memory simply is not structured 

in a way that allows us to answer the question. 

Assumption of shared objectives 

A participant may also answer the questions with the intention of addressing their 

own agenda rather than the practitioner’s agenda.  A particular stark example of this 

was described by Briggs (1986).  As an anthropologist in Cordova New Mexico, 

starting in 1972, he attempted to develop an understanding of Mexicano culture and 

practices. He presented himself to the local community and, in particular to three 

elderly couples, as wishing to learn their culture. Interviews and questions were a 

key part of his repertoire of techniques. Over time he discovered that his key 

                                                
47

   We will see below that modern cognitive models of memory retrieval argue that recall 
uses abstract generalized knowledge first and only pulls in specific memories that are 
attached to the specific generalized memory. 
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‘informants’ had taken his stated objective seriously and saw themselves as teachers 

whose job was to help Briggs become a member of their community.  Their answers 

to his questions were directed to teaching him how to behave ‘properly’ rather than 

to provide him with answers for his research project. From the key informant 

perspective, the answers were accurate: but they were not necessarily direct answers 

to Briggs questions. Neither were the responses necessarily ‘accurate’ reflections of 

common cultural practices. 

While Briggs’ experience is a glaring example, it is important for practitioners to 

understand the roles adopted by their informants when designing questions and 

analysing the answers.   Even in survey questions, informants may see their role 

differently to the practitioner.   Participants may have a different understanding of 

what the practitioner wants to achieve.  Participants may also have their own agenda 

that is subtly, or not so subtly, different to the practitioner’s objective.  In some 

interviews (e.g. Kvale 1996; Roberts 2005; Schostak 2006) it is clear that 

participants construct their answers with a particular objective in mind.  In some 

unpublished evaluations where I was able to compare interview data with 

questionnaire responses, I have also observed the same patterns of participant intent 

in the quantitative data as were apparent in the qualitative data. It is a mistake to see 

such intentionality as a bias.  Rather, as Briggs (1986) points out, it is an opportunity 

to better understand the participants’ perspective. Intentionality is also a reflection of 

context and needs to be understood and taken into account as a variable in design and 

analysis. 

‘Accuracy’ as a function of similarity of tasks   

Regardless of the participants’ objectives or the cognitive process used, ‘accuracy’ 

appears to be greatly increased when the behaviours being studied are similar to the 

question answering process (Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Krosnick 

personal  communication; Breivik and Supphellen 2003). Such similarity of context 

may help explain the accuracy level of voting surveys.   

Part of the context of an interview or survey question is the task of responding to a 

question (Dijkstra and van der Zouwen 1987). All recorded answers to direct 

questions are direct observations of verbal behaviour, of the words written or spoken 
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by an individual.  A question in a research interview occurs in a special context 

(which I will discuss in more detail below) that is different from the context in which 

voting itself takes place. A survey or an interview is at best an in vitro procedure 

distinct from the in vivo behaviour of voting.  Voting occurs in its own social context 

of election slogans, queues for voting and so on.  There are many uncontrolled 

variables at play in that context that are not present in the survey response situation 

and vice versa.    

Nevertheless, the contexts have a number of similarities.  They both involve 

expressing a decision about the political ‘worth’ of one candidate over the other.  

They both use words, such as the words on the ballot paper, as the medium for 

expressing that decision.  

Fundamental problems 

The discussion in the section above highlights some of the issues with relying on 

direct questions alone to collect data.  The observable differences between what 

people ‘Say’ in an interview and what they ‘Do’ are not just ‘errors’ or ‘bias.’ People 

often access different information when asked to ‘Say About’ a phenomenon than the 

information they access when they ‘Do.’ Information about events, attitudes and 

opinions that occurred in the past are all mediated by a priori, implicit personal 

theories to develop plausible answers. The answers produced reflect such cognitive 

process, rather than reflecting some ‘reality.’ Where the reports and  ‘reality’ 

coincide, it is because the personal theory used happens to be accurate in that 

instance (Nisbett and Wilson 1977).   

Briggs (1986)  points out that the notion of bias is built on an assumption of some 

‘true’ or ‘accurate’ response (see also Roulston 2010).  ‘Bias’ can only exist if an 

unbiased, accurate response is possible.   

The assumption here is that if you could strip the interview situation of all of 
these … [independent variables], the ‘real’ or ‘true’ or ‘unbiased’ response 
would emerge.  This ideal response is sometimes referred to as the ‘individual 
true value,’ abbreviated as the ITV (cf. Brenner 1981b). (Briggs 1986, p.21) 

The assumption of an ideal response is not always explicit and might even be 

rejected in its extreme form by many writers and practitioners. Nevertheless it is 
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implicit and endemic in the post-positivist literature. There cannot be ‘bias’ or ‘error’ 

if there is no ‘true’ response. Much of the language in the post-positivist literature for 

interviews and surveys is about capturing the perspective ‘held’ by the informant 

about their experiences; or issues such as quality of service, effect on respondent, 

satisfaction (Merriam 1988; Minichiello et al. 1990; Powney and Watts 1987);48 or 

the set of attitudes or beliefs held by a respondent. Even in the constructivist and 

post-modernist literature, some writers argue that what is said reveals a ‘social fact’ 

(Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006; James and Busher 2009; Sutton 2011): and that ‘social 

facts’ direct behaviour.  There are some constructivists, including some who write of 

social facts’ (Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006), who recognise that what is ‘Said’ may not 

reflect other social realities. However, only the phenomenologists (Schutz 1970a; 

Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009) and ethnomethodologists (Cicourel 1964; Briggs 

1986) explicitly question the assumption that what is said reflects, however 

imperfectly, some form of social reality. 

Construction of interviews 

If there is a ‘true value’, it is the participant’s subjective understanding at the time of 

the interview and in the context of her or his interactions with the interviewer.  The 

answers produced in the interview are inherently a report of the interviewee’s 

subjective state.  Asking questions can never be a neutral activity that does not 

influence and affect the interlocutor (e.g. Briggs 1986; Powney and Watts 1987; 

Keats 1993). The information produced in an interview or from a questionnaire is 

always a joint construction of information by both participants.   

                                                
48

  Minichiello et al (1990) adopt a curious mix of ‘constructivist’ and ‘post-positivist’ 
positions.  On the one hand, they argue that ‘Intention’ (belief, emotion wishes) informs 
behaviour: and that understanding ‘Intention’ allows one to explain behaviour. They also 
argue that they see a person’s “… aims today as being very much the same as their aims 
yesterday too” (Minichiello et al. 1990, p. 54). In other words, they argue for a more or 
less unitary and consistent set of values and beliefs held by each individual that drive 
behaviour. They also argue elsewhere in the book that their approach is ‘scientific’. All of 
which has a very post-positivist colour. 

 On the other hand, they argue elsewhere in the book “… that people can hold logically 
contradictory views simultaneously and that these form a valid part of the [informant’s] 
account” (Minichiello et al. 1990, p.129).  
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The constructivists make this point well (e.g. Briggs 1986; Garton and Copland 

2010; Schostak 2006).  For example, Kvale (1996) defines the interview as an 

‘InterView’: 

Interviews are conversations where the outcome is a coproduction of the 
interviewer and the subject. (Kvale 1996, p. xvii) 

Nor should the words in the interview be treated as if those words represent the 

phenomenon being investigated.  Keats (1993)  and Briggs (1986)  both talk of the 

multiple levels of meaning in an interview.  The most superficial level of meaning is 

the face value of the words, or referential meaning.  Briggs (1986)  then writes about 

indexical meaning, or meaning derived from the context.  Keats (1993) adds another 

distinct level the emotional and implicit meanings. 

The words in an interview should be regarded as information about the way that 

phenomenon has been constructed in the interview: and in previous constructions of 

the phenomenon.  It is incumbent on the researcher not to rely on the face value of 

transcripts but to analyse the material carefully for the meaning.  

Don’t be misled.  The interview is not a simple tool with which to mine 
information. It is a place where views may clash, deceive seduce, enchant.  It is 
the inter-view.  It is as much about seeing a world – mine, your, ours, theirs – as 
about hearing accounts opinions, arguments, reasons, declarations: words with 
views into different worlds. (Schostak 2006, p. 1) 

Kahneman (2011b), in a different context, says something similar, arguing that 

asking a question stimulates a set of complex implicit cognitive and emotional 

processes that may have little to do with what the questioner intended: and the result 

of those processes, the ‘answer,’ may reflect something quite different from what the 

questioner intended.  The activity of asking and answering questions is much more 

complicated than generally assumed.   

Interviews are also powerful ways to modify expressed attitudes. They are used in 

marketing and therapy precisely because they are extremely powerful ways to effect 

changes in behaviour and expressed attitudes (Keats 1993). The purpose of 

therapeutic and marketing use of interviews is to influence and change individuals.  

Nisbett and Wilson (1977) report a study which shows people can express radically 

different ‘attitudes’ if they are exposed to persuasive arguments between the 
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expression of the first attitude and the later expression of a different attitude.  

Moreover, when the different attitudes are expressed, the individuals concerned 

report that their opinions have NOT changed. People are unaware of such changes in 

attitudes.  

Neutrality and objectivity 

If interviews are not a simple data-mining tool but joint constructions then the 

practitioner cannot avoid influencing, and being influenced by, the interviewee. It 

makes the notion of neutrality and objectivity rather complicated.  We saw above 

how answerers will use different strategies and heuristics to develop answers in the 

context of the interview.  Regardless of the interviewer’s intentions, interviewees 

will look to the interviewer for information and interpret the interviewer’s actions as 

part of the information context. Attempts to avoid influencing expressed attitudes are 

probably doomed to failure. 

There is also an inherent contradiction in the notion of standardising questions and 

rigorous processes in interviews to avoid influencing attitudes and values.  The 

answerer strategies reported above suggest that the more the practitioner attempts to 

be objective and standardise questions, the more the interviewees will use heuristic 

processes to retrieve information from the questions themselves, or from their 

previous answers.  Attempts at objectivity and standardisation of questions are 

overrated as means of improving data quality.49  The context of the interview, the 

questions asked and their order,  

… are the major source of response effects and are, in general, much larger 
than … interviewer or respondent characteristics. (Bradburn in Schwarz 1987) 

Freedom to explore the topic and the answers may well provide better quality data. 

Schober & Conrad (1997) recently reported the first convincing data on this 
point, demonstrating that when interviewers were free to clarify the meanings 
of questions and response choices, the validity of reports increased 
substantially. (Krosnick 1999, p. 542-3) 

                                                
49

  Standardisation of questions, or at least question order, does make it easier to find 
relevant answers but, as Piaget noted, it comes at the cost of constantly interrupting the 
interviewee and ‘managing’ the interview. 
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Bellman et al.(2013)  offer a slightly different, though not incompatible, perspective 

on when direct questions are likely to be reasonably accurate.  They use Kahneman’s 

(2011b)  notion of System 1 and System 2 thinking50 to argue that where the object of 

study uses similar thinking patterns to those used in direct questions, then direct 

questions are more likely to provide answers that match recorded observations. 

Conversely, direct questions probably do not closely resemble the thinking patterns 

that occur in intuitive, emotional, unconscious, automatic behaviours.  Bellman et 

al.(2013)  and other authors (Jenkins et al. 2010; Breivik and Supphellen 2003) from 

different perspectives make a similar argument about when elicitation techniques are 

effective.  The argument is that elicitation techniques are able to generate types of 

thinking (Bellman et al. 2013; Breivik and Supphellen 2003) or frames of reference 

(Jenkins et al. 2010)  that are similar to the frames of reference that are likely to be 

used in the situation being studied.51  

The observable differences between what people Say and Do should be seen as a 

fundamental issue about what can be known and what can be recalled under direct 

questioning or any other interview approach. 

 

                                                
50

  I outline Kahneman’s (2011b) arguments about System 1 and System 2 thinking in 
Chapter Five. 

51
  I will discuss elicitation techniques in the next Chapter and the cognitive processes in 

more detail in Chapters Five and Six. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

ELICITATION TECHNIQUES: SCOPE AND VALIDITY  

The discussion in Chapter Three highlights some of the issues with relying on direct 

questions alone to collect data.  Asking questions can never be a neutral activity that 

does not influence and affect one’s interlocutor (Briggs 1986; Garton and Copland 

2010; Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006).  The information produced in an interview or 

from a questionnaire is always a joint construction of information by both 

participants.   

More fundamentally, the observable differences between what people ‘Say’ in an 

interview and what they ‘Do’ are not just ‘errors’ or ‘bias.’ Such observable 

differences should be seen as a fundamental issue about what can be known and what 

can be recalled under direct questioning or any other interview approach. 

Origins of elicitation  

Observable differences between what people ‘Say’ in an interview and what they 

‘Do’ led to the first use of elicitation techniques in a research interview (Haire 1950).  

Haire borrowed the concept of ‘projection’ from psychoanalysis and used it to try 

and uncover why Americans were not purchasing instant coffee.   

Direct questioning in surveys suggested that while instant coffee was convenient and 

cheap many people didn’t buy it because they didn’t like the flavour.  Haire wasn’t 

satisfied with that explanation and asked people to look at two shopping lists and 

then to describe the two different shoppers.  The two lists are shown in Box 1 below.  

They were identical except that one had instant coffee and the other had ground 

coffee. The responses were very revealing.  The instant coffee shopper was largely 

characterized as a poor housekeeper, sloppy, lazy, a poor planner, spendthrift and 

either single or as ‘not a good wife.’  The person who shopped for ground coffee was 

the opposite.  
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Box 1. Haire’s Shopping Lists    

 
The use of a stimulus revealed the emotional connotations people applied to the use 

of instant coffee.  It allowed the researchers to understand some of the ‘hidden’ 

assumptions and prejudices that influenced purchasing behaviour.  

 Overview of elicitation techniques 

The ‘hidden’ assumptions are often very difficult or impossible to access through 

conventional interviews (Donoghue 2000; Jacques 2005; Haire 1950; Boddy 2008).  

Conventional interviews and surveys constitute a particular kind of dialogue 

(Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Tourangeau and Yan 2007) within which 

some people find it difficult to express experiences and attitudes (Tourangeau and 

Yan 2007; Patton 2002; Keats 1993). Some of the circumstances that make it 

difficult to collect data by direct questioning include: when dealing with children 

(Keats 1993; Patton 2002) or those who are ‘anxious’(Keats 1993); where language 

is a problem; when “respondents” become demotivated by long questionnaires and 

offer only stereo-typical responses to open-ended questions (Catterall and Ibbotson 

2000). In addition, there is, as we saw above and in the previous Chapter, some 

information that simply is not readily available to direct questions. 

There is a wide range of elicitation techniques, such as uncompleted stories, 

participant drawings, photographs and so on, which I will discuss in more detail 

below. They share one characteristic. They all present participants with a task: e.g. 

respond to a stimulus, finish a story, act a role. The tasks all have significant 

elements that are not defined: they are impoverished, incomplete or ambiguous 

(Boddy 2008; Donoghue 2000; Rutherford 2005; Catterall and Ibbotson 2000).  For 

example, responding to a stimulus with incomplete information, or being asked to 

�Pound and a half of hamburger  
�2 loaves Wonder bread  
�bunch of carrots  
�1 can Rumford's Baking Powder  
�Nescafe instant coffee 
�2 cans Del Monte peaches  
�5 lbs. potatoes 

�Pound and a half of hamburger  
�2 loaves Wonder bread  
�bunch of carrots  
�1 can Rumford's Baking Powder  
�1 lb. Maxwell House Coffee (Drip Ground) 
�2 cans Del Monte peaches  
�5 lbs. potatoes 
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conduct a task which requires some creative input, such as drawing a picture (Jenkins 

et al. 2010; Mannay 2010; Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Donoghue 2000; Fisher 

1993; Haire 1950).  

Generally, but not universally, such techniques are known as ‘projective’ techniques 

(Haire 1950; Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Donoghue 2000; Mannay 2010). I prefer 

the term ‘elicitation techniques’ when discussing the use of such techniques in social 

research and evaluation. The use of the term ‘elicitation’ is becoming more widely 

used in evaluation (Hurworth et al. 2005; Smith, Gidlow, and Steel 2012), economics 

(Breivik and Supphellen 2003) and social science (Aubrun, Brown, and Grady 2005; 

Comaroff 2005; Dean et al. 2006).  ‘Elicitation’ is also more evocative of the process 

than the term ‘projection.’ The term ‘projection’ implies a psychotherapeutic theory 

which, as I will show below, is not helpful in understanding and explaining the 

effects of elicitation techniques in evaluation and social research.  

Within evaluation and social research, elicitation techniques often form part of an in-

depth interview. The data elicited by the techniques is used for further discussion and 

elaboration of the ideas.   

Definitions of elicitation 

There are a number of definitions of ‘projective techniques’ in the literature. Most 

such definitions are premised on the ‘projective hypothesis. For example, Boddy 

(2008) defines ‘projective’ techniques thus: 

… research techniques that gather responses to ambiguous stimuli, where those 
responses are deemed to be reveal something about them and their hidden 
motivations. (Boddy 2008, p. 5) 

Boddy also quotes the Blackwell Encyclopedic Dictionary of Marketing (Lewis and 

Littler 2005; cited by Boddy 2008)  

… a  group of qualitative research methods which are useful when it is felt that a 
typical direct questionnaire may not be appropriate in providing the information 
sought.  Projective techniques …[are used] where it is felt that respondents will 
give revealing answers as they relax their conscious defence. (Boddy 2008, p. 6) 

Donoghue (2000) explicitly refers to a ‘projected’ response to an ambiguous 

stimulus as the mechanism underlying the techniques. 
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Projective techniques involve the use of vague, ambiguous, unstructured 
stimulus objects or situations in which the subject "projects" his or her 
personality, attitude, opinions and self-concept to give the situation some 
structure (Adams & Schvaneveldt in Burns & Lennon, 1993; Webb, 1992:113). 
(Donoghue 2000, pp. 47-8) 

She goes on to say that ‘projection’ allows the researcher to “uncover the innermost 

thoughts and feelings of a person” (Donoghue 2000, p.48).  Jacques (2005) has a 

very similar definition.   

Catterall & Ibbotson (2000) on the other hand, define projective (elicitation) 

techniques as ones that present participants with ambiguous stimuli that the 

participants 

… need to make sense of, by drawing on their own experiences, thoughts, 
feelings and imagination. (Catterall and Ibbotson 2000, p. 245) 

This definition is the most useful of the definitions in the literature and it is the one I 

use for elicitation techniques.  

Spread and use 

Elicitation techniques are increasingly being used in evaluations (Patton 2002; 

Hurworth and Sweeney 1995; Hurworth et al. 2005), education research (Catterall 

and Ibbotson 2000), social research (Jenkins et al. 2010; Mannay 2010), and market 

research (Jacques 2005; Donoghue 2000; Breivik and Supphellen 2003). They have 

had particular impact in evaluation of development programs (e.g. Chambers 1992; 

Davis-Case 1989; Jakobsen 2012) 

Such techniques appear to provide information about the subjective factors that 

influence behaviour: and hence provide useful insights for practitioners (Catterall 

and Ibbotson 2000; Durgee 1988; Jenkins et al. 2010; Mannay 2010).   

Elicitation techniques have also been used by cognitive scientists to test ideas about 

how the brain functions (e.g. Hitch 2005; Pike and Edgar 2005; Andrade 2005; 

Conway and Holmes 2005; Rutherford 2005).  Examples include word association; 

word-fragment completion (only some letters of the word presented); word 

identification from short duration exposure (e.g. 35 millisecond); anagram solution; 

and other techniques in which the stimulus is incomplete, of poor quality or of short 
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duration (Andrade 2005; Rutherford 2005). One technique that is particularly 

relevant to this thesis because it is used in the fieldwork, is  

… category instance generation – where participants have to generate examples 
of a particular category (e.g. Srinivas and Roediger, 1990)  
(Rutherford 2005, p. 287)52 

Range of elicitation techniques 

The earliest stimuli used in psychotherapy were the Rorschach inkblots (developed 

in 1923) and word association.  Thematic Apperception Testing (TAT) was also used 

fairly early in psychotherapy and it is now widely used in both psychology and for 

research interviews.  It is the key elicitation tool used in the fieldwork for this thesis. 

TAT uses pictures or photographs as a stimulus and asks the participant to tell a story 

about or describe characteristics of the person or figure represented in the picture 

(Donoghue 2000; Jacques 2005).  

However, the range of elicitation techniques has grown and the development of new 

techniques appears to be limited only by imagination. In 2011, I saw one market 

research website that listed 46 different techniques each one tailored to a specific 

market research question (Arslan unpublished).53  I do not have the space in this 

thesis to give a full description of all the different types of techniques so I will give a 

brief overview of the different types of technique and then give examples of some of 

the more common techniques to illustrate the nature of the techniques. 

                                                
52

  Another reason for raising the issue of category instance generation is that elicitation 
techniques have come to be used in a wide range of disciplines: but it is not at all clear 
how this came about.  If it is a case of divergent evolution, it seems to have been largely 
informal, spreading from person to person because the techniques seemed to make sense 
for the practitioner at the time. On the other hand, it may have been an example of 
convergent evolution. I was unaware of the use, or even the name, of category instance 
generation when I used the same technique in my fieldwork.  I used the process simply as 
a probing technique when a metaphor was used in the interviews.  It was only after the 
fieldwork that I came across the use of the technique in cognitive psychology. On the 
other hand, ‘projective’ techniques were, and are, widely used in psychology. Community 
awareness of such techniques is quite high.  It is possible that people in different 
disciplines independently picked up the idea of ‘projection’ and applied it to their own 
issues. 

53
  I have a copy of the PowerPoint slides but unfortunately I have lost the URL and can’t 

find the website.   
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Psychologists (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000) educational researchers (e.g. 

Catterall and Ibbotson 2000) and market researchers (e.g. Donoghue 2000; Boddy 

2008) tend to follow Lindzey (1959) and group the various techniques into five 

types.54 

• Associative 
• Constructive 
• Completion 
• Arrangement or selection techniques such as Choice ordering 
• Expressive 

Donoghue (2000) describes association thus: 

The first category is association.  The subjects are presented with a stimulus and 
they respond by indicating the first word, image or thought elicited by the 
stimulus (Burns & Lennon, 1993).  (Donoghue 2000, p. 49) 

Construction refers to the process of asking people to construct something: a story, 

a person’s thoughts or attitudes etc.   

Completion involves asking people to complete a phrase, a sentence, or a story. 

Story completion is sometimes called a vignette (Jenkins et al. 2010).55  

Arrangement or selection techniques are processes of ordering objects in order 

(McGuire and Zorzi 2010) or choosing from a set of given responses along given 

criteria such as relevance, price, attractiveness (Boddy 2008).  

Other techniques are expressive in which the stimulus is a task to create a story or a 

picture (Donoghue 2000).   

A fourth projective technique is termed “expressive”.  A subject is asked to role-
play, act, draw or paint a specific concept or situation (Burns & Lennon, 1993).  
Expressive techniques focus on the manner in which the subject constructs 

                                                
54

  Cooke (1994) provides a different categorisation of elicitation techniques but those 
categories are not widely used.  

55
  The term ‘vignette’ is also used for another method, in which a story is told and then 

participants are asked to discuss (Hughes and Huby 2002; O’Dell et al. 2012).  This 
model of ‘vignette is not a completion technique but a variation on an association 
technique, though with a stimulus that takes time to deliver. I will use the term 
‘discussion vignette’ to differentiate such techniques from ‘completion vignettes’ such as 
those used by Jenkins et al (2010) 
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something, rather than on what it represents (Gordon & Langmaid, 1988:106). 
(Donoghue 2000, p.49)  

Within the five broad categories, the most common techniques are: ‘picture 

drawing’ or photo-taking (Mannay 2010; Roberts 2005; Hurworth and Sweeney 

1995; White et al. 2010); story telling (Durgee 1988; Onyx and Small 2001; Roberts 

2005); sentence completion (Jacques 2005); vignettes – story completion (Barter 

and Renold 1999; Jenkins et al. 2010); role playing (Jacques 2005; Jakobsen 2012); 

various forms of association, seeking an immediate response to a stimulus (e.g. 

words or pictures) (Donoghue 2000; Jacques 2005); priority sort (McGuire and 

Zorzi 2010); and photo-elicitation (Becker 1978; Hurworth et al. 2005; Allen 2012; 

Smith, Gidlow, and Steel 2012).  

Story telling and picture drawing usually involves asking the participant to think 

about their experiences and then tell a story or draw a picture that evokes that 

experience in some way (Roberts 2005; Mannay 2010; Durgee 1988; Onyx and 

Small 2001).  An example of such a drawing is at Figure 2 below (Lord, Roberts, and 

Redway 1994). The participant explained: 

That’s just me sort of before the course, it was like being boxed, just all gloomy 
and lots of good old queues … occasionally thinking about what I’d really like 
to be doing but thinking that I’d never get there. And then the telephone … that I 
actually … got into the course and everything, which I was pretty rapt about … I 
just love being outdoors and I love the travelling and the friendships … And 
that’s like to represent the study part of it because I also love the study. (Lord, 
Roberts, and Redway 1994, p.49) 
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Figure 2: A LEAP Participant's Drawing 

Source: Lord, Roberts, and Redway (1994, p. 13) 

Photo-taking is a little different in that participants are usually given a camera and 

asked to go away and take photographs or videos that illustrate aspects of their 

experience and then bring them back for discussion (e.g. Hurworth and Sweeney 

1995; Allen 2012). 

Photo-elicitation involves providing a photograph or an image of some kind.  There 

are different types of photo-elicitation.  One approach is to provide a photograph that 

is relevant to the questions being asked, e.g. a photograph of a nurse in World War 2 

uniform (Hurworth et al. 2005) in an effort to evoke memories of those times.  

‘Thematic Apperception Testing’ (TAT) also uses photographs to elicit descriptions 

of the person depicted or a story of their behaviour. The person depicted is not the 

interview participant. Occasionally the person represented in the photograph is 

intended to be a proxy for the interview participant. More usually in research and 

evaluation the photograph is about another type of person, such as the person’s 

manager. Apperception is a misnomer for these techniques.  Apperception refers to 

the perception of an object (the photograph) as involving the consciousness of the 

person perceiving it.  Where the person represented in the photograph is intended to 

be a proxy for the interviewee, it might reasonably be called apperceptive but the 
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majority uses are about some ‘other’ and so are not apperceptive; nor are the 

photographs used to ‘test’ apperception. Nevertheless for the sake of consistency 

with current usage, I will use the acronym TAT to refer to the technique. 

Vignettes are widely used in research on topics with highly vulnerable participants, 

such as drug use (Jenkins et al. 2010) or violence against women (Barter and Renold 

1999; Ellsberg et al. 2008).  The completion vignette presents a fictional scenario 

with a central character that is experiencing the issue being researched.  The scenario 

is incomplete and the participants are asked what the central character in the scenario 

will do next. The scenario might be anything that prompts a question about, “What 

happens next?” It might be a story, a video, a slide presentation, or a picture. Jenkins 

et al.(2010) developed what they called a ‘developmental’ vignette, in which a 

scenario develops through a number of stages with a standardized question at the end 

of each stage. One such scenario was a 19-year-old drug user ‘Davie’.  The first 

stage in the scenario ended with Davie deciding he needed help.  The question was 

“What would he do?” Once the participants had finished developing that part of the 

story, they moved on to the next stage in which Davie goes to the GP and tells her he 

has been injecting for a year.  The scenario continues through 9 stages.  A further 

development was an ‘interactive developmental scenario’ in which decision points 

were identified at which the story might move in different directions.  Alternate 

scenarios were prepared so an appropriate scenario could be presented depending on 

what decision was made by the participants.  They used hyper-linked PowerPoint 

slides to present the scenario triggered by the participants’ decisions. 

Some of the more innovative techniques were tailored to specific circumstances.  

Jakobsen (2012) working with a village community in Tanzania developed some 

techniques for that community: card sorting; discussion with a neighbour and then 

reporting; and a team debate with team members forced to argue for a position they 

would not normally espouse.  Tarr and Thomas (2011) used a computer generated 

‘body image’ of the participant to map areas of pain and injury. The participants 

were all professional dancers and each completed a questionnaire and an interview as 

well.  The body map produced much more data on pain and injury than the 

questionnaire. Sutton (2011) used ‘concept cards’ to elicit information about 

women’s bodily experiences in Buenos Aries, Argentina. The concept cards 
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consisted of a single word.  Participants were asked to choose as many cards as 

seemed most relevant to their own bodily experiences and to write their own cards if 

they wished. The concept cards offered  

… a playful way to talk about serious embodied experiences. The cards were 
tangible objects that helped focus the interviewees’ attention, … Above all, the 
cards elicited stories that were crucial to this particular study. (Sutton 2011, 
p.193) 

In development evaluations there is a wide range of techniques and a focus on 

approaches that match the culture in which the evaluation is taking place. Examples 

include maps; photographs; transect walks (systematically walking through an area 

with informants, observing, asking questions); picture sorting; graphs; voting with 

pebbles; debates; diagrams and chronologies (e.g. Chambers 1992; Jakobsen 2012; 

Davis-Case 1989). 

The key characteristics of all the techniques are that an impoverished, or incomplete 

stimulus is provided and the participant is given a task that requires the participant to 

flesh out the stimulus or scenario without sufficient time for explicit consideration.  

Even a relatively simple stimulus may be presented as a scenario.  For example, 

“Choose a picture that represents a ‘good’ manager,” connotes a scenario of 

employment probably the participant’s own employment; and at the same time the 

research or evaluation question evokes some context for the participant. The 

participant is asked to respond to that scenario in making their choice. 

Following the initial response, there is often a discussion to explore the meanings 

elicited through the task or stimulus. The elicitation technique is used to evoke a 

response that is then interpreted by the participants for the practitioner.  

Many of the reasons for using elicitation techniques were outlined above. 

Conversations with practitioners suggest a number of additional reasons. Elicitation 

is said to be useful because it taps into the reasons behind behaviours and choices in 

a way direct questions cannot. It was said to act as a catalyst to break through 

barriers of formality and puts people in the ‘right frame of mind’.  Elicitation 

techniques very quickly allow the practitioner and the interviewee to discuss 

emotions and reactions.  In the experience of the practitioners I talked to, the more 
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the stimulus or task was incomplete, the more participants relied on the ‘non-

rational’ thinking.  

Selection of techniques 

While the key characteristics of elicitation techniques are relatively simple, there is a 

bewildering array of techniques. Unfortunately there is very little published research 

about how to choose one technique over another, how to design a technique 

appropriate to the research questions, or which materials are most appropriate 

(Catterall and Ibbotson 2000).  

There are some guidelines in the literature on what materials should be used. Perhaps 

the most important guidelines are that:  

• the research task should be congruous with the behaviour or task being 

researched, the task should be as close as possible to the behaviour in vivo 

(Breivik and Supphellen 2003);  

• clarity and comprehensibility of the task (Breivik and Supphellen 2003; 

Barter and Renold 1999);  

• plausibility of the task, in particular plausibility of the story in vignettes 

(Barter and Renold 1999; Ellsberg et al. 2008; Jenkins et al. 2010);56  

• the vignette scenario (and by extension the implicit or explicit scenario for 

any elicitation technique) should be close to the personal experiences of the 

participant (Barter and Renold 1999; Jenkins et al. 2010).   

Barter and Renold (1999) add that the format of the task should be appropriate to the 

audience and that there should be sufficient context to allow the participants to 

identify the situation but that the task should be vague enough to force participants to 

add thoughts to the task. Barter and Renold (1999) also suggest using vignettes with 

control groups to see if there are any differences in responses between groups. 
                                                
56

  Basing scenarios on real events helps to create a plausible scenario. But even an 
implausible scenario can generate useful information. Jenkins et al (2010) noted that 
participants sometimes attempted to explain what they saw as an implausible scenario in 
terms of the differences between them and a plausible other.  Further, Jenkins et al (2010) 
found that acknowledging the implausibility and probing for further information reveals 
insights into the experiences of the participants. 
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With the exception of Breivik and Supphellen’s (2003) empirical study, the 

guidelines developed above are mostly based on practitioners’ experience with the 

techniques, either the difficulties they encountered or the perceived quality of the 

data elicited (Barter and Renold 1999; Jenkins et al. 2010; Ellsberg et al. 2008). The 

use of projective techniques is largely heuristic and based on the practitioners 

experience of what works (Jacques 2005).  I suspect that most practitioners use only 

a few elicitation techniques; and choose from the techniques with which they are 

most familiar.  However, as I showed above some practitioners do develop new 

techniques depending on the characteristics of the target group and the research 

question. 

The characteristics of the target group and the research question appear to drive the 

use of elicitation techniques.  Elicitation techniques provide rich sources of 

understanding about people’s experiences and preferences.  They provided different 

information from interviews (Broderick & Penwill, 1996 quoted in Fisher 1993) and 

generate new ideas and perspectives for discussion (Will et al 1996, Sampson, 1987 

quoted in Catterall and Ibbotson 2000).  Market researchers interviewed for this 

thesis also report that the insights from elicitation are extremely effective in creating 

marketing campaigns that work.  The marketing campaign built on Haire’s (1950) 

study led to increased sales of instant coffee: and if one takes a look at coffee 

advertisements today one can see they are still informed by Haire’s  work.  Typical 

images are an absolutely immaculate house, a beautiful young mother, children 

eating and the husband coming home.   

Validity of elicitation 

However, there is very little empirical evidence about validity in the elicitation 

literature. The plain English meanings of validity are about the truth or acceptability 

of a thing.  Scientific understands of validity qualify the notion of ‘truth’ and refer to 

the best available approximation to the truth but also have the inference that it must 

be an acceptable explanation.  In psychology, and hence many other social sciences, 

the concept of validity was elaborated extensively and different types of validity 

were identified. Messick (1995) attempted to resolve the complexity and wrote about 

two dimensions of validity: from evidence to consequence; and from interpretation to 
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use.  The two dimensions resulted in a matrix of what he called the four-fold facets 

of validity. 

Table 1.  Messick's Four-fold facets of validity 

 Test Interpretation Test Use 

Evidential Basis Construct Validity (CV) CV + Relevance/Utility (R/U) 

Consequential Basis CV + 

Value implications (VI) 

CV + R/U + 

VI + Social Consequences 

Source: Messick (1995) 

Messick’s (1995) model was more sophisticated than the description offered here but 

for this thesis there is no need to go beyond the four-fold facets of validity. Applying 

Messick’s (1995) argument to elicitation techniques, we see that the consequential 

basis of elicitation techniques concerns the acceptability of the techniques and covers 

both the values implications of the techniques; and the social consequences of using 

the techniques. The consequential basis of elicitation deals with ethics and is very 

important, but it is outside the scope of my thesis.  My thesis is focused on construct 

validity and utility, or what Messick (1995) called the evidential basis. The evidential 

basis of elicitation techniques relates to his concept of construct validity (CV in 

Table 1), that is, are the techniques conceptually sound: and to relevance and utility 

(R/U in Table 1), are they a useful way of measuring or understanding the everyday 

world.  

Utility in the elicitation literature 

Catterall and Ibbotson (2000) argue that elicitation techniques provide data situated 

in the participant’s experience: and also that the researcher can draw inferences about 

behaviour from the such techniques. Jenkins et al.(2010) make a similar argument 

for vignettes. 

… we have sought to show that how participants’ seek to make sense of vignette 
situations are not entirely distinct from how they may make sense of everyday 
lived events. (Jenkins et al. 2010, p.192) 

They argue that the information elicited is, or can be, relevant to everyday lived 

events. Other authors have found that the choice of elicitation technique has some 
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influence on the information produced (Brown 1987; Neimeyer et al. 1992; Cooke 

1994). Other authors have looked at the utility of elicitation techniques by comparing 

the data produced to the information produced by other techniques (Bech-Larsen and 

Nielsen 1999; Kanwar, Olson, and Sims 1981). These studies also found some 

differences in the information produced by elicitation techniques but found that the 

differences were relatively minor. In other words elicitation techniques can have 

relevance to the everyday world but that relevance may vary with the choice of 

technique.  

In contrast, Breivik and Supphellen (2003) compared predictions from three 

elicitation techniques to self-reported attitudes. The three techniques examined were: 

rank ordering of products, 57 ideal description58 and direct elicitation.59  Breivik and 

Suphellen (2003) showed that there was no inherent difference in predictive 

effectiveness across the three techniques but that there were differences correlated 

with the reported appropriateness of the elicitation task to the purchasing behaviour.  

The data provides empirical support for the guideline on the need for congruence 

between the elicitation task and the behaviour being studied. 

None of the studies cited above provide any data on whether the elicited information 

reflects everyday practices. However, the market research literature (e.g. Boddy 

2008) and the market researchers interviewed for this thesis argue that the 

information from elicitation techniques is tested in the market. For example, if 

Haire’s (1950) insights were not useful, there would have been no change in the sales 

of instant coffee in the United States. Boddy (2008) wrote that Haire’s “… studies 

remain a major source of support for the use of projective techniques in market 

research.” (Boddy 2008, p.9)  

                                                
57

  Rank ordering asks participants to rank alternative attributes provide by the researcher in 
the order in which those attributes influence their purchase decisions and then provide 
reasons for the ranking.  Rank ordering can also be used for other purposes such as 
sorting priorities and so on (see for example McGuire and Zorzi 2010).  

58
  Ideal description involves asking the participant to describe the ideal product in each 

category. 
59

  Direct elicitation involves asking the participants to list the attributes they would use to 
evaluate products. 
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However, there has been little other systematic analysis of data to test the usefulness 

of elicitation techniques. Boddy (2008) reviewed the market research literature and 

identified few studies that showed elicitation findings were reliable in that they could 

be replicated or correlated with other data.  Other than Haire’s work in the 1950’s, he 

reported no market research studies that established utility.  

Utility in Clinical Psychology  

Boddy (2008) also reviewed the validity of elicitation techniques in the clinical 

psychology literature, linking the validity of techniques in market research to their 

validity in psychology and in particular to the ‘projective hypothesis.’60 He reported a 

number of studies that showed that a wide range of elicitation techniques produced 

results that could be externally validated.  He then went on to argue that those with 

structured scoring systems were able to show higher levels of reliability and inter-

scorer agreement.61  He presented sufficient data to suggest that ‘projective’ 

techniques work as diagnostic tools in psychology. Boddy (2008) also reported data 

that showed that showed that elicitation techniques reduce self-representation effects 

compared to direct questioning. He then went on to make some claims about the 

utility of elicitation techniques in market research.  I will discuss his claims below 

but first I will provide a little more detail about the validity of elicitation techniques 

in psychology.   

The psychological use of elicitation techniques is ultimately about assessing the 

psychological status of individuals and their implicit understandings of self. 

However the use of the techniques is the subject of much debate in the psychological 

literature. Some of the debate is premised on different uses of the techniques. For 

example, Lilienfeld et al.(2000) reviewed the psychological literature on ‘projective’ 

techniques to assess whether ‘projective techniques’ were valid for assessing 

                                                
60

  He does not appear to have explored the cognitive psychology literature which uses many 
of the same techniques and other similar techniques as tests of brain functioning.  In the 
next Chapter, I will briefly discuss arguments about the validity of elicitation techniques 
from the perspective of cognitive psychology.  

61
  I note below that Lilienfeld et al (2000) had earlier reported a similar finding  but Boddy 

does not refer to their work. 
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attributes such as self-esteem, identity and self coherence.62  They were explicitly 

testing whether elicitation techniques are useful ways of revealing issues about self-

concepts.  Other research focuses on revealing implicit motivations (McClelland, 

Koestner, and Weinberger 1989; Schultheiss et al. 2009) and comparing the 

effectiveness of elicitation techniques against self-report methods. 

Assessing self 

Lilienfeld et al.(2000) reviewed the empirical literature on the utility of ‘projective’ 

techniques for assessing self.  They reviewed the literature on 10 techniques but with 

a focus on Rorschach, TAT and stick figures.  They used only rigorous validation 

studies conducted by independent researchers and found that the techniques show a  

“consistent relation to one or more specific psychological [phenomena]” (Lilienfeld, 

Wood, and Garb 2000, p.31).  The focus of the research was not the techniques per 

se but the instruments based on those techniques that led to an assessment of the 

psychology of the individual concerned. Their focus was on the interpretation of 

the information elicited by the ‘projective’ techniques and the indices used by 

psychologists to assess personality and psychological states.  

The focus on instruments by Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb (2000) can be seen as part 

of a broader debate in clinical psychology about the validity of statistically tested 

instruments against individual clinical expertise (see Westen and Weinberger 2004).  

There is a tendency to see individual interpretations of elicited responses as being 

less valid than those based on statistical analysis.63 Nevertheless, the testing of 

elicitation instruments for psychological assessment by Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 

(2000) implies acceptance that elicitation techniques do reveal aspects of the 

patient’s emotional state.  Indeed they argue that there is support for the proposition, 

that elicitation reveals aspects of cognitive and emotional states.  

                                                
62

  It is worth noting that validity is not an ‘all or nothing’ state, there are degrees of validity; 
a test can be more valid or less valid than another (Messick 1995; Lilienfeld, Wood, and 
Garb 2000).  

63
  Westen and Weinberger (2004) repeat Meehl’s argument that statistical methods applied 

to the data are more likely to be valid than a subjective prediction of likely behaviours.   
However, they also show that the data for such analysis comes largely from observations 
by clinicians.   



   

 83 

On the basis of the research reviewed here, we are strongly inclined to agree 
with Westen, Lohr et al.(1990) that projective techniques are not inherently 
unreliable or unvalid. (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000, p. 55) 

Lilienfeld et al. (2000) looked at a range of validity concepts and data but gave 

priority to what they called “zero-order validity” (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000, 

p.31).  Zero-order validity corresponds to Messick’s ‘utility’ and refers to the 

correlation of the results from the instrument being tested with results from well-

established instruments such as the   Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory-2  

(MMPI) and the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale, Third Edition (WAIS-III). 

Following Wood et al.(1996b). Their conclusion was that  

… certain projective instruments, as well as scores derived from these measures, 
can indeed achieve acceptable levels of reliability and validity. (Lilienfeld, 
Wood, and Garb 2000, p.53) 

The more structured instruments with clear scoring protocols and indices that had 

been tested against population norms were more valid than others. Lilienfeld et al:  

… conclude that there is empirical support for the validity of a small number of 
indexes derived from the Rorschach and TAT. However, the substantial majority 
of Rorschach and TAT indexes are not empirically supported. (Lilienfeld, 
Wood, and Garb 2000, p. 27)  

In contrast, they argue that the 

… scientific status of scores derived from human figure drawings can best be 
described as weak. (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000, p.45)   

However, it should be noted that the question they tested was whether the 

instruments used to interpret the results of the techniques produced results that could 

be reliably used to diagnose specific psychological conditions.  They did not test 

whether the techniques themselves were valid.  Nevertheless, diagnostic instruments 

may only be valid if the underlying techniques used to generate results are 

themselves valid. The obverse is not logically true, the absence of valid instruments 

says nothing about the underlying validity of the technique. 

Implicit motivations 

Other researchers (McClelland, Koestner, and Weinberger 1989; Schultheiss et al. 

2009) have tested the utility of elicitation techniques in revealing implicit 
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motivations and the impact of such motivations on behaviour. This body of work 

focused mainly on TAT and stories written to pictures The basic premise of research 

into implicit motives is that “individuals lack direct introspective insight into their 

fundamental motivational needs” (Schultheiss et al. 2009, p. 72). Research into the 

utility of elicitation for uncovering implicit motivations shows that it uncovers 

different information to self-reported data about motivations, i.e. explicit motivations 

(McClelland, Koestner, and Weinberger 1989; Schultheiss et al. 2009).  The research 

also shows that there is a sustained link between the implicit ‘motivations’ identified 

through elicitation techniques and automatic behaviours: while self-reported 

motivations have a very weak relationship to behaviour: and the effects on behaviour 

only occur when there are social incentives for that behaviour and the effects are 

limited to the immediate aftermath of the self-report (McClelland, Koestner, and 

Weinberger 1989). It is little wonder then, that the we saw in Chapter Three that 

explicit statements about attitudes often do not match behaviour.  

The findings outlined above may help to explain why, despite the debate, ‘projective’ 

techniques are still used widely in clinical psychology.  Even without the research 

referred to above, psychologists used the techniques largely because they find them 

useful (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000; Schultheiss et al. 2009; McClelland, 

Koestner, and Weinberger 1989; Boddy 2008).  Such continued use suggests that all 

of the techniques have at least ‘face validity’ and utility. In other words even human 

figure drawings ‘look’ as if they elicit information about how the patient thinks and 

feels; and many clinicians find such data useful for diagnosis of psychological 

conditions.  

Utility in research and evaluation 

The intended use of elicitation techniques in evaluation and market research is to 

reveal cognitive and emotional states in relation to the object of study (programs, 

products etc.).  Boddy (2008) used the clinical psychology literature to argue that:  

• validity for market research purposes can be premised on the validity of 

psychology testing  
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• that market research use of elicitation techniques can adopt a lower level of 

proof because they 

… only have to be valid and reliable in aggregate use, not individual 
use and the standards of validity and reliability can therefore be lower 
than in forensic or clinical psychology. (Boddy 2008, p. 8) 

• the evidence he adduced supports the ‘projective hypothesis’ and that doing 

so supported the use of elicitation techniques. 

… multiple evidence exists which supports the projective hypothesis.  
In particular, … the more structured the projective technique used the 
more reliable and valid is the technique concerned. (Boddy 2008, 
p.15) 
 

I agree with Boddy (2008) that the validity of elicitation techniques in psychology 

gives them face validity in market research, or indeed any other research or 

evaluation use.  Lilienfeld et al.(2000) show that some elicitation techniques are 

valid for use in clinical diagnosis. Elicitation techniques can only be valid for that 

purpose if they reveal comprehensive information about cognitive and emotional 

states: such as perceptions and attitudes. Indeed, Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb (2000) 

argue that there is persuasive evidence that elicitation techniques do reveal cognitive 

and emotional states.  

As an aside, we should also note that cognitive scientists use elicitation techniques to 

reveal cognitive processes (see Chapters 3 and 5).  There is therefore solid evidence 

from clinical psychology and cognitive science to support the idea that elicitation 

techniques reveal cognitive and emotional states and cognitive processes. 

But that is as far as Boddy can legitimately take his argument.  His argument that a 

lower standard of validity can be adopted for research use is astonishing.  His 

assumption appears to be that aggregating data somehow increases the validity of 

individual data.  The fallacy should be obvious.  If individual data is not valid, then 

aggregating such data cannot increase the validity; and may decrease validity either 

because ‘errors’ are multiplied or by providing false confirmation of inaccurate data.  

Any standards for establishing the validity of elicitation techniques in evaluation and 

research should be as rigorous as possible.  They will be different from those for the 
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psychological use of elicitation because the purposes are different but they need to be 

equally rigorous.  

The projective hypothesis 

Boddy’s (2008) argument about the projective hypothesis is also flawed.  The 

‘projective hypothesis’ has two components.  The first is Freud’s argument that 

people are unable or reluctant to bring certain matters to their conscious awareness; 

and that such reluctance is a defence mechanism to reduce anxiety or in other ways 

protect such people from seeing themselves in a negative light. People therefore 

project their negative characteristics onto others.  The second component of the 

projective hypothesis is the application of that argument to elicitation techniques: i.e. 

that in order to fill the gaps left by the ‘ambiguous stimuli,’ people project aspects of 

their personality, attitudes and feelings onto the stimulus or task as a defence 

mechanism (Donoghue 2000; Boddy 2008).  Presumably, the authors see the process 

of projection as protecting the individual from anxiety or the individual’s sense of 

self from attributions they find unpleasant.    

The data Boddy (2008) presented to support the projective hypothesis established 

that elicitation reduces self-representation in responses.  It is a very important finding 

and may explain much of the value of elicitation techniques.  

However, it is not sufficient evidence to support the ‘projective hypothesis.’ There is 

very little support for projection in the psychological literature.  

 ... the Freudian concept of projection (“classical projection”) has not fared well 
in laboratory studies (Holmes, 1978), most of which offer relatively little 
evidence that the attribution of negative characteristics onto other individuals 
either reduces anxiety or protects individuals from the conscious awareness of 
these characteristics in themselves. (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000, p.29) 

 
More specifically, Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb (2000) argue that the notion that 

defence mechanisms underlie TAT are not supported by the literature.  They refer to 

research that rated responses to TAT against three possible defence mechanisms: 

denial, projection and identification.  TAT was administered before and after a 

perceptual-motor task.  One group was given positive feedback after the task and the 

other group was given negative or ‘failure’ feedback.  The use of denial and 
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projection, but not identification, was significantly greater for the ‘failure’ group 

than the ‘success’ group. 

 Nevertheless, inspection of means [averages] reveals that although the use of 
denial increased after failure feedback, the use of projection actually decreased 
slightly. The significant difference in the use of projection between success and 
failure conditions seems to have been due to a marked decrease in the use of 
projection following success feedback. (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000, p.45)  

The evidence simply does not support the projective hypothesis.  Nor is the 

projective hypothesis particularly helpful in explaining which elicitation techniques 

to use under which circumstances. We need to look elsewhere for hypotheses with 

construct validity. 

Construct validity of elicitation techniques 

Construct validity in Messick’s formulation (1995) refers to the conceptual 

soundness of the methods or techniques. It refers to the theory underlying the use of 

a particular method or test: the degree to which the there is a fit between that theory 

and the method.   The degree of construct validity then depends in the first instance 

on the theoretical model underpinning the use of the technique.  

The theoretical models in the literature range from well-developed theories to 

sketchy outlines of a nascent idea. Some of the models share elements from a range 

of concepts.  The major concepts reported are: 

• filling the gaps (Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Mannay 2010; Kay, Wheeler, 

and Smeesters 2008) 

• projective hypothesis (Boddy 2008; Donoghue 2000; O’Dell et al. 2012)  

• similar thinking patterns (Jenkins et al. 2010; Bellman et al. 2013; Breivik 

and Supphellen 2003) 

• schema concept (Smith-Jackson and Hall) 

• Cognitive processing (Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Tourangeau 

1987; Tourangeau and Yan 2007) 
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I discussed the projective hypothesis in the preceding section so I won’t repeat that 

discussion. 

Filling the gaps 

The least developed idea for how elicitation works is a general notion that the 

absence of concrete information, or impoverished stimuli (Rutherford 2005), in 

elicitation tasks appears to require the participant to make sense of the situation and 

complete the task using their personal knowledge (Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Kay, 

Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008). A common argument is that the knowledge used to 

fill the gaps is largely personal knowledge about cultural perceptions, norms and 

perceptions. Catterall and Ibbotson (2000) suggest that elicitation techniques have 

the ability to reveal the cultural perceptions of the object being investigated. 

… in much consumer research, projective techniques are employed for what 
they can reveal about consumer products and brands as cultural symbols and the 
myths that surround them (Durgee, 1988; Levy, 1994). (Catterall and Ibbotson 
2000, p.251)  

Jenkins et al.(2010) make a similar argument 

... the aim of vignettes in qualitative interviewing should not be to arrive at an 
accurate prediction of an interviewee’s behaviour but instead to achieve insight 
into the social components of the participant’s interpretative framework and 
perceptual processes. (Jenkins et al. 2010, p. 178)  

The implication behind the arguments outlined above is that elicitation probably 

triggers similar thinking to the thinking that occurs in the situation being studied, the 

‘situation of action’ Jenkins et al.(2010).  However, there is no guarantee that 

elicitation will produce similar thinking to the situation of action.  The elicitation 

context is NOT the same as the ‘situation of action’ and; outside the interview 

context the participant may act differently to the behaviours reported within the 

interview context.   

Thus, while vignettes can help researchers to explore participants’ knowledge, 
what they can NOT [stress in original] do is to simulate (in the interview setting 
or the focus group) the interpretative work the individual would do in the 
situation of action. (Jenkins et al. 2010, p.179)  

In other words, while elicitation may reveal some of the interpretive framework that 

participants use in everyday life, they may well use a different interpretive 
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framework in the situation of action. However, as we saw above, it seems likely that 

a close match between elicitation and the situation of action is more likely to mean 

that similar interpretive frameworks are used to fill in the gaps.  

Common sense supports the idea that the gaps are filled using participants’ personal 

knowledge to complete the elicitation task.  Indeed, this understanding underlies 

many of the other theories. What is not clear is the mechanism by which the 

information gaps are filled and the nature of the knowledge used to do so.  

Hidden knowledge 

Some writers (e.g. Jenkins et al. 2010; Mannay 2010) argue that the knowledge used 

to fill gaps is largely hidden, though they have slightly different explanations of how 

it is hidden. 

Jenkins et al.(2010) use a phenomenological perspective to argue that individuals fill 

in the gaps using a ‘stock of knowledge.’ The authors follow Schutz (1964; 1967; 

1970a) and argue that every individual holds an ever changing and developing multi-

faceted ‘stock of knowledge’ about the social world.  Jenkins et al.(2010) are not 

explicit about the nature of the stock of knowledge but they appear to follow 

Schutz’s (1944; 1967) argument that knowledge is not a unitary, consistent thing but 

contingent and situational. 

… the knowledge of the man who acts and thinks within the world of his daily 
life is not homogenous, it is (1) incoherent, (2) only partially clear, and (3) not at 
all free from contradictions. 

1.  It is incoherent because the individual’s interests … are themselves not 
integrated into a coherent system. [The individual has different plans for 
different situations] … 

2.  Man in his daily life is only partially – and we dare say exceptionally – 
interested in the clarity of his knowledge [and needs only sufficient knowledge 
for the current situation].64 

3.  At the same time he may consider statements as equally valid which in fact 
are incompatible with one another.  (Schuetz 1944, p. 500-501)  

                                                
64

  Schutz’s (1944) article preceded Simon’s introduction of the term ‘satisficing’.   
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In other words, knowledge is applied differently in different situations. Much of the 

knowledge applied in any situation is taken-for-granted and not usually brought to 

awareness. Jenkins et al.(2010) argue that completion vignettes (and presumably 

other elicitation techniques) reveal some aspects of the individual’s ‘taken-for-

granted’ knowledge about the everyday world. Oddly, they argue that the completion 

vignette does   

…. NOT [stress in original] … simulate … the interpretative work the individual 
would do in the situation of action. (Jenkins et al. 2010, p179)  

Instead, it provides insight into the person’s interpretive framework and perceptual 

processes, revealing those perceptual processes.65 The completion vignettes reveal 

some aspects of the participant’s perceptual processes. The perceptual processes use 

taken-for-granted knowledge that is not normally available in conversation.  

Mannay (2010) also argues that asking a child to draw a picture allows the child to 

express the ‘familiar;’ those aspects that would not be discussed because they are 

things everyone knows.  Drawing the picture makes the taken-for-granted, everyday 

issues available for discussion.  Some knowledge is normally explicit but other 

knowledge is normally implicit and not expressed in conversation. 

Cognitive psychologists and others also make a distinction between implicit and 

explicit knowledge and processes (e.g. Andrade 2005; Conway and Holmes 2005; 

Rutherford 2005; Hitch 2005; Kahneman 2011a; Pike and Edgar 2005; Nisbett and 

Bellows 1977; Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003).   The 

distinction is central to the information-processing model in cognitive psychology 

(e.g. Rutherford 2005; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Hitch 2005; Strube 1987) and 

also to Kahneman’s (2011b) theories in Thinking, Fast and Slow. The cognitive 

models are very important to my thesis and require some elaboration.  I will return to 

them in Chapters 5 and 6. For now, I will just note that implicit knowledge may be 

used to ‘fill in the gaps’ left by the elicitation stimulus or task.    

                                                
65

  If Jenkins et al (2010) are arguing that the vignette does not use exactly the same 
processes as the individual would ‘in the situation of action’ then I agree.  Not least, 
because they are talking about it rather than doing it.  However, if the processes are not at 
least similar in some way to the processes used in vivo, elicitation would not reveal 
anything useful. 
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Similar thinking patterns 

We saw in Chapter Three that authors (Jenkins et al. 2010; Breivik and Supphellen 

2003; Bellman et al. 2013) from three different theoretical perspectives 

independently proposed that elicitation techniques may elicit similar thinking 

patterns or interpretive frameworks to the topic being studied. The similar thinking 

pattern models explain why effective elicitation techniques are plausible, congruous 

with the behaviour being studied and close to the participant’s personal experience of 

the matter. Breivik and Supphellen (2003) make no reference to their theoretical 

perspective. Bellman et al.(2013) uses Kahneman’s (2011b) notion of System 1 and 

System 2 thinking, which I discuss in the next Chapter.   

Jenkins et al.(2010) use Schutzian phenomenology with some aspects of 

ethnomethodology.  A starting point for their model is the recognition, described 

above, that what is said in an interview is verbal behaviour, a social action in its own 

right. They recognise that the dynamics of verbal behaviour are different and distinct 

from ‘motor-social’ action, but they are nevertheless a form of action.    

I showed above that Jenkins et al.(2010) utilise Schutz’s (1967; 1944) notion that 

every individual has a stock of taken-for granted knowledge: and that parts of that 

stock of knowledge are used in different situations.  The authors argue further that 

the mechanism by which  ‘taken-for-granted’ knowledge is revealed in a vignette is 

through ascription of one’s own experiences to the protagonist.  They quote Schutz’s 

argument that the most effective way to interpret the motivations of another is for the 

individual to 

 … search his memory for similar actions of his own and, finding such, can draw 
from them a general principle concerning the relation of their in-order-to and 
because-motives.  He can then assume that this principle holds true for the other 
person’s actions as well as for his own and can proceed to interpret the other 
person’s actions by ‘putting himself in his place’. (Schutz, 1967:174)  
(Jenkins et al. 2010, p.180) 

However, it is only possible to ascribe one’s own motivations to another if one sees 

the other as somehow comparable to oneself.  Jenkins et al.(2010) took Schutz’s 

notion of a ‘Thou-orientation’ to help explain the underlying processes.  
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… Thou-orientations occur in situations where the individual, ‘is aware of 
somebody else whilst knowing that he is unaware of (them)’ (Schutz, 1967: 173, 
emphasis in original). In a research context, such Thou-orientations often occur 
in laboratory controlled situations where participants are asked to observe an-
other, often covertly (through a one-way mirror for example) and comment on 
the meaning and causes of the actor’s behaviour. (Jenkins et al. 2010, p.180)  

Jenkins et al.(2010) argue that when a thou-orientation exists the participants are 

able to put themselves in the place of the other and are thus able use their own 

personal experiences to comment on the meaning of action.  They go onto suggest 

that in some vignettes, the participants were able to establish a ‘thou-orientation’ 

with the protagonist of the vignette.   

The authors contrast the Thou-orientation with a They-orientation in which the 

participants have a generalised knowledge of the type of person and use that 

knowledge to answer questions.  The concept of the they-orientation helped explain 

the information participants provided about how the nurse in the drug clinic might 

behave. The knowledge used is not based on what the participant has done: but on 

generalised understandings about what that type of person would do.  

The characterisation by Jenkins et al.(2010) of the thou-orientation is quite different 

from Schutz’s conception.66 However, the differences do not affect their argument 

which is that the more the participant identifies with the situation the more likely 

they are to suggest behaviours from their own experience and understandings. 

Nevertheless, Jenkins et al.(2010) caution that verbal action is different in kind from 

the motor-social action being studied and that it might lead to differences in the 

participants’ interpretations. 

The model is an interesting one and advances our understanding of some aspects of 

how elicitation techniques work.  In particular it provides a rationale for the power of 

plausibility, congruity with the situation of action and personal experience of the 

                                                
66

  For Schutz (1964), the thou-orientation was a special case of an orientation to the other.  
The thou-orientation was pre-predicative, it occurred before apprehension and meaning 
are constructed.  It “… presupposes the presence of the fellow-man in temporal and 
spatial immediacy … while the specific content of that consciousness remains undefined” 
(p.151). It was a ‘limit case’ a ‘pure’ situation that rarely occurs (see also Barrow 2010).   
The moment one starts to interpret the other; one no longer has a thou-orientation.   The 
act of interpretation and understanding introduces typifications and changes the 
orientation. 



   

 93 

presenting stimulus or task.   However, it does not provide any basis for 

understanding which parts of the stock of knowledge are activated and brought to 

bear on the situation.  

Schema concept  

The schema concept goes one step further and provides models for situation-based 

activation of knowledge (e.g. Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008; Fiske and Linville 

1980; Lodge et al. 1991; Schütz 1967). The schema concept is a broad concept rather 

than a model and there are many variations in how it is conceptualised (e.g. Hitch 

2005; Conway and Holmes 2005; Schütz 1967; Fiske and Linville 1980; Quenza 

2005; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005).  Articulating the details of the concept 

requires a chapter of its own. The schema concept is central to my thesis and I 

elaborate the construct and its application to elicitation techniques in Chapter Six. 

Nevertheless it is worth noting here that, despite being widely used across a range of 

disciplines,67 the schema concept is very rarely used in the interview and survey 

literature.  The survey literature has some examples of the use of the schema concept 

(Tourangeau 1987; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Hastie 1987; 

Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987).  However, other than my own papers (Roberts 2005, 

2010, 2012), I only found two references that linked the schema concept to 

elicitation techniques (Smith-Jackson and Hall 2002; Jenkins et al. 2010). Smith-

Jackson and Hall (2002) used elicitation to see if there were shared schema for 

information processing.  They did not examine how schemas might function in 

elicitation itself nor did they develop the idea of schemas as cognitive structures that 

manage cognitive processing. I did find four references to cognitive schemas in the 

literature on qualitative evaluation and social research interviews (Aubrun, Brown, 

and Grady 2005; Bryan et al. 2009; Rodwell 1998; Williams and Keady 2012) but 

they were not related to elicitation techniques.  Given the widespread adoption of the 

                                                
67

  For example the schema concept is used in education (McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 
2005; Quenza 2005), psychology (Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009; Kendzierski and 
Whitaker 1997; Mouradian 2001), management (Argyris 1982a, 1982b), psychotherapy 
(Young, Klosko, and Weishaar 2006), anthropology (Holland and Cole 1995; Haussman-
Muela and Ribera 2003), developmental studies (Ebner, Riediger, and Lindenberger 
2009); design (Wogalter, DeJoy, and Laughery 1999) and political science (Bryan et al. 
2009). 



 

94 

schema concept in other disciplines it is rather surprising that it has so little salience 

in the literature on evaluation and social and market research interviews. 

Cognitive Processes 

Any sound understanding of how elicitation techniques work must be built on a 

model of cognitive processes.  The conceptual soundness of the methods and 

techniques, their construct validity (Messick 1995), is dependent on an understanding 

of the cognitive processes  that generate the responses and drive the interviews.   

Cognitive processes in interviews 

The realist literatures on qualitative interviews have only a very limited discussion of 

the cognitive processes thought to underlie interview responses. Such discussions are 

largely fleeting references to the psychoanalytic concepts of anxiety and defensive 

behaviour (Hollway and Jefferson 2003; Kvale 1996). The psychoanalytic concepts 

relate to the projective hypothesis discussed above. 

Cognitive processes in survey design 

There is some discussion in the survey literature of the cognitive processes 

undertaken when answering questions (Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Ryan, 

Gannon-Slater, and Culbertson 2012; Hastie 1987; Ostrom 1987; Schwarz and 

Hippler 1987; Strack and Martin 1987; Strube 1987; Sudman, Bradburn, and 

Schwarz 1996; Tourangeau 1987; Tourangeau and Yan 2007; Krosnick 1999). Such 

discussion uses a cognitive information-processing perspective.  The cognitive 

question-answering models are largely based on ideas about how one would design 

such a task if one were to do so consciously.  The different models break up the 

process into the logical steps that would be required if one was to program a 

computer to answer a question.  The process is inherently serial, one step following 

another, though Sudman et al.(1996, p.56) argue that individuals “may in fact go 

back and forth between different tasks.”  

There is general agreement in the field about the substantive nature of the tasks but 

some differentiation as well. The agreement relates to four steps in the process, 

though sometimes the steps have different names: 
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• interpret the question 

• retrieve information (about previous judgements or information that would 

assist in making a judgement) 

• form judgements   

• edit the answers 

Implicitly, and sometimes explicitly (e.g. Tourangeau 1987; Tourangeau and Yan 

2007) there is a fifth step, reporting the answer. Sudman et al.(1996) provide a 

slightly more sophisticated model, with five steps if an existing judgement is already 

stored in memory and seven steps if a judgement has to be developed.  There is no 

discussion in the literature about whether any or all of the steps are conscious or 

occur at a non-conscious level but the processes are inherently explicit language-

based tasks. 

All of the question-answering models are purely theoretical and not based on any 

empirical evidence. Indeed, Sudman et al.(1996) contradict their own model when 

they report  

Most survey respondents are cognitive misers (Krosnik 1991), doing just enough 
retrieval to come up with an answer that they think is acceptable. (Sudman, 
Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996, p. 40)  

And also that survey answerers use heuristics such as 

… Tversky and Kahneman’s (1973) availability heuristic, which holds that 
people estimate the frequency, likelihood, or typicality of events by the ease 
with which they can bring relevant examples to mind. (Sudman, Bradburn, and 
Schwarz 1996, p.89)  

There are some major issues with all of the cognitive question-answering models but 

I will discuss the critiques in more detail in the next Chapter.  

However, the most important need is for systematic empirical studies into: 

• the cognitive processes underlying responses to questions  

• the effectiveness of elicitation techniques at eliciting perspectives used in 

everyday life. 
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CHAPTER FIVE.  

COGNITION AND INTERVIEWS 

In the previous Chapter, I argued that understanding the participants’ cognitive 

processes are crucial to assessing the validity of any interview technique or to 

improving the utility of such techniques. Unfortunately the literature on qualitative 

interviews or elicitation techniques has only sketchy or inadequate discussion of the 

underlying cognitive processes. There are cognitive question-answering models in 

the survey literature but they are unable to explain how elicitation techniques work 

and have their own weaknesses. 

The cognitive question-answering models see the individual as a processor of 

information (e.g. Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996).  Such models are derived 

from cognitive information-processing models in psychology.  They treat the human 

brain as analogous to a computer and assume that the brain processes a question in a 

logical fashion in much the same way as a computer program would.  Inherently 

such models assume that the cognitive processes follow logical, rational design 

principles such as those used in computer programming.  

However, the cognitive question-answering models are not at all helpful in 

explaining elicitation because elicitation techniques explicitly bypass the sort of 

considered rationality implied in the cognitive question-answering models. There is 

also clear evidence that when people answer questions, they generally do not follow 

the rational processes proposed by the cognitive question-answering models and 

instead tend to use assumptions and estimates to answer questions (Bodenhausen and 

Wyer 1987; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 

1982; Kahneman 2011b).  

If we want to make good decisions about our interviewing techniques it is important 

that we understand the underlying cognitive processes. In this Chapter, I review 

some of the broader literature on cognitive processes and then use that literature to 

assess the cognitive question-answering models used in the survey literature. The 

literature on cognition is enormous and canvasses varied disciplines ranging from 

neurophysiology to psychology.  I cannot do justice to the literature in this thesis but 

I present a brief summary of the key points relevant to understanding how elicitation 
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techniques work. I start with a discussion of the information-processing models used 

in cognitive psychology. The information-processing models are largely functional 

models which explore how memory is used and generated.  I then discuss dual 

process theories, focusing on Kahneman’s (2011a, 2011b) System 1 and System 2. 

Dual process theories postulate two types of cognitive process, explicit thinking and 

implicit thinking. I conclude by comparing the two approaches to cognitive theory 

and then look at what they say about the cognitive question-answering model 

discussed in Chapter Four. 

Cognitive Information-processing Models 

It is important to start by recognising that our cognitive processes are based on the 

anatomy and neurochemistry of the brain. The physical structure of the brain is 

complicated and its functioning is largely based on electrical and chemical activity 

within and between neurons.  There are some 86 Billion (8.6x10
10

) neurons in the 

human brain (in Randerson 2012) and up to 8,000 synapses per neuron or 6x10
8
 

synapses per cubic millimetre (Koch personal communication). Brain scans of 

responses to stimuli or cognitive tasks typically reveal patterns of excitation and 

spreading activation of neurons over multiple sites and in volumes of several cubic 

millimetres (Hitch 2005). 68  A few cognitive psychologists study neural processes 

and connectedness (Stone 2005; Braisby and Gellatly 2005) but until recently most 

studies of neural processes were conducted by neuroscientists and neuro-anatomists 

(e.g. Damasio 1994).    

Functioning of the mind  

For a variety of reasons,69 most cognitive psychologists tended not to focus on the 

neuronal mechanics but on their manifestations in cognitive processes such as 

memory, perception, language and so on (Braisby and Gellatly 2005; Hitch 2005). 

The data for our understandings of function come from:  

                                                
68

  I will return to the notion that cognition is embodied and the result of neural activities at 
the end of this Chapter and in Chapter Six.  

69
  One reason was limited access. Until recently equipment for measuring neuronal activity 

was expensive and bulky.  However, that has changed the advent of fMRI in the 1990s.  
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• errors, particularly those  that arise from brain damage or illness and might 

include amnesia, slips of the tongue, contextually inappropriate behaviours 

• a range of ‘tests’ of cognitive function, such as ‘perceptual implicit tests’ and 

‘conceptual implicit tests (e.g. word association) some of which are described 

in the previous Chapter as elicitation techniques  

• brain imaging. 

Underlying the interpretation of such data by cognitive psychologists is an 

understanding that the mind is representational and computational (Stone 2005; 

Braisby and Gellatly 2005).   

A fundamental principle of contemporary cognitive psychology is that cognition 
involves the processing or transformation of structured mental representations 
[italics in the original].  (Stone 2005, p.618)  

Braisby and Gellatly (2005) suggest that one way to understand cognition is to think 

about the mind as a symbol system.  The symbols represent objects, ideas and other 

phenomena and at the same time symbols can be manipulated and computed. They 

are processed in the brain.  

Before we can manipulate a symbol it needs to be present in our cognitive processes.  

Let us start with examining the cognitive processes that develop representations of 

the external world. 

Recognition 

Central to our cognitive processing is our interpretation of the external environment.  

For obvious evolutionary reasons our physical environment is always a substantial 

driver of cognition; and sensory information is a major source of information. 

Sensory processing starts with the body’s neural and chemical responses to the 

internal and external situation.  These neural and chemical responses are transmitted 

to and processed in the brain.  Some form of sensory processing happens all the time, 

with the possible exception of when we are asleep. Different parts of our brain 

process different sensory input and only a very small proportion of the sensory 
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processing is brought to conscious awareness (Andrade 2005; Ericsson and Simon 

1980; Gaskell 2005; Naish 2005).  

Indeed, we only become aware of an object after we have identified it as a ‘cat’ or a 

‘bus’ and assigned meaning to it; we have to ‘recognise’ an object before we can 

become aware of it (Pike and Edgar 2005). We may recognise an object as ‘one of a 

class’ of things, a ‘concept.’ 

 … concepts [stress in original] are general ideas formed in the mind: ‘general’ 
meaning that concepts apply to every one of a class of things (usually described 
as a category).  For example, my concept of ‘cat’ must be a general idea of cats 
– an idea of what cats are in general, that is an idea about all cats, not just my pet 
cat Rosie curled up on the sofa. (Braisby 2005, p.163)  

Regardless of whether we are recognising ‘Rosie’, or a concept of ‘cat’, or even ‘that 

big scary thing like a cat’, recognition provides information and understandings 

about the ‘object’ that people use to help develop their responses to that ‘object’. We 

recognise the object as an instance of a category. The mind is capable of recognising 

abstract concepts, such as a specific context (e.g. an interview), as well as objects in 

the sensory field. Such recognition also carries information about the context and 

shapes an individual’s responses to that context.70  

Now, in order to recognise a concept (or an object), we must have a ‘memory’ of the 

concept.  Recognition is one of the fundamental types of recall (Mandler in 

Rutherford 2005). How that memory is structured is a matter of some debate (see for 

example Wertsch 2011; Mori 2011; Echterhoff 2011; Brockmeier 2010).   In 

neuronal terms, it involves the activation of a pre-existing, probably well-used neural 

pathway or pattern of activation (Rutherford 2005). Cognitive psychologists 

generally describe it simply as long-term memory (e.g. Rutherford 2005; Hitch 2005) 

and I will discuss long-term memory in more detail below.  Before doing so I will 

briefly describe how we process memory. 

                                                
70

  I will argue below that the context of a research interview necessarily forms a substantial 
part of the information people use to develop answers (see Tourangeau 1987; Schwarz 
and Hippler 1987). 



   

 101 

Implicit Processing 

It is worth noting that the recognition of concepts discussed above constitutes part of 

what is sometimes called ‘implicit processing’ (Rutherford 2005; Nutley, Walter, and 

Davies 2003) because recognition occurs before awareness.  Parts of the brain 

containing ‘memories’ are activated before awareness occurs. Implicit processing is 

not restricted to sensory information. There is very good evidence that most of our 

cognitive processes occur below conscious awareness and much of our behaviour is 

automatic without explicit conscious control (Kahneman 2011b).  Such implicit 

thinking and automatic behaviours are rooted in our emotions and bodily states not 

rationality (Damasio 1994).71  More importantly, this implicit thinking cannot be 

turned off and exists even when we are consciously and explicitly thinking (Damasio 

1994; Kahneman 2011b).  The existence of implicit processing has lead to the “dual 

process” theories, which I will discuss at the end of the Chapter.  

Workspace 

The other kind of cognitive processing is what we usually think of as ‘thinking’ 

(Kahneman 2011b).  What we think of as ‘thinking’ is explicit, controlled, step-by-

step thinking. It is very different from implicit processing and requires that the 

activated concepts be brought to our attention or awareness.  

In cognitive information-processing models explicit thinking is associated with what 

is frequently called the workspace (Andrade 2005; Hitch 2005).  The workspace is 

fundamental to the cognitive information-processing models.  It is a functional 

description for how we manage our thinking.  There are different models of the 

workspace but the common features of the models are that it appears to manage our 

thinking and our interactions with the world (Hitch 2005; Andrade 2005). The 

models propose some form of central controller and a range of sub-systems.  

A relatively early example of the information-processing model is represented in 

Figure 3. It consists of a central executive, which acts as a central processor to 

                                                
71

  Hence the title of Damasio’s (1994) book ‘Descartes’ Error’.  He argues that ‘cogito ergo 
sum’ (‘I think therefore I am’) is a fallacy. Fundamentally we are emotional animals not 
rational beings: and our thinking is premised on bodily responses and emotions, or 
‘somatic markers.’  
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manage information: and various sub-systems for temporary storage of information 

from long-term memory and sensory inputs.  

The model probably looks very familiar to those with a grasp of computer 

processing.  Indeed understandings about computer processing underlie much of the 

logic of the early information-processing models. It was thought that data was stored 

in memory and processed by some central processor (e.g. Hitch 2005).  

Figure 3 - Workspace 

 
 
Source:  Adapted from Hitch (2005) 

Working memory 

The key sub-systems are a group of sub-systems called the working memory or 

short-term memory (Hitch 2005).  They are analogous to Random Access Memory in 

computers.  They were originally thought to temporarily ‘hold’ sensory information 

transmitted from our physical interactions with the world and also to hold 

information from long-term memory.  There are thought to be separate short-term 

memories for each of our senses (Ericsson and Simon 1980; Hitch 2005).  For 

example, the “phonological store” contains memories of sounds: while the “audio-

visual scratchpad” has memories of pictures and text (Hitch 2005). It is probable that 

the data is ‘held’ largely in the sensory cortex.  For example, verbal memory appears 

to be largely associated with an area in the left parietal cortex (Paulesu et al 1993 and 
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Henson, 20001, quoted in Hitch 2005).72   Visual information is largely processed in 

the visual cortex.  The existence of different systems was taken to mean that there 

must also be links between the systems.  For example, Hitch (2005) suggests that 

written words can be translated into sounds by ‘sub-vocalisation’ within the central 

executive (see ellipse in Figure 3). 

The knowledge in short-term memory is thought to be readily available for 

manipulation but not all of it is attended to at one time. The workspace somehow 

links information from long-term memory and sensory inputs and binds them 

together into coherent, consistent representations (Andrade 2005). We use the 

workspace to attend to information and perform explicit computations using 

controlled processes in and on those representations (Andrade 2005; Wen 2015).  

As mentioned above,  the early models of short-term memory were thought to ‘hold’ 

information ‘recalled’ from long-term memory (Hitch 2005). It is not clear how 

working memory did so. His own model for working memory (Hitch 2005) argues 

that there is a qualitative distinction between long-term memory (LTM) and working 

memory.  Information in long-term memory is coded in terms of its meaning, it is 

semantic memory; while ‘short-term memory’ (STM) is coded in sensory form (e.g. 

sounds, images).  

Information in STM is held in an acoustic or speech-based form whereas 
information in LTM is coded in terms of its meaning. (Hitch 2005, p.308)  

If one accepts Hitch’s (2005) model that there are two quite different forms of 

memory then one needs to be able to explain how memories are transformed from 

one to the other, especially as he also appears to suggest the data is held in disparate 

parts of the brain. 73  Hitch acknowledges there are shortcomings, describing the 

working memory model as relatively simple and “inadequate in a number of details” 

                                                
72

   The picture is not a simple one.  Processing associated with a particular function such as 
recall of words, occurs in more than one site in the brain.  

73
  Hitch’s (2005) argument is inconsistent with Rutherford’s (2005) argument below that 

long-term memory is the traces resulting from cognitive  processes.  In Rutherford’s 
model, sensory processing would simply leave traces in situ that become long-term 
memory. It does not change form. It is possible that there is some form of multiple 
processing with sensory information and semantic information being handled separately 
(Wen 2015) which might explain the different attributes of long and short-term memory. 
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(Hitch 2005, p.335).74 Nevertheless, he argues that the concept of short-term memory 

has provided useful insights that explain a range of phenomena. The central 

executive component of the model is more problematic. 

 Central Executive  

A hypothetical central executive was thought to manage our thinking and control the 

activities in short-term memory. Anatomically the control functions and attention 

have been associated with the left ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (Hitch 2005; 

Andrade 2005).75  

 Functional neuroimaging studies show that activation of the left VLPFC 
[ventrolateral prefrontal cortex] increases with WM [working memory] load 
(Braver et al., 1997; Glahn et al., 2002; Love, Haist, Nicol, & Swinney, 2006; 
Wolf, Vasic, & Walter, 2006), which strongly suggests that it is involved in 
attentional control (D’Esposito, Postle, & Rypma, 2000; Jonides & Nee, 2006). 
(Andrews and Thomson 2009, p.630)  

In early models (Baddely and Hitch 1974, quoted in Hitch 2005) the central 

executive was like the central processor in a computer; it brought relevant data into 

short-term storage and manipulated the data. However, evidence from experiments 

suggest that such a model is too simplistic and further work is needed to develop our 

understanding of such a function (Hitch 2005), or indeed whether it is a valid 

concept.  

There are other issues with the central executive model. Each of the components in 

the model, the left ventrolateral prefrontal cortex and the different parts of the 

sensory cortex are separated anatomically from each other. It is difficult to see how 

such different types of memory can be brought together in one place. Indeed 

memories do not appear to be brought together in such a way. When a stimulus is 

presented, a specific pattern of activation occurs across different parts of the brain 

                                                
74

  I will discuss some of the issues in the section below on long-term memory. 
75

  There is some debate about the strong association with the left ventrolateral prefrontal 
cortex. Andrade (2005) suggest attention may be modular or spread across the brain. 
Vendrell et al. (1995) showed that right prefrontal cortex has a significant role in 
directing attention. Andrés (2003) argues that many of the notional executive functions 
are performed in other parts of the brain. 
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and is not restricted to one site (Hitch 2005).   Presumably such activations include 

long-term memory (Rutherford 2005).   

Further, the ‘executive’ processes may be more flexible and have greater capacity 

than is suggested in the central executive model. Allport, Antonis, and Reynolds 

(1972) show that people can repeat back continuous speech while undertaking 

complex tasks such as sight-reading piano music.  They suggest that divided 

attention is feasible and indicates that there may be multiple channels for human 

attention. Andrés (2003) argues that the ‘executive’ processes involve links with 

different brain areas, not just in the frontal cortex. 

Supervisory Attentional System 

To address the anatomical issues, some writers (e.g Baddeley in Hitch 2005) moved 

away from the Central Executive model and adopted their own version of an  

alternative model using  a concept called the Supervisory Attentional System 

(Norman and Shallice 1986). The Supervisory Attentional System (SAS) model is 

based on activation of different parts of the brain, including ‘long-term memory’ 

rather than having data brought into ‘short-term memory.’  

 Norman and Shallice (1986) proposed a model in which the control of cognition 
and action involves two levels.  At the lower level is a set of learned schemata 
for routine sequences of actions or mental operations each of which fires 
automatically to a specific ‘trigger stimulus’. (Hitch 2005, p.325)  

In Hitch’s (2005) representation of the SAS model, schemata76 of learned processes 

(routine behaviours or mental operations) are stored in long-term memory. These 

schemata are activated automatically by a trigger stimulus (see also Conway and 

Holmes 2005), presumably to create representations (Andrade 2005). For Hitch and 

Baddeley (Hitch 2005), the  control functions for activation are managed by a 

supervisory attentional system.  

At the higher level [to the schemata] sits a supervisory attentional system (SAS), 
a limited capacity resource capable of intervening at the lower level. A typical 
example would be the SAS intervening to stop a schema from firing despite the 
presence of its trigger stimulus. … Thus in utilization behaviour, strongly 

                                                
76

  Schemata is one of two plural forms of ‘schema.’  The other plural is ‘schemas’. I will 
explore the schema concept in more detail in Chapter Six. 
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triggered schemata fire even when they lead to contextually inappropriate 
behaviour. (Hitch 2005, p.325)  

The version of the supervisory attentional system model outlined above overcomes 

some of the limitations of the ‘central executive’ model.  ‘Working memory’ is seen 

as ‘activated memory’ with a system that controls the focus of attention.  Other 

writers (Just and Carpenter 1992, Cowan 1994, 2014, Kane and Engle 1999 cited in 

Wen 2015), present similar models in which the concept of working memory is 

simply activated portions of sensory parts of the brain and semantic, long-term 

memory.  There is no need in these models to differentiate between short-term 

sensory memory and long-term semantic memory. For that reason it does not need 

some unexplained mechanism for the transmission and transformation of semantic 

data into a separate sensory store. As such it is more elegant and parsimonious than 

the central executive model.  

However, it is intrinsically different from its origins.  The Norman and Shallice 

(1986) model stresses an organic, self-organising processing of parallel schemata. I 

will discuss the Norman and Shallice (1986) model in the next chapter on schemata. 

The self-organising model is very different from the command and control model as 

propounded by Baddeley (2000 cited in Hitch 2005).  The command and control 

model requires a control mechanism for phenomena such as focusing attention, 

dividing attention between different concepts, switching attention, and accessing 

information in long-term memory (Hitch 2005). The ‘fractionation’ of attention was 

thought to create what is known as the binding problem.  

The binding problem refers to how the cognitive system keeps track of 
information processing about an object or task when that information is spread 
out over multiple independent sub-systems. (Hitch 2005, p.329)  

In response to the ‘binding problem’, Baddeley (2000 cited in Hitch 2005) added a 

third component to the system, an episodic buffer that integrates information across a 

range of systems and modalities (Hitch 2005; Wen 2015) “… and is closely 

associated with consciousness.” (Hitch 2005, p.328).   

However, models that emphasise centralised control and the dominance of explicit 

thinking do not hold up against the evidence.  Observations from neuroscience show 

that most brain activity does not reach consciousness (Dehaene, Changeux, and 
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Naccache 2011). Similarly, psychology and cognitive science show that much of our 

cognitive processes are implicit (Norman and Shallice 1986; Huesmann 1998; 

Sloman 2002; Rutherford 2005; Stone 2005; Kahneman 2011b).77 Most brain activity 

is implicit and we are not aware of it.  Indeed, explicit thinking has to be specifically 

triggered, it does not occur without particular patterns of widespread activation 

across the brain (Andrade 2005; Andrés 2003; Baars 2005). The patterns start in the 

thalamus and spread through the cortex, including the lateral prefrontal and posterior 

parietal cortices.  

Such findings led neuroscientists to develop models such as Global Workspace 

theory (Baars 2005) and ‘Global Neuronal Workspace’ model (Dehaene, Changeux, 

and Naccache 2011).  Such models argue that activation patterns for explicit thinking 

do not occur in isolation, they emerge from implicit cognition. In other words, 

implicit cognition provides a base from which explicit thinking may, occasionally, 

arise.78  

Limited workspace capacity 

Given the complexity and widespread nature of explicit brain activation patterns, it is 

perhaps not surprising that one of the attributes of the workspace is that it has 

extremely limited capacity.  The central executive function, however it is 

conceptualised, can do very little at any one time.  Our capacity to explicitly process 

information appears to be restricted to approximately “four chunks of information” at 

a time (Wen 2015, p.3). The limited capacity to ‘hold’ information means that 

distractions cause rapid decay of attention: and information ‘in’ the central executive 

has a very short lifetime before being ‘placed’ in short-term memory or ‘released’ to 

become part of long-term memory. 

Conscious attention to cognition appears to place very heavy demands on energy 

reserves and our ability to maintain concentration. The activation of neurons uses a 

large amount of biological energy (Kahneman 2011b; Andrews and Thomson 2009) 

                                                
77

  I will return to this argument later in the Chapter under the heading ‘Dual Process 
Theories.’ 

78
  The data from neuroscience makes any analogy with computer processing start to look 

very shaky.   
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and requires the cycling of waste product out of the brain, and new energy in, using 

the circulation of blood.   Activation of the left ventrolateral prefrontal cortex is 

associated with an increased flow of serotonin, increased lactate production (i.e. 

available energy) in that part of the brain and increased glutamate-glutamine cycling 

to remove glutamate from the synapses quickly (Andrews and Thomson 2009). 

Effortful thinking is a significant drain on the body’s energy resources and limits the 

amount of activation that is possible at any one time. Andrews and Thomson (2009) 

also show that excessive activity in the left ventrolateral prefrontal cortex is not only 

associated with increased attentional cognition, it also is associated with: depression, 

reduced ability to experience pleasure and decreases our ability to pay attention to 

other tasks such as paying attention to threats in our environment. Fischer et 

al.(2008) show that, in addition to the energy demands, there is also a limited reserve 

of will-power available to undertake effortful thought.   

While not as severe as the restrictions on the attention, there are also limitations on 

our ‘short-term memory’ capacity.  In essence, ‘short-term memory’ makes 

information available for attention.   In the more neuroanatomical models, the 

availability of short-term memory for attention is because the relevant neurons are 

activated.  Activation of neurons in the sensory cortex lasts for only 5-6 seconds 

(Hitch 2005). Similarly, information held in working (or ‘activated’) memory 

appears to decay within seconds (Bishop 1987; Wen 2015).  

Long-term Memory 

The notion of long-term memory is crucial to cognitive psychology and it has a 

convoluted history.  Some of the early descriptions of memory differentiated 

between semantic memory and episodic or autobiographical memory (Tulving, 1972 

cited in Rutherford 2005; Conway and Holmes 2005). Episodic memory, or 

autobiographic memory, is memory of specific events. Semantic memory on the 

other hand relates to memory organised around meaning, e.g. the concept of a cat.  It 

relates to categories of ‘things’ and generalisations and metaphors and includes our 

‘knowledge about’ phenomena (Rutherford 2005).  
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However, various writers (e.g. Rutherford 2005; Conway and Holmes 2005) have 

argued that while the distinction between semantic and episodic memory may be 

heuristically useful, it probably has no basis in fact.  

One of the indisputable findings on long-term memory is that information is not 
stored in a random fashion but organized meaningfully in packets of semantic 
association (Rumelhart and Norman 1983; Rumelhart and Ortony 1977).  
(Lodge et al. 1991, p.1358)79 

We do remember specific events but only for short periods of time. Information in 

short-term memory is available as a specific event but is thought to then be 

‘converted’ into representations or abstractions and become semantic memory 

(Rutherford 2005; Conway and Holmes 2005; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Strube 

1987).80  

… knowledge contained in episodic memories is very largely sensory-perceptual 
(italics in original) in nature. … episodic memory is a repository of ‘experience-
near’, highly event-specific sensory-perceptual details of recent experiences: 
experiences that lasted for comparatively short periods of time (seconds,  
minutes, or at most hours). (Conway and Holmes 2005, p.521)  

The argument is not that we cannot recall specific information of events.  We 

certainly can but it is slow and difficult to do. For example, we might explicitly 

remember that an item was presented to us in a test and the circumstances in which 

it was presented, and what it looked like and so on (Rutherford 2005, following 

Tulving, 1985).  We also make judgements, or remember judgements, on the basis of 

that recall.  However, such judgements are less likely to persist than judgment based 

on ‘knowing’ that the item was presented in the test. When we know that an item 

was presented, we have no conscious specific recollection of the event just general 

knowledge that it happened (Rutherford 2005).  In so far as we have a memory for 

events it appears to only occur when the memory is somehow attached to a semantic 

memory. 

                                                
79

  See also Hitch (2005) 
80

  Inherently the multiple process models suggest separate parallel processes rather than a 
conversion from one to the other. I am not sure what this might mean for sensory 
memories.  Do they get laid down in sensory memory or do they just fade after the 5-6 
seconds referred to above? 
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I go further and suggest that pure episodic memory untouched by other factors 

cannot exist. As we saw in the introductory section on the functioning of the mind, 

most sensory information does not come to our attention (Andrade 2005) and the 

items that do come to our attention only do so after they are interpreted and meaning 

is ascribed (Pike and Edgar 2005). Indeed, the recall of even the most immediate 

events is inaccurate (e.g. Strube 1987). The representation in our minds is always 

incomplete and modified by the neurological and bodily context. At a more 

philosophical level, if memory is a representation, or a symbol, it is not the event 

itself.  It is inherently an abstraction and linked to existing meanings and 

interpretations. It is inherently semantic. 

Semantic memory contains detailed representations of the world, ourselves, 

concepts, our relationships with others, objects and so on (Conway and Holmes 

2005; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987). One way of understanding those 

representations is to describe them as different levels of schemas (Conway and 

Holmes 2005; Hitch 2005; Rutherford 2005; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Lodge et 

al. 1991).  I will discuss the schema concept in more detail in Chapter Six but it is 

worth noting here that schemas provide information about meaning and 

interpretation but they also provide practical knowledge, skills and expertise, that 

allows us to act in automatic ways without having to consider the details of what we 

do.    

Procedural v declarative 

The distinction between ‘knowing about’ things (declarative knowledge) and 

‘knowing how’ to do things (procedural knowledge) is much used in cognitive 

science and is now preferred to other distinctions (Rutherford 2005; Huesmann 1998; 

Wen 2015; Derry 1996).  Differentiating between procedural and declarative 

knowledge has been found useful to explain functional impairments, such as 

amnesia, that are the result of brain damage. Rutherford (2005) goes on to suggest 

that declarative knowledge includes both semantic and episodic knowledge.  Other 

disciplines have also made similar distinctions. For example, ‘Knowing about’ is 

variously called explicit knowledge (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003; Davies and 

Nutley 2000; Nonaka and Takeuchi) or espoused theory (Argyris 1994). ‘Knowing 
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how’ is variously called tacit knowledge (Davies and Nutley 2000; Nutley, Walter, 

and Davies 2003) and ‘theories in use’ (Argyris 1994).  

The distinction between procedural knowledge and declarative knowledge finds 

expression in phenomena such as the “evidence-practice” gap (Hudson-Mabbs and 

Stratton 1999; Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003).   Even in professional fields in 

which evidence is strongly valued, such as medicine, teaching and social work, 

conceptual knowledge based on good research is not always adopted in practice 

(Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003). Professionals, such as surgeons, rely on implicit, 

‘tacit’ knowledge, knowledge about ‘how,’ in order to conduct surgery.  This 

implicit knowledge, expertise and skills are distinct from explicit or declarative 

knowledge, knowledge you can state (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003).  

The distinction between procedural knowledge and declarative knowledge also has 

implications for research and evaluation practitioners.  It may help explain some of 

the differences that were explored in Chapter Three between what people ‘Say 

About’ phenomena in response to questions: and what people ‘DO’. What people 

‘Say About’ is likely to be based on declarative knowledge, while what people ‘DO’ 

may be more strongly influenced by procedural knowledge.  I will return to this issue 

in the next Chapters. 

Neuroanatomical perspective on knowledge 

However, the distinction between procedural and declarative knowledge is inherently 

a functional one. As I wrote above, there is nothing that resembles memory storage 

in the neurobiology of the brain.  There are only fluctuating patterns of activation 

that can probably never be repeated exactly (Brockmeier 2010). A fundamental 

weakness of the functional concepts of memory is that it is difficult to relate them to 

neuroanatomical processes, particularly neural activation patterns.  

Current thinking in cognitive psychology (e.g. Rutherford 2005) is that what we 

think of as long-term memory is the traces left by cognitive processes. A particular 

pattern, or rather a group of patterns, of activated neurons are somehow reactivated. 

Activation of memory appears to involve multiple neuronal patterns in different parts 

of the brain (Rutherford 2005). Memories are not stored; they are simply the 
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products of the re-activations of cognitive processes. Memories are re-created in the 

moment of reactivation (Brockmeier 2010).  

For the memory to be reactivated, it must first be created.  It appears that a neural 

process, or rather a particular pattern of neuronal activation, leads to changes in 

neurochemistry of the brain. Those changes mean that some excitation paths are 

facilitated and others inhibited so that the original pattern is more likely to fire again, 

given the right stimulus (Andrade 2005). The reactivation potential, or memorability, 

of a particular neural process depends in part on the extent and type of the original 

processing.  Rutherford (2005) points to different levels of processing ranging from 

repeating a telephone number to elaborate semantic processing regarding the 

meaning of the perception or its categorization.  Memorability also varies with the 

level and recency of the processing (Rutherford 2005).  

 In other words a memory is an activation pattern that is somehow ‘etched’ into the 

brain by use. A common analogy is that a neural process creates a pathway.  The 

pathway might be a vague, hard-to-see track, or it might be as well defined as a 

highway. The clarity of the pathway will vary depending on how well it was made in 

the first place, the extent of use, recency of use and so on.   

The long-term memory model raises serious questions for the early short-term 

memory models outlined above. If memories are simply the 'traces' left as the result 

of cognitive activity, and it is a by-product of that activity, then there is no archive of 

memories (Brockmeier 2010; Mori 2011; Echterhoff 2011) that might be called long-

term memory. Cowan (quoted by Wen 2015) argues that there is no separate store of 

working memory: rather working memory is simply the activation of pre-existing 

neural patterns. In such formulations, memory becomes the experiential product of 

cognitive processing in which particular patterns of excitation are reactivated. If so, 

working memory can be nothing other than re-activated patterns, which, by being 

activated, become available for our attention. Being activated is necessary for 

concepts to be brought to awareness: but activation is not sufficient for a concept to 

be brought to our attention (see ‘Implicit Processing’ above and ‘Dual Process 

Theories’ below). Most of us have probably experienced moments when something 

‘is on the tip of my tongue.’  Such moments probably indicate that a concept has 
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been activated but not brought fully to attention. In so far as working memory is 

largely sensory (see Hitch 2005), it can only be because the pre-existing neural 

pathways are sensory. I hypothesise that similar neural processes leave similar 

activation traces and may overlap one another.  The similarities and overlaps in brain 

activation patterns presumably result in our experiences of categories and 

associations leading to the semantic characteristics associated with the concept of 

long-term memory (Hitch 2005; Rutherford 2005). 

Recall 

Research and evaluation interviews are primarily concerned with how to access 

knowledge of all kinds.  The process and mechanics of recall are central to an 

understanding of the validity of interview techniques.  

Recall is inherently problematic. We saw in Chapter Three some of the issues in 

relation to eyewitnesses and in interviews and surveys.  In the 1970s Nisbett and 

Wilson (Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Wilson and Nisbett 1978) questioned the use of 

interviews in research. They confirmed that recall is highly inaccurate and also 

showed that experimental ‘subjects’ were unable to even identify the main influences 

on their responses.  People’s understandings of how they remember are also 

inaccurate. Ericsson and Simon (1980) took issue with Nisbett and Wilson arguing 

the recall tasks in their studies were delayed so memory had decayed. Ericsson and 

Simon (1980) argued instead that the recall of data in short-term memory can be 

relied on as accurate data.81 However, Hitch reports data that shows there are issues 

even with immediate recall. 

 Even within immediate recall, the phonological loop is far from providing a 
complete account. (Hitch 2005, p.331)  

Errors occur in immediate recall, especially in relation to the order of events. We can 

link this finding back to two ideas we have already discussed. First, that memory is 

simply a by-product of processing: and second, that even concepts in ‘working 

                                                
81

 An implication that could be drawn from Ericsson and Simon’s (1980) argument is that 
most of the data recalled in evaluation and social research interviews will be inaccurate 
because it is almost always delayed. They do not make this claim and few people have 
explored or debated the idea (exceptions include  Petitmengin 2006; Beatty and Willis 
2007; Ryan, Gannon-Slater, and Culbertson 2012). 
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memory’ are representations.  If memory is a by-product of processing, then to be 

recalled, the pattern of processing must be reactivated. However, every act of recall 

occurs in a different context, which means that there will be differences in the 

surrounding neuronal activation patterns. It is extremely unlikely that any pattern of 

activation is repeated exactly (Brockmeier 2010). Brockmeier (2010) argues that 

there are processes that produce something ‘similar but not identical’ to previous 

patterns. Brockmeier (2010) agrees that there has to be some underlying structural 

basis for the recreation of memory.  However, he argues that it cannot be a fixed 

storage model, an archive: but must be a dynamic changing pattern which 

nevertheless produces ‘similar’ events when stimulated. Second, if memory is a 

representation, or a symbol, it is not the event itself.  It is inherently an abstraction 

and linked to existing meanings and interpretations.  The current context must 

influence the shape and structure of the ‘memory’ recalled.82  Even short-term 

memory must be affected by changes in the neuronal activation patterns that occur as 

neurons respond to the current pattern, new sensory information is presented and 

activation decays.  

Recall of information from ‘long-term memory’ is inherently likely to have greater 

inaccuracies than immediate memory.  It is certainly more complicated. Mandler 

(1980 cited in Rutherford 2005) proposed two processes for recall: recognition and 

identification.  Tulvig (1985 in Rutherford 2005) proposed a similar distinction 

between ‘knowing’ and ‘remembering’. Tulvig (1985 in Rutherford 2005) showed 

that there is a difference between having a conscious recollection of the occurrence 

of an item being presented in a study, ‘remembering’; and ‘knowing’ that an item 

was presented but with no conscious recollection of the actual occurrence. The two 

processes use different types of processing but in both types of processing the recall 

is re-constructed at the time of recall (Conway and Holmes 2005; Brockmeier 2010). 

Recall is thought to bring together abstract knowledge, such as generalized 

knowledge about one’s life, with specific episodic memories (Conway and Holmes 

2005).   

                                                
82

  Treating memory as a representation linked to existing meanings etc. provides a model 
for the ‘priming’ and context effects discussed in Chapter Three. 
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Identification or remembering 

Identification or ‘remembering’ is also known as intentional recall or ‘generative 

retrieval’ (Conway and Holmes 2005). It is a conscious and aware effort to recall 

something from memory.  It is goal oriented (Conway and Holmes 2005; Andrade 

2005) and the process and products are explicit memories (Andrade 2005).   

Rutherford (2005) suggests intentional recall employs a search and retrieval process 

based on the connections between the item currently in awareness and other items.  

That is that intentional recall proceeds by association of linked concepts. He argues 

that the process benefits, and is made quicker, if there was lots of relational 

processing providing multiple routes to the memory being retrieved. Even where 

there are multiple routes, the process is always effortful and complicated. For 

example, according to Conway and Holmes (2005), retrieving autobiographical 

information involves: the development of a representation of what is required, a 

retrieval model, and a process of comparing information against the model.  They 

describe the process thus 

… an initial cue is used to probe the knowledge base and accessed knowledge is 
evaluated against a retrieval model generated by the working self. If the 
constraints of the retrieval model are satisfied then a memory is formed, and the 
knowledge activated in the knowledge base (by the cue) together with the 
associated goals of the working self form the autobiographical memory in that 
episode of remembering. (Conway and Holmes 2005, p.525)  

Conway and Holmes (2005) use the term ‘working self’ deliberately because they 

see it as a specific aspect of working memory.  It is conceived as a hierarchy of 

current goals and notions of self that control and manage the construction of 

memory.  

There are two inferences to be drawn from Conway and Holmes’ (2005) model. 

First, that intentional recall and explicit memory are inherently affected by self-

concepts and goals. Intentional recall in interviews, or survey questionnaires, will be 

affected, to a greater or lesser extent, by current self-concepts and current personal 

goals.  If so, the perceived social desirability ‘bias’ in answers to direct questions is 

part of the way people construct responses using intentional recall. It is not an 
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artefact of questionnaire design but a fundamental aspect of the way answers are 

constructed.  

Second, that intentional recall is conducted by the workspace and is affected by the 

capacity limitations of the workspace.   

Schneider and Shiffrin (1977) argued that controlled search processes operate 
serially and are slow, increasingly as task demands increase, because they 
depend on limited capacity short-term memory systems.  (Andrade 2005, p.564)  

There are severe restrictions on how much explicit memory remains in awareness at 

any one time.83   

Recognition or knowing 

Recognition or ‘knowing’ is the other recall process.  As discussed at the beginning 

of this Chapter we ‘recognise’ objects in our environment but also other, more 

abstract concepts such “2 x 2 = 4”. We simply ‘know’ the answer to “2 x 2”, just as 

we ‘know’ that something happened but we have no conscious memory of the 

occurrence of the event.   Recognition is very quick and automatic using pre-existing 

and well-established activation patterns. The speed of recognition is extraordinary, 

occurring in milliseconds. 

Intermediate stages of the direct recognition process, … may take only 50-100 
msec. (Ericsson and Simon 1980, p.224)  

Andrade suggests the speed is so fast because we utilise pre-existing patterns of 

activation that do not need to be attended to consciously. 

 Automatic search processes are fast and can operate in parallel because they 
operate on well-learned pathways in long-term memory.  (Andrade 2005, p.564)  

The ‘search’ processes appear to be largely based on association and the spreading 

activation of neurons (Hastie 1987). The nature of the process is not that of an 

organised ‘search’ but of triggering and firing of multiple neuronal pathways that are 

                                                
83

  The formulation by Conway and Holmes (2005) may well be accurate for the explicit 
processes.  However, I will discuss below parallel implicit processes that operate below 
awareness and are probably based on recognition (see next section).  I suspect that once 
the representation is formed explicitly, it may trigger parallel implicit recognition 
processes as well.  
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associated with the extant excitation patterns.  It is much more like recognition than 

search. Rutherford (2005) suggests recognition is based on familiarity, which in turn 

depends on the fluidity of the encoding process and the amount of repeated 

activation and similar factors. 

Recognition also happens automatically without conscious awareness (Andrade 

2005; Ericsson and Simon 1980).  Recognition taps into implicit memory 

(Rutherford 2005; Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003; Kahneman 2011b).  It involves 

activating a schema that provides a template for action, it provides procedural 

knowledge (Conway and Holmes 2005; Hitch 2005; Derry 1996): and an interpretive 

framework about concepts and their meanings (Pike and Edgar 2005; Andrade 2005; 

Derry 1996).    

There is also a large amount of information, called implicit memory, which is 

available to us without any conscious recall strategies (Conway and Holmes 2005; 

Rutherford 2005; Andrade 2005; Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003; Kahneman 

2011b). There is a strong body of evidence for implicit memory (Andrade 2005; 

Rutherford 2005) much of it based on tests that echo the elicitation techniques used 

in evaluations and research.   Implicit memory is triggered rapidly in much the same 

way as the schemata are triggered: it is recognized rather than recalled. Significantly, 

judgements based on ‘knowing’ are more likely to be recalled and to persist over 

time, than judgements based on consciously ‘remembering’ (Rutherford 2005).  In 

other words, much of our recall is based on implicit ‘knowledge’ and we exert little 

conscious control over such recall. 

Some implicit memory may be about specific events (Conway and Holmes 2005; 

Kahneman 2011b) but, if so, such memories are attached to more generalized, 

semantic knowledge about categories of objects and events. It is unclear if the 

memory of specific events is part of the activated schema or merely attached to the 

schema. I will come back to the notion of schemata and their significance for 

interviews in the next Chapter. 
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Dual Process Theories 

Just as there appears to be implicit memory and explicit memory, there appear to be 

two systems for cognitive processing. Craik and Lockhart (1972, cited in Rutherford 

2005) are credited with first proposing the idea of two types of processing 

(Rutherford 2005).84  Type 1 processing was relatively simple and largely referred to 

processing of perceptual information.  Type 2 processing related to pattern 

recognition and the extraction of meaning. Since then a range of dual process 

theories have been developed (e.g. Sloman 2002; Huesmann 1998; Norman and 

Shallice 1986).  Stone (2005) summarised the existing dual process models.85 

There are two basic kinds of processing … [presented] in models.  Sometimes 
representations are transformed by rules [italics in the original].  For example, in 
Marr’s model of the early stages of visual processing … we find the successive 
transformation of mental representations by a kind of rule … On other occasions 
mental processing is conceptualized as the transmission of activation from one 
representation or group of representations to others. (Stone 2005, p.618)  

In both systems the processing involves manipulations of structured mental 

representations (Stone 2005). The distinction between implicit and explicit 

processing is about awareness and attention. Explicit thinking involves the deliberate 

manipulation or expression of symbols (words, numbers, pictures) according to rules. 

Implicit thinking is the cognitive processing below the level of awareness.    

Kahneman (Kahneman 2011b; Kahneman and Frederick 2002) is probably the latest 

and most influential proponent of a dual process model with two systems for 

thinking. For Kahneman, one system is roughly congruent with Stone’s (2005) 

‘transmission of activation’ model, and is called System 1. System 1 thinking is 

intuitive, automatic, fast and we are largely unaware of it.86 The other system, System 

2, correlates with Stone’s rule-based system.  It involves “… doing things in stages, 

and remembering rules, and applying rules.” (Kahneman 2011a, p.3)  

                                                
84

   However, the ‘problem’ that led to such theories has been reported since at least 1948 
when Lashley (in Braisby and Gellatly 2005) gave a talk on “The problem of serial order 
in behaviour.”  Lashley argued that in a complex action, many behaviour segments of that 
action are executed too rapidly for feedback from one to trigger the next. 

85
  See also (Gilovich and Griffin 2002) 

86
  See also Damasio (1994) on the somatic foundations of thinking. 
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System 2 

System 2 is orderly, controlled thinking and computation: and we are aware of it 

while we are doing it. System 2 is what we generally think of as thinking.  We are 

aware of what we are doing and it is goal directed or intentional.  It uses rules (Stone 

2005; Kahneman 2011b) and often involves computations or conscious manipulation 

of thought.  It is explicit processing: the processes to which we pay conscious 

attention.  System 2 has many of the characteristics of explicit processing in the 

workspace as described above (Hitch 2005; Andrade 2005; Wen 2015; Ericsson and 

Simon 1980): and processes serially, one process at a time, in order (Kahneman 

2011a, 2011b).  

Kahneman illustrates the nature of System 2 with a mathematical problem. 

 Now look at the following problem: 17 × 24 You knew immediately that this is 
a multiplication problem, and probably knew that you could solve it, with paper 
and pencil, if not without. You also had some vague intuitive knowledge of the 
range of possible results. You would be quick to recognize that both 12,609 and 
123 are implausible. Without spending some time on the problem, however, you 
would not be certain that the answer is not 568 [it is not]. 87 A precise solution 
did not come to mind, and you felt that you could choose whether or not to 
engage in the computation. (Kahneman 2011b, p.20)  

The first thing to note about the example above is that the computation constitutes a 

significant demand on our conscious resources.88  Second, we can choose how we 

manage the thinking.  We can choose whether to use those resources to compute the 

answer, or we can ignore the task, or we can estimate an answer.  Having the choice 

of whether to compute the answer, or not, says much about System 2. System 2 

requires the direction of our conscious attention. Andrade (2005) gives an example 

of making coffee for a friend. 

 In everyday terms, we use controlled processing when performing novel tasks 
or wanting to override habitual behaviours. For example, when making black 
coffee for a friend, we may have to attend to each step of the procedure to stop 
ourselves adding milk. (Andrade 2005, p.562)  

                                                
87

  The answer is of course 408 but I had to double-check it when I saw ‘568’, proving 
Kahneman’s point. 

88
  However, as we saw above, there are some doubts about the severity of such limitations, 

or at least its serial nature (Allport, Antonis, and Reynolds 1972; Andrés 2003). 
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In other words, we use System 2 to monitor our own implicit behaviours. 

System 2 is also credited with the continuous monitoring of your own 
behavior—the control that keeps you polite when you are angry, and alert when 
you are driving at night. System 2 is mobilized to increased effort when it 
detects an error about to be made. (Kahneman 2011b, p.24-25)  

Managing our behaviours in unusual situations such as described by Andrade above, 

or when we have conflicting goals as outlined by Kahneman (2011b), requires 

intentional recall (see Andrade 2005; Conway and Holmes 2005) and explicit 

cognitive processes (Kahneman 2011b). Such situations require System 2 to direct 

attention to a process for resolving the unresolved elements in the cognitive space.   

An important characteristic of System 2 thinking is that it is strongly influenced by 

conceptions of self. We saw in this chapter above that there is a working self, a 

“hierarchy of currently active goals … and self-conceptions” (Conway and Holmes 

2005, p.510) that is thought to direct attention and manage the cognitive processing. 

In other words intentional recall and processing are goal-directed and influenced by 

the current self-conceptions (see also Echterhoff 2011; Andrade 2005; Brockmeier 

2010).  

The working self is the self in reflective attitude: how I present myself to myself; 

how I think about my goals. When we think of ourselves, we think of System 2. It is 

“who we think we are” (Kahneman 2011a, p.3). It is very similar in this regard to 

Mead’s (1913) objective ‘Me’ and like Me, is only a partial self.89 At any one time, 

there are many aspects of a person’s self-concept or goals that are not being attended 

to consciously. The working self is partial, temporary and contingent, it consists of 

current goals and self-conceptions.  It can never be more than a partial and 

incomplete self because it is part of the workspace and bound by the resource 

limitations of the workspace.  

Workspace resources are largely insufficient to allow us to consciously manage our 

interactions with the world. We do not have sufficient workspace resources, capacity 

or speed, to consciously think constantly about every interaction with the external 

world.  We make assumptions about the meaning of facial expressions (see next 
                                                
89

  See also Strauss (1969) and the notions of negotiated identities. 
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section), about whether a chair will hold my weight, about how to sit down in the 

chair, how to make a cup of coffee. In fact very little of our thinking is explicit, 

conscious thought.  It takes far too much effort to question our assumptions and think 

about what we are doing (Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008). System 2 needs 

access to implicit knowledge and implicit processes so we can apply our limited 

capacity for attention to things that require such processing.  

Kahneman’s (2011a, 2011b) argument that System 2 thinking is serial, effortful, one-

channel processing does not address Allport et al.’s (1972) critique of the ‘single-

channel’ hypothesis. While people struggle to listen to two concurrent auditory 

messages, people are able to undertake multiple tasks that appear to demand 

concurrent attention such as repeating a conversation and reporting on visual images 

or sight-reading piano music (Allport, Antonis, and Reynolds 1972). Such data seem 

to suggest that we can pay attention to multiple events providing the events are 

presented through different sensory systems.  There is some support for a ‘multi-

channel’ hypothesis in fMRI studies (seeKeitel et al. 2013; Finoia et al. 2015) but 

MRI studies are only able to tell us that different sections of the brain are activated, 

they can not establish that such activation is brought to our awareness. A weakness 

in the original study (Allport, Antonis, and Reynolds 1972) is that it is not possible to 

say two things at once: we cannot concurrently repeat the words and describe the 

visual stimuli. One possible explanation is that the different sensory inputs are 

‘stored’ in short-term memory and only some of them are actually brought to 

conscious attention at any one time.  In other words, conscious attention may switch 

from the auditory system to the visual system between reporting tasks.  The sight-

reading task adds another dimension.  It is by definition an acquired skill and hence, 

as we shall see below, implicit processing that does not require awareness. It is 

System 1 thinking (see below). 

System 1 

Implicit processes and knowledge constitute Kahneman’s (2011b) System 1. There is 

very good evidence that most of our behaviour and thinking is predominantly 

implicit thinking, automatic and below conscious awareness (Kahneman 2011b).  

Such automatic behaviour is rooted in our body and emotions not rationality 

(Damasio 1994). More importantly, this automatic thinking cannot be turned off and 
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continues unabated even when we are consciously and explicitly thinking (Damasio 

1994; Kahneman 2011b).   

System 1 thinking is intuitive and uses implicit knowledge and processes.  Just like 

implicit memory it is fast and uses parallel process. A key attribute of System 1 is 

that it is automatic and we are unaware of its operations.  Kahneman (2011b) gives 

an example by showing a picture (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4. - Angry Face 

 
(Source Kahneman 2011b, p.19) 

Your experience as you look at the woman’s face seamlessly combines what we 
normally call seeing and intuitive thinking.  As surely and quickly as you saw 
that the young woman’s hair is dark, you knew she is angry. … Furthermore, 
what you saw extended into the future. You sensed this woman is about to say 
some very unkind words, probably in a loud and strident voice. A premonition 
of what she was going to do next came to mind automatically and effortlessly. 
You did not intend to assess her mood or to anticipate what she might do, and 
your reaction to the picture did not have the feel of something you did. It just 
happened to you.  It was fast thinking. (Kahneman 2011b, p.19-20)  

Elaboration from limited information  

The picture triggered a set of ideas and understanding about the situation and what 

was likely to happen next. It elicited a suite of implicit knowledge about her 
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situation.90  It was System 1 thinking. System 1 fills in the gaps, makes inferences: 

and invents causes and intentions.  It takes limited information and triggers a halo of 

other information and connotations. It does so using existing knowledge about the 

meaning of typical facial gestures but it also uses “… whatever information is 

available, and makes the best possible story out of [that] information …” (Kahneman 

2011a, p.5)  

System 1 does so without looking for information other than that contained in the 

picture and the implicit information triggered by the picture.  We do not even think 

that there might be other information in our memory that we could use (Kahneman 

2011b).  

Coherent representation 

In doing so it creates a representation of reality that informs our responses. The 

picture gave us a foundation for thinking about what we might do in response. Such 

representations are coherent, ambiguity is suppressed and only those factors that are 

coherent and consistent with each other get associated with that representation 

(Kahneman 2011b; van Dijk 2006). Kahneman argues that System 1 thinking cannot 

deal with multiple possibilities at the same time.91  

It cannot deal with multiple possibilities at once. Dealing with multiple 
possibilities at once is something we do consciously and deliberately. System 1 
is bound to the suppression of ambiguity, which means one interpretation. 
(Kahneman 2011a, p.7)  

The argument above is very similar to the discussion about standpoint consistency 

discussed in Chapter Three. As we saw in Chapter Three, standpoint consistency is a 

very powerful driver in cognitive processing. So we do not look for contradictory 

information and if it is presented we tend to ignore it. 

                                                
90

  The idea of a suite of knowledge fits well with the notion of schemas which I discuss in 
the next Chapter.   

91
  I argue below that the situation is more complex than Kahneman suggests here; that 

System 1 does deal with multiple possibilities at once but at a different level of activation.  
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Inconsistent information ignored 

We ignore any information that does not fit the current standpoint or, indeed, the 

current task. A graphic example that illustrates this point is the gorilla experiment 

(Chabris and Simons 2010). The gorilla experiment consists of viewers watching a 

short film in which two teams, three people in white shirts and three people in black 

shirts, each pass their own basketball to their teammates in a restricted space. 

Viewers are instructed to count the number of passes made by the white team 

ignoring the black team.  The basketball section of the video is 26 seconds long. 

Thirteen seconds after the first shot of the basket ballers, a person wearing a gorilla 

suit walks through the shot stops looks at the camera, thumps her chest three or four 

times and then moves on. The gorilla is in shot for 10 seconds. Over half of viewers 

do NOT see the gorilla.92 

Indeed the viewers who fail to see the gorilla are initially sure it was not there—
they cannot imagine missing such a striking event. (Kahneman 2011b, p.24)  

If we are confronted with inconsistent information we may dismiss it or deny that it 

occurred. In the gorilla experiment it was possible to re-view the video and present 

disconfirming evidence.93  In an interview, disconfirming evidence is likely to be 

rare, except for what is said in the interview, so denial of the inconsistent information 

may be an effective response by participants. An alternative strategy, which we saw 

in Chapter Three, is to reframe what was said in the interview so it is consistent with 

our current standpoint.  Reframing is not always possible, it is difficult to see how 

one can reframe missing the gorilla, but it is a viable strategy when answering 

questions which challenge our current standpoint. Reframing is also a major strategy 

in therapy and marketing (Nisbett and Bellows 1977).  Re-framing does not 

challenge the existing understandings but rather replaces them with new ones while 

we forget the old ones and even forget we held the old views (Wilson and Nisbett 

1978).   

                                                
92

  I used the movie from the gorilla experiment for a training course on observation 
techniques without realizing its history.  It was remarkable that even experienced police 
officers did not see the gorilla. 

93
  However, I have had police officers insist, only half-jokingly, that I showed a different 

video and the gorilla was not in the first.  
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Challenges and changes to standpoints 

However, sometimes an external stimulus presents incongruous elements in a way 

that we cannot ignore.  For example,  

A male voice saying, ‘I believe I'm pregnant’, 200 milliseconds later, males 
don't become pregnant. (Kahneman 2011a, p.5)  

The statement from a male that he is pregnant generates a very rapid surprise 

reaction that says “That is incongruent!”94  It is about as fast as the brain can 

respond.  It presents a fundamental challenge to our standpoint and causes surprise 

and dissonance.  We are forced to consciously consider the incongruity and find a 

resolution.  Such a resolution might include ‘I misheard!’ ‘It was a woman with a 

deep voice.’ ‘Someone is pulling my leg.’ and so on.     

There is an inconsistency here in Kahneman’s model. Recognition of incongruence 

can only occur if two concepts are processed at the same time.  The recognition of 

incongruence is itself a cognitive process. More importantly the speed of the reaction 

shows that it is clearly implicit processing; and that processing does not fit the idea 

that there can be only one implicit interpretation. There must be co-occurring 

multiple interpretations.  Indeed, as I will show below, Kahneman (2011b) makes the 

same argument when he describes the ‘mental shotgun’ and multiple, parallel 

implicit processes. Kahneman (2011b) shows that there can be different implicit 

interpretations co-existing in parallel.   Nevertheless, the evidence shows that only 

interpretations consistent with our current standpoint inform our current activity such 

as answering questions (e.g. Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Fischer, Greitemeyer, and 

Frey 2008). In other words, there must be different levels of activation of implicit 

knowledge (see Norman and Shallice 1986):95 and standpoint consistency relates 

only to the most highly activated level of implicit knowledge in which such 

knowledge, assumptions and understandings, actively inform our current behavior 

and explicit thinking.   Standpoint consistency does not mean that other different 

implicit interpretations cannot occur, it simply means that any such implicit 
                                                
94

  In this thesis I will italicise statements or questions that represent postulated cognitive 
states or processes (either implicit or explicit) that are not articulated in speech. 

95
   I will return to this notion of different levels of activation in the discussion of schema in 

Chapter Six. 
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processes do not inform our current activity until and unless they are challenged in 

incontrovertible ways such as those described above. 

It is possible for an individual to challenge standpoint assumptions but our capacity 

to do so is extremely limited.  It takes significant biological energy (Kahneman 

2011b; Andrews and Thomson 2009) and ‘self-regulation resources’ (will power) 

(Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008). 

Expertise 

The responses in System 1 often trigger specific expertise.   Through practice we can 

learn how to do things well enough that they become automatic or routine and we do 

not have to think about them (Conway and Holmes 2005; Hitch 2005; Kahneman 

2011b); they become tacit knowledge (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003).  For 

example, when we are driving a car, we do not have to think about how to steer it 

round a corner, we just do it (Gladwell 2005).  Briggs’ (1986) informants were 

unable to tell him how to carve, they knew how to do it but could not explain it, so 

he had to be shown. Similarly a chess grand master can play simultaneous games of 

chess with many opponents because they have learnt many different positions.  The 

chess grandmaster is often able to simply recognise the position and respond without 

having to consider options (Simon 1992 cited in Kahneman 2011b). There is a 

synergy here with Rutherford’s (2005) implicit recognition process and implicit 

responses. 

Automatic computation 

While most of us are not very good at doing sums or statistics automatically 

(Kahneman 2011b, 2011a) we  do  not have to be chess grandmasters. We can all do 

many computations automatically.  Not many adult people need to think about the 

answer to 2+2. We are also very good at estimating some relationships without 

having to consciously compute them.  So for example, we estimate the distance of an 

object by its clarity (Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982), we are also very good at 

estimating averages (Kahneman 2011b, 2011a) and judging where a ball will land.  
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Autonomy and errors 

A disadvantage of System 1 thinking and estimations is that we are unaware of it, it 

just happens.   

 Because System 1 operates automatically and cannot be turned off at will, errors 
of intuitive thought are often difficult to prevent. … Even when cues to likely 
errors are available, errors can be prevented only by the enhanced monitoring 
and effortful activity of System 2. (Kahneman 2011b, p.28)  

Because we are not aware of its operations, it is prone to errors like missing the 

gorilla, or misjudging the distance to an object. 

Heuristics  

The mechanisms by which System 1 makes estimates and decisions are called 

heuristics by Kahneman (2011b, 2011a).  Heuristics are cognitive rules-of-thumb 

that are used to allow us to act without having to engage awareness or intentional 

processes, without having to engage System 2.  They are “computational tools” 

(Gilovich and Griffin 2002, p. 3).  One might regard them as the cognitive or 

sensory-motor expression of procedural knowledge, the mechanisms that help us 

make estimations and judgements. 

Heuristics are well established in the psychological literature. 

 … the claims for heuristic processes in judgement and decision-making are 
among the most well-substantiated in social and cognitive psychology … 
Tversky and Kahneman (1973) … Sherman and Corty (1984).  (Bodenhausen 
and Wyer 1987, p.28-9)  

Human decision making may employ fast and frugal heuristics – simple rules 
that yield quick decisions yet which can be highly accurate in certain natural 
environments.  (Ayton 2005, p.412)  

However, there are two different understanding of heuristics in the literature.  An 

alternative understanding treats heuristics as an implicit, personal theory (Jennings, 

Amabile & Ross 1982, Schweder 1982,Wright & Murphy 1984 cited in 

Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987).96 The alternative model treats heuristics as a way of 

managing a situation through the application of ‘personal theory’ and without 
                                                
96

  Also Gigerenzer et al (2002), Gigerenzer and Goldstein (1996, cited in Ayton 2005; and 
Kahneman 2011b). 
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conscious computation or memory search.97 For Kahneman (2011a), however, 

heuristics are not theories.  Rather than theories, they are simply mechanisms, tools 

for estimation and judgement. He defines a heuristic as: “… a simple procedure that 

helps find adequate, though often imperfect, answers to difficult questions.” 

(Kahneman 2011b, p.98)  

Kahneman (2011b) does agree that heuristics operate without conscious awareness or 

the need to consider the issues consciously.  The individual heuristic may be frugal 

but our implicit processes are not.  

Mental shotgun 

In fact, System 1 generally does much more than we intend.  Kahneman writes about 

the ‘mental shotgun’. 

The mental shotgun is you have an intention to do something, and typically what 
this generates is multiple performances, not a single activity, but many things at 
once will happen. (Kahneman 2011a, p.6)  

Kahneman gives a few examples of experiments showing the mental shotgun.  For 

example, people listened to pairs of words and were asked to press a key as quickly 

as possible if two words rhymed.   For example, “Vote-note” and “vote-goat.”  

Obviously both words rhyme but people are much slower to say that “vote-goat” is a 

rhyme.  

 … people hear the words, and they don't see them. … Both of them rhyme. 
People are much slower when they hear the words of a speaker that "vote, goat" 
rhymes than that "vote, note" rhymes. How do you explain that? Well, they have 
generated the spelling. They're not supposed to generate the spelling. Nobody 
asked them to generate the spelling, it's just in the way, they can't help it. They're 
asked one question, they answer other questions. (Kahneman 2011a, p.7)  

The experiment (see Seidenberg and Tanenhaus 1979) clearly shows that at least one 

other process occurred. People automatically responded to the task by thinking about 

the spelling as well as the sound.  They did so even though they did not see the 

spelling: and that recognition of the spelling interfered with the response. The word 

                                                
97

  I discuss schema in Chapter Six.  Partly to avoid confusion with schema and partly 
because the Kahneman and Tversky position is very well developed and influential, I 
follow Kahneman’s use of heuristics as mechanisms for estimation and judgement. 
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‘response’ here is crucial.  They were not asked to think about the spelling, it was 

just part of the information that came to mind when they heard the words.  The 

spelling provided them with information that contradicted the information about the 

sounds. That contradiction then interfered with and slowed down the response about 

the sounds.98 Nevertheless, people did still key that ‘vote-goat’ was a rhyme.  The 

sound schema overrode the spelling schema. Both the interference and decision 

appears to have taken place implicitly, at least none of the participants reported 

explicitly considering the spelling (Seidenberg and Tanenhaus 1979).  

The two processes mentioned above are probably not the only ones that occurred. 

Seidenberg and Tanenhaus (1979) reports that subjects made semantic connections 

between the words, so semantic knowledge was also accessed. The ‘mental shotgun’ 

suggests many implicit processes occurred in parallel (Kahneman 2011a, 2011b). 

Similarly MRI studies show significant volumes of activated neurons across multiple 

sites (Hitch 2005; Keitel et al. 2013; Finoia et al. 2015).  Given synaptic densities of 

6x10
8 per mm

3
, reported at the start of this chapter, it seems probable that such 

patterns of activation support the argument of significant amounts of parallel 

processing most of which is not brought to awareness.  

 However, in the ‘vote-goat’ task two of the many parallel processes interfered with 

each other and slowed the response to the task. The proliferation of multiple parallel 

processes most of which do not come to our attention is a commonplace proposition 

in the literature (e.g. Huesmann 1998; Andrade 2005; Gaskell 2005; Norman and 

Shallice 1986).   

Answering Questions using System 1 

The rhyming words task is a very simple example of problem-solving tasks.  

Answering a question in a research interview is also a problem-solving task, finding 

an answer that meets the needs of the situation. Green and Gilhooly (2005) argue that 

problem solving involves creating a representation of the  problem and then 

manipulating elements of the representation.  An extension of the principles in their 

argument can be found in prospect theory (Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982). 
                                                
98

  Another famous interference effect which supports the notion of multiple implicit 
processes is the Stroop effect (Stroop 1992). 
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Prospect theory argues that when faced with a problem, such as answering a 

question, we first ‘edit’ the problem and identify risks (i.e. reframe the problem in 

terms of its impacts on us). We then evaluate our attitudes towards the risks. Prospect 

theory proposes that we use System 2 thinking to solve the problems.   

Kahneman (2011b) shows that we may also, probably preferentially, use implicit 

processing. He argues that if an immediate answer is not available, we answer 

another question. He calls this question substitution and offers a number of other 

examples that he suggests mean that questions are substituted when a hard question 

is asked. He calls the substitute question ‘heuristic’ questions. The examples 

included:  

Table 2, Target Questions and Heuristic Questions 

Target Question Heuristic Question 

How much would you contribute to save an 

endangered species? 

 How much emotion do I feel when I think of 

dying dolphins? 

How happy are you with your life these days? What is my mood right now? 

Source: Kahneman (2011b, p. 98-9) 

Although Kahneman (2011b) only lists one alternative answer for each question, he 

suggests that there are multiple, parallel processes occurring. He argues that we are 

not aware of most of those processes because they are automatic and intuitive.  

Schwarz and Hippler’s (1987) work discussed in Chapter Three showed similar 

effects in relation to answering rating scales. Students did not answer the question, 

“How many hours a week do I watch television?”  Instead they provided an answer 

that related to a question “To which category of television watchers do I belong?” 

Together with Kahneman’s evidence it is quite clear that people’s answers do not 

always reflect the question being asked of them.  

Kahneman argues that when faced with a difficult question, people will ask 

themselves a different, easier question that they can answer.   
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 If a satisfactory answer to a hard question is not found quickly, System 1 will 
find a related question that is easier and will answer it.  (Kahneman 2011b, p.96)  

I am not convinced that people answer a different question (see ‘System 1 

processing’ below) though they certainly provide an easy answer. He quite rightly 

argues that such answers must fit the question format even if they answer does not 

address the substance of the question. He also points out that we do not have to use 

the answers provided.  We can choose to go through the difficult process of 

interpreting the question, searching our memories for relevant information and 

computing how many hours we spent watching television in a typical week.  

Interaction between Systems 1 & 2 

System 1 drives most of our behaviour and is generally not brought to conscious 

awareness (Kahneman 2011b).  Most of what we think consciously comes from 

System 1.  

… [It] originates in your System 1 but System 2 takes over when things get 
difficult, and it [System 2] normally has the last word. (Kahneman 2011b, p.25)  

Normally our System 2 simply accepts the knowledge and expertise presented by 

System 1. We believe our interpretations, act on the desires and use our expertise 

without much consideration. In many ways knowledge presented by System 1 can be 

seen as roughly equivalent to the activated schemata in long-tem memory (Hitch 

2005; Huesmann 1998; Conway and Holmes 2005), though Kahneman (2011a, 

2011b) does not make this connection. System 1 is the automatic processing of such 

knowledge without conscious attention. 

However, when System 1 faces a problem we use System 2 to resolve the difficulties. 

You can also feel a surge of conscious attention whenever you are surprised. 
System 2 is activated when an event is detected that violates the model of the 
world that System 1 maintains. … Surprise then activates and orients your 
attention: you will stare, and you will search your memory for a story that makes 
sense of the surprising event. (Kahneman 2011b, p.24)  

System 2 is focused on solving the problem; it is the conscious processes we use in 

the workspace discussed above.  It accepts the bulk of knowledge presented by 

System 1 and attends to those elements that require attention.  Impressions and 

intuitions are expressed as beliefs and impulses are consciously acted upon. System 2 
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monitors the expression of System 1 and can control it to some extent (2011b). 

However, some patients with frontal lobe damage have great difficulty inhibiting 

automatic responses (Andrés 2003; Hitch 2005).99 

 System 2 also has some ability to program automatic functions such as perception.  

Kahneman (2011b) gives the example of looking for a white-haired woman at a busy 

train station.  In this example, one tells System 1 to ignore every person who does not 

fit the concept of a white-haired woman: and asks it to bring to attention all those 

who do fit that concept. System 1 does not stop operating when System 2 fires up, but 

continues to provide implicit knowledge and expertise for our attention.   

Knowledge can also move the other way.  Explicit knowledge about an event can 

become generalised as implicit knowledge (Rutherford 2005; Conway and Holmes 

2005); and explicit skill, such as carving, can become implicit expertise or tacit 

knowledge (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003; Davies and Nutley 2000). 

The picture of cognition presented by Kahneman (Kahneman 2011b) is of complex, 

multifaceted processes occurring in parallel below conscious awareness with 

separate conscious processes to manage situations that cannot be resolved by the 

implicit processing. There is no simple 1:1 relationship between the cognitive 

processes and the responses expressed by individuals.  More importantly for the 

purpose of this thesis, there is no simple 1:1 relationship between a stimulus (such as 

a question or an elicitation task) and the response provided.100 

Comparing Cognitive models  

There are areas of overlap between the notion of implicit and explicit processing in 

Kahneman’s (2011b) model and the information-processing models. System 2 

processing is very similar to the explicit processing elements of the information-
                                                
99

  Andrés (2003) points out that an earlier conception that frontal lobe damage always 
affects inhibition of automatic responses overstates the case.  She argues the literature 
shows  

… (ii) that patients with no evidence of frontal damage present with executive deficits, and 
(iii) that patients with frontal lesions do not always show executive deficits. (Andrés 2003, 
p.871) 

100
  See also Piaget’s (1964) arguments about the complex cognitive mechanisms underlying 

apparently simple stimulus-response patterns. 
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processing models. System 1 uses serial processing and performs the sorts of 

functions associated with a central executive or a supervisory attentional system, 

directing attention and awareness. The different models also share the argument that 

conscious thinking and intentional recall are resource intensive, draining and take 

time.  In the context of an interview, especially a questionnaire, intentional recall is 

likely to be restricted by the mind’s resource constraints (Strube 1987; Strack and 

Martin 1987). 

All the models also suggest that behaviour is strongly influenced by conceptions of 

self and personal goals. For Kahneman (2011b), System 2 monitors behaviour and 

makes adjustments to ensure the presentation of self matches the personal goals. 

System 2 steps in when needed to manage one’s reactions. The information-

processing literature includes ideas about a hierarchy of self-concepts and goals, 

called the working self (Conway and Holmes 2005). The working self is thought to 

influence the expression of our explicit actions and behaviours. Some of the 

influence is direct and explicit but there may also be implicit influences. An 

implication for evaluation and social research is that direct questions that focus on 

explication of experience and meaning will always be heavily influenced by self-

concepts and personal goals.  

Crucially for the cognitive question-answering model, all the cognitive models also 

argue that explicit functioning is based on an infrastructure of implicit processing or 

implicit memory. System 1 processing in Kahneman’s (2011b, 2011a) model shares 

some features of the working memory in the information-processing models:  

parallel processing (Andrade 2005; Gaskell 2005) and that only a limited part of 

memory is available for attention at any one time (Andrade 2005; Hitch 2005).  

However, the models start to diverge when it comes to processing implicit 

knowledge. 

System 1 processing 

For Kahneman (2011b) System 1 processing is implicit and uses multiple parallel 

thought processes, the mental shotgun described above. The model raises a few 

questions. If there are multiple processes occurring at the same time, which process 
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goes through to action?  The designation of one process over others must be an 

implicit activity.  We are aware that the woman in the picture is angry; we don’t need 

to use System 2 to know that.  We steer around a bend without thinking about which 

behaviour we should use. But what is the mechanism that causes one process, or one 

answer to a question, to be preferred over others?  What is the activation 

mechanism? 

Kahneman (2011b) offers a partial mechanism in his discussion of question 

substitution.  He suggests that a suitable intuitive answer comes first: and infers that 

we ask ourselves lots of other questions.  First, if so, the reference to a suitable 

answer means there must be some sort of pattern matching of answers: and because 

in his model we are largely unaware of the processes, some of the matching must be 

implicit System 1 processing. However, that still leaves us asking about the 

mechanism for matching. It also does not explain other implicit choices.   

Second, postulating other questions sits oddly with the notion that the processes are 

intuitive and automatic. Postulating a question is intrinsically explicit; it uses 

language.  Without a mechanism for System 1 to substitute questions, it would be 

more consistent to see question substitution as a System 2 activity. More 

fundamentally, I can see no evidence to support the idea that we implicitly ask 

ourselves other questions.   We clearly create other answers in response to the 

question; but that is not the same thing as asking other questions. It seems more 

consistent with Kahneman’s thesis (Kahneman 2011b) that System 1 throws up 

multiple ways of answering the question, or even multiple answers.  However, this 

takes us back to the question of a mechanism for bringing one answer out of many to 

our awareness.  

Implicit memory 

Parallel processes also inform the information-processing models, mainly as tools to 

“search” long-term memory or activate implicit memory (Hitch 2005). Processing is 

generally presented as either different types of recall, or explicit manipulation within 

the workspace. Working memory is memory that has been activated, (or brought into 

short-term memory in some models). Some of the information is consciously 

attended to (in some models it is brought into the central executive) through the 
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action of the supervisory attentional system, or possibly the ‘episodic buffer’ 

(Baddely 2000 quoted in Hitch 2005; Wen 2015).  The ‘memory’ in long-term 

memory is ‘held’ in schemata, meaning-based packages, that are triggered by cues 

(Hitch 2005; Conway and Holmes 2005; Kleider et al. 2008): though Hitch (2005) 

argues that the supervisory attentional system may intervene to stop a schema from 

firing in much the same way as System 2 is thought to operate. 

The information-processing models address the activation problem through the 

various control mechanisms but they have their own problems.  The central 

executive or supervisory attentional system are explicit processes, they manage our 

attention and awareness. Further, the brain cannot pay attention to all the activated 

working memory because of the limited capacity of the central executive or 

supervisory attentional system.  We can only attend to approximately four ‘chunks of 

information’ at any one time (Wen 2015). Logically some of the material in working 

memory must be implicit.  Presumably most of the activated information (or the 

information in the ‘sensory loops’) is not consciously attended to, it is still implicit 

even if it has been activated.  If so, that leaves us with two types of implicit memory: 

long-term implicit memory and short-term implicit memory. 

The second problem is the nature and mechanism for implicit processing. Most of the 

information-processing models appear to suggest that processing is restricted to one 

of two types: activation of long-term memory or processing in the workspace (Hitch 

2005; Conway and Holmes 2005; Echterhoff 2011). Long-term memory is treated as 

an archive. Like computer memory, data is conceived to be ‘stored’ in long-term 

memory (but with more than binary states) and activated or loaded for processing by 

the workspace. The only implicit processing referenced in the models is the process 

of triggering schema so the memories are available. It is difficult to see how the 

activation of memory alone can be responsible for the sorts of implicit processing 

described above.  

There also appears to be implicit processing in the influence of the ‘working self’ 

(Conway and Holmes 2005; Garrod and Sanford 2005).  Given the resource 

constraints of the attentional systems, it is difficult to see how self-concepts and 

personal goals can exert the sort of influence suggested unless they do so implicitly.  
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However, there are no implicit processes presented in the literature other than 

activation.  

Part of the reason for the implicit processing problem is the archive metaphor for the 

mind.  For many writers, memory is not treated as a consequence of neurobiology 

but as its purpose, as a primary and real attribute of the mind (e.g. Hitch 2005; Wen 

2015). Brockmeier (2010) mounted a scathing attack on this archive model of 

memory.  Among other things he pointed out that neurobiologically there is no 

difference between experience and recall: that the act of remembering is an act of 

neurobiological re-experience.  Rutherford (2005) and Andrade (2005) also argue 

that there is good evidence that memory is the traces left behind after processing.   

An experience activates certain pathways and makes it easier for those pathways to 

be re-activated at a later date.   We do not remember, we re-experience the cognitive 

processes: and in so doing we experience knowledge; we experience information 

about objects and processes such as carving and multiplication.101  

If we see memory as the consequence of re-experience, then cognitive processing is 

intrinsic to memory as well as being prior to memory. Multiple experiences are re-

created through parallel activation of neurons and made available for attention.  

This concept provides a more elegant explanation of the answer substitution problem 

raised by Kahneman (2011b).  It seems likely that a question (even a simple one such 

as “Do these words rhyme?”) triggers a wide range of cognitive experiences (and 

knowledge) related to the issue. Hearing the paired words triggers re-experiences 

about spelling.   Activation may not be limited to the specific question but may cover 

many different associations raised by the question. It may include, for example, 

one’s emotional response to dying dolphins; how tight one’s finances are at the 

moment; one’s priorities for the environment;.  The knowledge is not related to the 

question by logic but by neural association. All of such a suite of knowledge is 

activated and made accessible automatically and intuitively to the attentional system. 

So, if a question is difficult to answer in the way intended, we have a range of 

                                                
101

  It is important to recognize that the cognitive re-experience is not necessarily expressed in 
behaviour, though procedural knowledge often will be. It is a re-experience of the 
cognitive processes. 
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knowledge activated by the question that we can use instead. We do not need to ask a 

question of that knowledge, we simply use the available knowledge and processes to 

recognise an answer that fits. 

Language processing 

The last section in this Chapter revisits the cognitive question-answering models and 

assesses them against what the literature tells us about cognitive processes.  

However, any discussion on the cognitive processes underlying interviews needs to 

address language processing. Answering questions most often uses language 

(sometimes numbers, sometimes relative position, sometimes vision).  So language 

processing is an important part of the cognitive processes underpinning answers. It is 

a complex area and I don’t propose to discuss it in any detail except to highlight 

those issues that relate to the cognitive question-answering models. 

Once a question is asked, the task for the answerer includes generating the words for 

the answer. It is not clear when language processing happens. Parallel processing 

appears to occur with language (Gaskell 2005); so language production may be 

concurrent with finding an answer, or it may happen after finding an answer. For the 

cognitive question-answering models language processing is thought to occur after a 

judgment is identified in memory (Tourangeau 1987; Sudman, Bradburn, and 

Schwarz 1996). For Kahneman (2011b), it probably happens after the multiple 

responses are created implicitly. The mechanisms are quite different and 

incompatible with each other. So let us look at language processing in a little more 

detail. 

Garrod and Sanford (2005) describe what we know about language processing. 

Working from information about errors in language processing, they propose a 

model with three main processes, followed by two subsidiary processes, audience 

design and self-monitoring.  The three main processes are preconscious, that is 

intuitive and automatic. They are: 

• pre-linguistic formulation of the message content  

• pre-conscious formulation of grammar 
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• preconscious formulation of sounds  

The pre-conscious steps are followed by self-monitoring and audience design. These 

stages involve selecting what is to be said from the range of responses generated by 

the first three stages. There appears to be both implicit and explicit self-monitoring.  

Implicit self-monitoring is called inner-loop processing and explicit self-monitoring 

is called outer-loop monitoring.  Audience design or message selection involves 

inferring what the interlocutor knows and tailoring what is said to their needs.  It is 

thought that there is always explicit audience design but there is a debate about 

whether there may also be implicit, or inner-loop audience design. 

Critique of cognitive question-answering models 

What then is the status of the cognitive question-answering models?  As I pointed out 

at the start of this Chapter, they do not explain how elicitation techniques work. They 

are largely based on ideas derived from how a logical person would design such a 

task.  The different models break the process up into the steps that would be required 

if one was to program a computer to answer a question.  

At a more fundamental level the cognitive question-answering models focus on the 

individual and assumptions about what is happening in the mind of individuals. 

There is little attention paid to the lessons from cognitive science about how such 

processes are influenced by or interact with our bodies or the physical and social 

environment.102 The effects of the physical and social environment on our bodies and 

our mental processes is often ignored (see also McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 

2005). This is especially true in evaluation and social research in which it is 

frequently assumed that the individual simply answers the questions accurately and 

that the interactions and environment have little impact on the answers given (see 

Phillips 1971; Briggs 1986).  

There is some recognition that people may take shortcuts in answering 

questionnaires rather than following the ideal process. For example  

                                                
102

  See the work conducted by those studying perception (e.g. Pike and Edgar 2005) and 
neurophysiologists like Damasio (1994).   
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Most survey respondents are cognitive misers (Krosnick 1991), doing just 
enough retrieval to come up with an answer that they think is acceptable. 
(Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996, p.40)  

And also that survey answerers may use heuristics such as, 

… Tversky and Kahneman’s (1973) availability heuristic, which holds that 
people estimate the frequency, likelihood, or typicality of events by the ease 
with which they can bring relevant examples to mind. (Sudman, Bradburn, and 
Schwarz 1996, p.89)  

In other words, people do NOT follow the cognitive question-answering model 

outlined in Chapter Four. Indeed, all of the models outlined in this Chapter pose 

problems for the question-answering model.  The question-answering models all 

focus on explicit processing, whereas the cognitive scientists all argue that explicit 

processing occurs after implicit processing or memory. Serial processing of the kind 

described in the question-answering models is the exception rather than the rule: and 

when it happens it occurs on a base of implicit knowledge. Most of the knowledge to 

which we attend is triggered automatically rather than being the result of a search.  

Importantly, judgements and attitudes are the result of implicit processes (Kahneman 

2011b): and we search our memory after we have made our judgments and attitudes 

in order to confirm such judgements and attitudes  (Strube 1987; Damasio 1994; 

Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987). 

 Second, the cognitive science models all make a distinction between implicit and 

explicit processing. That distinction helps explain some of the issues that have 

dogged social research and evaluation for many years.  For example, we now know 

that self-concepts and personal goals are integral to explicit thinking and have a 

major influence on what is said (Kahneman 2011b; Conway and Holmes 2005; 

Andrade 2005).  Self-presentation is a fundamental aspect of answering direct 

questions.  It is not something that people can avoid no matter how hard they try.  

This is not an issue of social desirability but about self-concepts (Conway and 

Holmes 2005), about how we see ourselves, (Kahneman 2011b), perceptions of role 

(Briggs 1986), perceptions of self in relation to others (Schwarz and Hippler 1987) 

and so on.  These are often not deliberate strategies, many of them are probably 

implicit and below our awareness. The answers produced are not ‘errors’ or ‘bias’ 

away from some objective reality, they are a reflection of the current subjective 
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experience of the interlocutor. They express some aspect of the current self-concept 

of the individual. 

Third, Kahneman (2011a, 2011b) shows that when people are asked a question they 

use multiple parallel implicit mental processes: and often provide an answer to a 

different question, one that was not asked (see also Schwarz and Hippler 1987). 

There is no simple 1:1 relationship between the questions asked by a practitioner and 

the answers provided by the participant. 

Unfortunately, neither the information-processing models nor the dual process 

models are able to adequately account for the different responses one individual may 

make: within a questionnaire, between questionnaires, from direct question to 

elicitation, between different elicitation techniques.    Dual process theories suffer 

from what I call the expression problem: which particular parallel implicit process 

gets brought to attention.  Many information-processing models suffer from the 

implicit processing problem, the failure to provide a mechanism for implicit 

processing other than activation.103   We need a model that: encompasses the notion 

that memory is the re-experiencing of cognitive excitation patterns; and that allows a 

range of implicit processes to be activated and made available to attention. 

The distinction between implicit processing and explicit processing provides a 

possible explanation of how elicitation might work.  The distinction between 

‘remembering’ and ‘knowing’ suggests that focusing on and encouraging explicit 

cognitive processes is likely to result in poor recall: but that encouraging implicit 

processes is likely to result in strong and consistent recall of implicit ‘knowledge.’  

So much so that elicitation techniques are integral to exploring implicit processing 

and implicit memory in the cognitive sciences. That does not mean that the 

‘knowledge’ is accurate, indeed it is inherently generalised and not specific.  

However, if ‘knowledge’ is strong and persistent it is likely to have a significant 

influence on everyday actions. 

                                                
103

  Exceptions to this are Norman and Shallice (1986) and Huesmann (1998) who both 
propose competition between activated schemata.  I will discuss their models in the next 
Chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX  

SCHEMA CONCEPT IN EVALUATION AND RESEARCH INTERVIEWS 

In the previous chapter we saw that there is very good evidence that our behaviours 

and thinking are predominantly automatic and below conscious awareness 

(Kahneman 2011b; Andrade 2005; Rutherford 2005). We are aware of and attend to 

only a small part of our cognitive processes.  We also saw that both implicit and 

explicit cognition involve the processing of mental representations (Stone 2005). I 

also reported the argument by Ostrom (1987) and Braisby (2005) that people’s 
cognitive representations are categorical.  We group things together in concepts or 
categories based on their meanings (Rumelhart 1984; Lodge et al. 1991).104  

The previous chapter also outlined two of the most influential broad approaches in 

cognitive psychology: the cognitive information-processing models and the dual 

process models, notably Kahneman’s (2011b) System 1 and System 2. However, 

neither broad approach adequately accounts for the different responses one 

individual may make: within a questionnaire, between questionnaires, from direct 

question to elicitation, between different elicitation techniques. Kahneman’s dual 

process theory treats the activation of multiple, parallel implicit processes as 

unproblematic. However, he does not elaborate how those implicit processes are 

structured.  Nor does his model explain how those multiple implicit processes result 

in the expression of one explicit thought or action.105  

The information-processing models tend to focus on memory as an archive and most 

offer no mechanism for implicit processing other than recognition. The models are 

premised on the notion that semantic memory holds detailed representations of the 

world, ourselves, concepts, our relationships with others, objects and so on (Conway 

and Holmes 2005; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987). One way of understanding those 

representations is to describe them as different levels of schemas (Conway and 

                                                
104

  Ostrom (1987) argues this has implications for survey design. Multi-category or 
continuous rating scales do not match the way people think and “respondents solve this 
… problem by decomposing the … scale into a categorical form … congruent with the 
respondent’s own subjective thinking about the stimulus object.” 

105
  In one of their early articles Tversky and Kahneman (1974) argued for a cause–effect 

schema influencing judgment, working in the same way they later described for 
heuristics. 
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Holmes 2005; Stroop 1992; Hitch 2005; Rutherford 2005; Bodenhausen and Wyer 

1987; Lodge et al. 1991). Unfortunately, most models in the information-processing 

literature do not explain how schemas are activated.  They also present a rather 

limited and static conception of schema.  For example, Hitch’s (2005) presented a 

very mechanistic re-formulation of Norman and Shallice’s (1986) rather 

sophisticated and elegant schema model. Fortunately, there are more sophisticated 

models of the schema concept in the cognitive science literature (Norman and 

Shallice 1986; Huesmann 1998) and many other literatures (e.g. Schütz 1967; 

McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Kuhn 1970; Argyris 1982a).  

The schema concept is particularly useful way of explaining stereotyping behaviours 

and the mechanisms underlying faulty memories (see Chapter Three and Kleider et 

al. 2008). Schemata encompass many of the attributes of Kahneman’s (2011b) 

System 1 thinking and provide a model for categories and categorisation.  The 

schema concept also provides a mechanism for activating multiple implicit processes 

thereby addressing the activation problem in Kahneman’s (2011b) model. The 

dynamic versions of the schema concept have another useful attribute.  Such models 

see schemata as implicit cognitive processes that interact with each other, thus 

addressing the implicit processing problem inherent in information-processing 

models. They also offer much greater explanatory power especially for explaining 

elicitation and questions answering processes. 

Schema in brief 

Piaget (1964) argued that schemata were the basic building blocks of thinking. They 

are central to learning and reasoning (see also McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; 

Frawley 2008; Ebner, Riediger, and Lindenberger 2009; Jitendra et al. 2009; Welch-

Ross and Schmidt 1996).  We only learn something new when we have a schema 

within which to locate and organise the new information (Ebner, Riediger, and 

Lindenberger 2009; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Quenza 2005). Schemata 

also help us manage our world without having to consciously think about such things 

as how far and how fast to turn the steering wheel so our car goes round the curve 

(Gladwell 2005); or to speak without considering what we want to say.  In any 

particular situation, our brain provides us with an automatic behaviour, a response, or 
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a ‘recipe for action’ (Schütz 1967) for that situation. People are able to respond in 

routine ways, ‘by habit,’ without having to consider all the elements of a situation. In 

responding to questions, people use schemata to ‘guess’ at answers rather than to use 

systematic retrieval of information.106 If Kahneman (2011a, 2011b) is correct, there 

are multiple implicit processes; one of which is used but without necessarily being 

consciously elected. Each schema provides a set of assumptions about the situation 

and which behaviours are relevant to that context.  

However, schemata are more than simple behavioural responses, they also contain a 

suite of implicit knowledge (understandings and assumptions) that provides a 

framework for interpreting our situation and make sense of it.  Such implicit 

knowledge informs and underlies our thinking and speech in that situation (Quenza 

2005; Schütz 1967).  The implicit knowledge provides a coherent and consistent 

representation, at least according to its own assumptions (Kahneman 2011a; 

Huesmann 1998; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Graesser, Gernsbacher, and 

Goldman 1997). There is no tolerance within a schema for inconsistent knowledge, 

such as the invisible gorilla in the basketball video (Chabris and Simons 2010) 

described in Chapter Five. Each schema constrains what is observed and what details 

are recalled from memory (McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Hitch 2005; 

Schuetz 1944).  Schemata mediate our interactions with the world, what we perceive 

and how we respond.  

There is of course a role for conscious reflection, System 2 thinking.  Once 

inconsistent information is exposed to attention, it is possible for us to explicitly 

reframe our understandings and acknowledge the gorilla did walk across the shot. 

We may also choose to test our assumptions and consciously consider alternatives, 

solve problems and so on.  However, our ability to do so is limited (Fischer, 

Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008) and our conscious thinking is constrained by the 

                                                
106

  The process of inferring answers rather than using deductive, or even inductive logic is 
known to logicians as ‘abductive’ reasoning (McRoy 1995; Magnani 2016).  Some 
writers have used the concept of abductive reasoning to discuss cognitive processes 
(Reyes-Cabello, Aliseda-Llera, and Nepomuceno-Fernández 2006; Patokorpi 2009). 
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assumptions we are not testing and the limited memories that can be recalled within 

the active schemata (Damasio 1994; Kahneman 2011b).107 

Use of Schema  

The schema concept has a long history in philosophy, but Kant (1973) was probably 

the first to write about schema as an interpretive and organising structure. Bartlett 

(1932) introduced the concept to education; and Schutz (1967) introduced schema to 

the social science disciplines. There are a wide variety of similar concepts with 

similar characteristics: ‘scripts’ (Shank and Abelson 1977), ‘frames’ (Minsky 1975, 

quoted in Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987),‘concepts’ (Tourangeau 1987), paradigms 

(Kuhn 1970), ‘personal theories’ (McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Nisbett and 

Bellows 1977) and ‘theories-in-use’ (Argyris 1982a). I will use the term ‘schema’ 

(plural ‘schemata’) because it has the longest history and broadest application. 

In its various guises, the schema concept is now used across a very wide range of 

disciplines: education (McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Quenza 2005), 

psychology (Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009; Kendzierski and Whitaker 1997; 

Mouradian 2001), management (Argyris 1982a, 1982b), psychotherapy (Young, 

Klosko, and Weishaar 2006), anthropology (Holland and Cole 1995; Haussman-

Muela and Ribera 2003), developmental studies (Ebner, Riediger, and Lindenberger 

2009), political science (Bryan et al. 2009), design (Wogalter, DeJoy, and Laughery 

1999) and discourse analysis (Johnston 1995). 

Schema concept 

Schemata are implicit mental constructs. The complexity of schemas is highly 

varied.  A schema may be a very simple mental construct; such as the first schema an 

infant constructs. The first schemata are about the existence of an object (Piaget 

1964).  Before the first schema is formed in a child’s brain, objects only exist for the 

child when those objects are present.108  Then an object becomes associated with a 

                                                
107

  One implication of the psychological and cognitive research is that even ‘thoughtful’ 
‘considered’ answers may be predicated on the active schemata and the knowledge 
available within that schema.  However, that is a matter for further research. 

108
  This argument is very similar to that of Pike and Edgar (2005) in relation to perception. 
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specific location and it has existence even when not perceived by the child. This very 

rudimentary schema nevertheless has multiple connotations that are part of the 

schema and underlie many other schemata.  The schema includes constructs about 

the object, a sense of temporality (it exists over time), a notion of sensory-motor 

space and location and so on.  

A schema can be discrete and specific, or sequential and elaborate. For example, 
a schema may be as specific as recognizing a dog, or as elaborate as categorizing 
different types of dogs. As cognitive development proceeds, new schemata are 
developed, and existing schemata are more efficiently organized to better adapt 
to the environment. (Bhattacharya and Han 2012, p. 2) 

Another simple example of a schema is a metaphor that has been internalised and is 

now used automatically (Moser 2000). Metaphors are holistic representations 

carrying ‘knowledge’ that helps us to interpret and explain aspects of the world 

(Brockmeier 2010; Moser 2000).  

Metaphors are a linguistic manifestation of tacit [or implicit] knowledge. (Moser 
2000, p. 5)  

 Metaphors make tacit knowledge accessible, because they are part of language. 

Moser (2000) also argues that metaphors can be reliably operationalized as 

psychological measures.  Because they are automatic behaviours they are also  

… relatively free of self-presentation strategies (Moser 2000, p. 5).     

More complex schemata develop over time until we have sophisticated schemata 

such as Kuhn’s (1970) paradigms109 which guide how scientists think about their 

work and the exemplars that inform how they conduct their research.   

Neurologically, a schema is a pattern of activation that is re-created using pre-

existing pathways (Rutherford 2005; Andrade 2005).  In other words, the brain re-

creates a cognitive process that it has undergone before.  A situation triggers a neural 

activation pattern that allows us to process the current situation: to respond 

                                                
109

  Or perhaps more accurately Nickles (2000) reformulation of Kuhn’s exemplars as 
schemata. Nickles (2000) provided an interesting critique of Kuhn’s (1970) paradigm 
model. Nickles argued that the concept of exemplars was too static to explain some of the 
observed phenomena in the development of scientific thought.  Nickles argued that 
schemata provided a more dynamic model that helped to explain development of thinking 
within paradigms.  
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automatically without conscious thought, to interpret the information we receive, and 

trigger associated memories, judgements and beliefs (Hastie 1987).  

Functionally a schema is a packet of related concepts, or a piece of implicit 

knowledge.  It can serve a range of possible functions from providing understandings 

to acting as a template for action.  A schema provides a framework of knowledge 

that allows us to ‘recognise’ a cat and provides a range of associated understandings 

that facilitate our responses to the cat and our thinking about it (Pike and Edgar 

2005). Such understandings are knowledge ‘About’ the cat, they are declarative 

knowledge and they reference emotions, beliefs, assumptions and so on (Huesmann 

1998).  Such schemata are important for learning.  They provide a framework for 

comprehending ‘new’ experiences and incorporating new knowledge (McVee, 

Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005).   

A schema may also have procedural knowledge, knowledge of ‘How’ to do things.  

It may contain a set of automatic behaviours that allow responses unmediated by 

conscious thought. Huesmann (1998) argues that procedural knowledge and 

declarative knowledge are different kinds of schema. Procedural schemata provide us 

with expertise (the ability to touch type, drive a car, etc.), routines and habits.  They 

provide a template for action that allows us to respond automatically to the 

presenting situation. Our responses may take various forms of behaviour (sensory-

motor, verbal). They also provide a base for computation or decision-making. The 

heuristics discussed in Chapter Five (Kahneman 2011a, 2011b; Gilovich, Griffin, 

and Kahneman 2002; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987) are examples of very simple 

procedural schemata for estimation. Indeed Tversky and Kahneman (1982) described 

some heuristics as causal schemas or schemas of cause-effect relations used to 

inform judgements.110  

In other words the activated neurological pathways are expressed as knowledge, 

either procedural knowledge (such as how to carve) or declarative knowledge (such 

as the concept of a ‘cat’) (Rutherford 2005). Automatic behaviours, expertise, 

‘memory’ and attitudes are all expressions of schemata. The “Say-Do” differences 
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  See for example Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky (1982); Tversky and Kahneman (1974) 
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discussed in previous Chapters provide additional evidence for the distinction 

between declarative and procedural schema.   

However, we saw in the last Chapter that there are severe constraints on the amount 

of data that can be activated at any one time and even more severe limits on what can 

be brought to conscious awareness. If schemas are the carriers of long-term 

‘memory’, they must be bound by the information limits described above.  Indeed we 

find that schema limit information that is brought to awareness or used in behaviour 

(Strube 1987; Frawley 2008; Kleider et al. 2008; Galen et al. 2009).  Further, 

because the information within a schema are connected by a common thread of 

meaning and interpretation, the information presented within that schema is 

internally consistent (Galen et al. 2009; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; 

Bryan et al. 2009; Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008; Kahneman 2011b; Piaget 

1964; Graesser, Gernsbacher, and Goldman 1997). The schema that dominates our 

attention also constrains how we direct our attention; which parts of the situation we 

notice (Snyder and Swann Jr 1978; Chabris and Simons 2010; Snyder and Cantor 

1979); and what other information is recalled (Strube 1987). Only those memories 

that are consistent with the current schemata, or that justify the expressed attitudes, 

are recalled (Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Strube 1987). Instead of ruminating on 

such inconsistencies, the workspace typically uses the current schema to construct 

new inferences that fill the gaps and inconsistencies in the working knowledge 

(Graesser et al.1997).  The process of constructing inferences is know as abductive 

reasoning (McRoy 1995; Magnani 2016). 

While individual schema and sets of activated schemata tend to be consistent, there is 

no requirement to be consistent across schemata. We have almost unlimited capacity 

to hold schematic information in long-term ‘memory’ (Fiske and Linville 1980). Our 

myriad schemata constitute a ‘stock of knowledge’ (see for example Schutz 1970b; 

Hastie 1987). The stock of knowledge is incoherent, inconsistent and fragmentary 

(Schutz 1964).   

It should not be surprising then that we express different views in different contexts 

and in different surveys (Tourangeau 1987; Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982; 

Ayton 2005) and in different interviews (Hollway and Jefferson 2003; Jakobsen 
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2012; Mannay 2010).111 Haussman-Muela and Ribera (2003) described a similar 

effect with procedural knowledge. Tanzanian mothers tend to use traditional 

treatments when their children are seen to be suffering from the symptoms of 

degedege. The mothers know that those symptoms are the same as those of malaria 

but degedege is treated as if it was a separate disease. If the mothers classify the 

illness as degedege, they will use the traditional treatments alongside bio-medical 

treatment even if the child is hospitalised. However, if the child is identified as 

having malaria, the mothers follow bio-medical practice and do not use traditional 

treatments.  

Activation of Schema  

Triggering a pre-existing schema has the characteristics of the recognition process 

proposed for implicit memory (Rutherford 2005). A schema is triggered or fired very 

quickly (Hitch 2005; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Hastie 1987; Haussman-Muela 

and Ribera 2003; Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008; Gigerenzer, Czerlinski, and 

Martignon 2002), by one or two cues (Conway and Holmes 2005; Hitch 2005; Kay, 

Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek).   

There is usually a plethora of stimuli that could act as cues (Kay, Wheeler, and 

Smeesters 2008; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Hitch 2005; Gigerenzer, 

Czerlinski, and Martignon 2002).   

Social environments contain myriad stimuli that can automatically activate 
social constructs. For instance, the mere presence of significant others is 
sufficient to activate goals associated with those others, such as achievement and 
helping (e.g., Fitzsimons and Bargh, 2003 and [Shah, 2003]), and incidental 
exposure to material items common to specific social settings is sufficient to 
implicitly activate the constructs (e.g., norms, stereotypes) related to those 
settings (Aarts and Dijksterhuis, 2003 and Kay et al., 2004).  
(Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008, p.275)  

The multiplicity of stimuli raises a problem for all the cognitive approaches.  Either 

some cues are preferenced over others, or multiple schemata are activated, or at least 

partially activated.   It seems likely that activation of schemata is constrained by the 

principle of consistency.  Once a context is established, subsequent schemata and 
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mental models are likely to be consistent with the existing schemata.   Nevertheless, 

there may be many schemata that fit that criterion and could be activated. 

The idea of multiple schemata being activated is consistent with the arguments for 

parallel processing operating at an implicit level (Kahneman 2011b; Gaskell 2005; 

Andrade 2005). Support for parallel processing also comes from Bargh and 

Pietromonaco (1982 quoted in Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987) who showed that 

responses could be primed by information presented so briefly that the respondents 

probably were not aware of the information presented. Similarly, as we saw in the 

previous chapter, Kahneman (2011b) argued that System 1 generates multiple 

responses to a question, presumably by activating multiple schemata. We are clearly 

unaware of much of the content of parallel processing (Kahneman 2011b; Gaskell 

2005; Andrade 2005).  

Activation and expression 

The notion of implicit cognitive processing requires us to differentiate between the 

activation of schemata and their expression in behaviour (see Norman and Shallice 

1986; Huesmann 1998). Activation of a schema makes a package of knowledge 

available for expression and explicit attention but does not by itself lead to the 

expression of that schema in thought or action (verbal or sensory-motor).  

Further evidence for implicit activation comes from the research into priming in both 

the psychological literature and in survey research. ‘Priming’ here refers to a 

stimulus predisposing the interpretation of a situation and facilitating specific 

attitudes. 

Another important example is the finding that if people make a judgement after 
receiving experimentally presented information, they will rely on this more 
recent judgement, rather than the original material in making subsequent 
judgements (Carlston 1980; Sherman Ahim Berman & Lynn 1978)  
(Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987, p. 30)  

Other writers (Bishop 1987; Strack and Martin 1987; Tourangeau 1987; Bryan et al. 

2009) also show that priming has a clear but modest effect on expressed political 

positions.  Further evidence of priming is discussed blow in the section Self-schemata 

and Self-concepts. 
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Put simply, in social situations, a primed construct is likely to not only influence 
how individuals are interpreted, but also how the surrounding situation—and its 
attendant norms—are interpreted. (Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008, p. 276) 

Activation depends on cues and salience of schema 

There appears to be a relatively close relationship between particular cues or, more 

likely, sets of cues and the schema they trigger (Shank and Abelson 1977; Breivik 

and Supphellen 2003).  The same set of cues will tend to trigger similar schema, or at 

least to recreate a similar schema.  

However, the same cue may trigger different schemata depending on a range of 

factors  

… what make a stimulus salient to a person often varies from situation to 
situation. People who look strange or behave in different ways … have a high 
social salience for most people. What is most salient and attracts attention also 
depends on what moods and schemas are currently activated.  A young female 
walking on a street who is worrying about being attacked will focus her attention 
on different cues in the males she sees than would a young female at a party who 
is thinking about potential mates. (Huesmann 1998, p. 82)  

Emotional stress also seems to narrow attention to a few most salient cues 

(Huesmann 1998). Salience of a schema is also a factor in activation. The schemata 

activated will be the most salient schemas related to the cues presented (Forehand, 

Deshpande, and Reed II 2002; Huesmann 1998). Salience is a complex concept that 

includes the frequency and recency of use of the schema (Rutherford 2005), strength 

and intensity of the schema (Forehand, Deshpande, and Reed II 2002), and 

interactions with other schemata (Norman and Shallice 1986).  

Range of models 

While there are common elements to the conceptions of the schema concept, there is 

a range of different conceptions (Quenza 2005).  At one end, schemata are seen as 

relatively mechanistic, static cognitive structures and at the other end they are seen as 

fluid, dynamic structures that develop and respond to experiences and interactions 

underlie all thinking and influence all information processing. There are a different 
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ways to categorise the conceptions,112 I am mainly concerned with three broad 

approaches: 

• Core-periphery models 

• Dynamic schema theories 

• Cognitive information-processing 

Core-periphery models 

Quenza (2005) describes a school of thinking called either the ‘structural approach’ 

or ‘central core theory’ in which schemata are seen as peripheral to a central core of 

knowledge representations.   The central core is a static structure of representations 

that is essentially no different to conventional theories about attitude structure (see 

also Brewer 2003). The central core is presented as having two functions: creation 

and organising.   The core generates meaning for the representations and links the 

disparate elements. 

Schemata, on the periphery, are the interface between the central representations and 

reality.  They modulate the central core representations and allow us to behave in a 

particular way in specific situations. Each schema is seen as a relatively fixed and 

static representation which prescribes behaviour and does not allow for changes in 

response to context.  However, having different schemata allow us to behave 

differently in different situations.   

Quenza provided an extended critique of the core-periphery model pointing to its 

inconsistencies; the central role of schema in cognition; and arguing instead for a 

more traditional, dynamic conception of schemata. 

Dynamic schema theories 

The original schema models all saw schemata as mental constructs or representations 

(Bartlett 1932; Schütz 1967; Piaget 1964).  They were fluid, adaptable models for 
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  Derry (1996) proposes three different categories: modern information processing, radical 
constructivism and cognitive schema theory. Her categories are relevant to her purpose 
which was to use a constructivist perspective to resolve inconsistencies between schema 
approaches in educational psychology and provide a unitary understanding.  
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mediating the interactions between the individual and the external world.  Schemata 

were not seen as static structures but as socially constructed, interpretive frameworks 

adapting continuously to new experiences within the parameters of old experience 

(Nickles 2000; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005). Such dynamism is a 

necessary part of a theory that schemata are essential for learning.  In educational 

theory, there are two mechanisms proposed for the development and change of 

schemata to enable people to learn or adapt to new information: assimilation and 

accommodation (see Bhattacharya and Han 2012; Piaget 1964). 

Assimilation is the fundamental process of learning.   

I shall define assimilation as the integration of any sort of reality into a structure, 
and it is this assimilation which seems to me to be fundamental in learning, and 
which seems to me to be the fundamental relation from the point of view of 
pedagogical or didactic applications. (Piaget 1964, p185) 

Assimilation involves the integration of new stimuli or ideas into a cognitive schema. 

It is only possible if there is an existing mental structure, a schema, that allows the 

‘reality’ to be recognised and categorised.  Assimilation into cognitive structures 

allows people to learn and re-use those ideas or processes again in relevant 

circumstances.  Inherent in the idea of assimilation is that ideas move from conscious 

awareness into cognitive structures where they remain until they are re-activated. At 

first, the new knowledge is consciously brought to attention every time it is used or 

mentally rehearsed (see Kahneman 2011b).  An example might be learning how to 

ride a bike.  For most people, the first few times one hops on the bike involves 

conscious thought about what to do and how to ride.  After a while, one ceases to 

consciously think about the process, one simply does it.  

Accommodation relates to how people adapt existing schemata to accommodate 

changing information and new experiences of similar kinds.  

… accommodation involves changing pre-existing schemata to adapt to a new 
situation. (Bhattacharya and Han 2012, p. 2)  

Interactions with other people will often lead to modifications of schema as we 

experience new situations or find existing schemata are not quite right for all 



   

 153 

situations.   Interactions with other people in the culture lead to the generation of 

very similar schematic elements across the culture (Schütz 1967; Nonaka and 

Takeuchi 1995).  Each individual has his or her own unique schemata as well.  The 

totality of an individual’s schemata make up their ‘stock of knowledge’ about the 

world and provide automatic behaviours for responding to it (See also McVee, 

Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005). People respond to different situations with different 

schemata (Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Cohen and Ebbeson 1979).  Importantly 

schemata are embodied phenomena with strong sensory-motor elements (McVee, 

Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Piaget 1964) they arise in our brain as the results of 

neurological activity and are influenced by interaction with our bodies.113  

The key feature of this group of approaches is that schemata are not fixed in memory 

but dynamic and situational (Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008; Bhattacharya and 

Han 2012; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Quenza 2005; Nickles 2000). 

Schemata are about knowledge: knowledge about what to do, how to do it, what 

things mean and so on. Knowledge changes as we grow and develop and experience 

life.  Even more fundamentally, Piaget argues that knowledge is process not 

memory; that cognition is not about memory but about transformations.  

Knowledge is not a copy of reality.  To know an object, to know an event, is not 
to simply look at it and make a mental copy or image of it. To know an object is 
to act on it. To know is to modify, to transform the object, and to understand the 
process of this transformation, and as a consequence to understand the way the 
object is constructed. An operation is thus the essence of knowledge; it is the 
interiorized action which modifies the object of knowledge. (Piaget 1964, p.176)  

The passage above is focused on how we learn things but it highlights that cognition 

is about processes and that knowledge changes and develops. Knowledge here is 

about understandings based on cognitive processes. A schema then is a packet of 

understandings, beliefs, feelings (Tourangeau 1987) and actions based on related 

cognitive processes that give rise to knowledge. Functionally the cognitive processes 

are grouped according to meaning.  
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  There is some synergy here, though not a precise match, with Damasio’s (1994) somatic 
marker hypothesis. Somatic markers are neural pathways in the ventromedial prefrontal 
cortex that predispose us towards different behaviours and decisions.  Re-activation of a 
particular pathway is associated with particular decisions. The somatic markers evoke, or 
re-evoke, emotional responses that assist us to make the decisions.  It would be interesting 
to explore the similarities and difference in more detail. 
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One of the indisputable findings on long-term memory is that information is not 
stored in a random fashion but organized meaningfully in packets of semantic 
association (Rumelhart and Norman 1983; Rumelhart and Ortony 1977).  … 
these ‘bundles of information’ … can only be described as schematic [stress in 
original]. (Lodge et al. 1991, p. 1358) 

In other words, information is grouped into categories based on meaning, that is we 

categorise our knowledge into schemas (Ostrom 1987). For us to perceive an object, 

we must relate it to a category. We do not perceive the cat until we have recognised 

that it is a ‘cat’ (Pike and Edgar 2005). In fact, we may categorise objects without 

realising we have done so (Bargh & Pietromonaco 1982 quoted in Bodenhausen and 

Wyer 1987). So categorisation is a fundamental characteristic of human cognition.   

Schutz (1967) describes the categorisation process as typification. It is based on 

association of objects, or ideas or practices. The act of typification is an assignment 

of a relationship between an “object” or situation and other ‘like’ objects or patterns. 

The guiding principle is that objects in a schema need to be ‘like’ the others. 

Inconsistent attributes cannot be contained within one schema.  As we saw in 

Chapters Three and Five, it is very difficult for us to even recognise information that 

is inconsistent with information contained in the current cognitive field. So much so 

that we are unable to become aware of an object until it has been recognised as one 

of a type. We do not perceive the cat until we have recognised that it is a cat (Pike 

and Edgar 2005).  

Typification is also and at the same time an abstraction from the specific event or 

object to a representation of ‘events like that’ (Derry 1996). Each new act of 

typification changes or modifies the category as the typification adds information to 

the category. Piaget (1964), from a different perspective, makes a similar point   

A stimulus is a stimulus only to the extent that it is significant, and it becomes 
significant only to the extent that there is a structure … which can integrate this 
stimulus but which at the same time sets off the response.  In other words, I 
would propose that the stimulus-response schema be written in circular form – in 
the form of a schema or of a structure which is not simply one way. (Piaget 
1964, p. 182) 

There is an interaction between the existing pathway and the current situation, our 

perceptions are affected by past experiences and our current experience affects our 

current perception.  Moreover, the elements of the current situation can never be 
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exactly the same as earlier ones. In other words each re-creation of a schema is 

slightly different from earlier ones.  

 Such a dynamic schema concept is able to explain learning and development (Piaget 

1964; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Ebner, Riediger, and Lindenberger 

2009) while a static model cannot.  A dynamic model is also necessary to explain 

fundamental observations such as priming or context effects in which the expressed 

judgements vary depending on preceding questions, even depending on the order of 

questions (Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008; Bryan 

et al. 2009; Strack and Martin 1987; Bishop 1987; Schwarz 1987; Schwarz and 

Hippler 1987; Tourangeau 1987). 

Cognitive information-processing 

I described some elements of the cognitive science schema models in the previous 

chapter. Hastie (1987) provided a summary that still reflects much of the cognitive 

literature on cognitive thinking. 

… there are a number of theoretical constructs associated with the label 
‘schema’ that are well-defined and in common use by certain [cognitive] 
theorists. An enculturated member of any society will have a large stock of 
schemata stored in long-term memory. When a schema is activated by the 
occurrence of a relevant event (the schema’s ‘entry conditions’ are satisfied) the 
schema functions as a scaffold for the orderly encoding of incoming 
information. Relationships among disparate elements of the experienced event 
are provided by the schema  … And, sometimes when information is missing, it 
is inferred as a ‘default’ value to fill an empty slot in the schema. … stereotyped 
action routine templates have been described for other social events … (Hastie 
1987, p. 49) 

Schemata in information-processing models are generally relatively static structures 

in memory, with fixed common parts and empty ‘slots’ into which new experiences 

and learning can be loaded and interpreted (Conway and Holmes 2005).  

Huesmann’s schema model 

However there are some dynamic schema models in the cognitive science literature. 

Huesmann (1998) sought to explain the apparent automaticity of aggressive 

behaviour in some people. He used an information-processing model similar to other 

information-processing models in that it had an executive program and memory 
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consisting of data and programs. It is a dual process theory with explicit and implicit 

elements. In this model social behaviour is thought to consist of a set of potential 

behaviours based on schemata. Schemata drive automatic behaviours and implicit 

thinking.  

For Huesmann (1998) a schema is  

… any macro knowledge structure encoded in memory that represents 
substantial knowledge about a concept, its attributes, and its relations to other 
concepts. (Huesmann 1998, p. 79) 

Figure 5.  Huesmann's schema model 

 
Source: (Huesmann 1998, p. 90) 
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He argues that there are many different schemata and that procedural knowledge and 

declarative knowledge are held in different types of schema. One type of schema in 

his model is normative beliefs.  The normative belief schemas are held by the 

individual and contain knowledge about what is appropriate for that individual 

(Huesmann 1998).  They are related to perceived norms but are not the same as 

perceived norms. 

A set of schemata are triggered when the various stimuli in the current situation 

causes the executive program to call up relevant sub-programs and data to “… 

generate output behaviours for that situation.” (Huesmann 1998, p. 78).  The 

situational cues include the individual’s subjective state, emotional arousal and the 

salience of a particular schema. Once a schema is activated, it triggers further 

directed activation that he calls a ‘heuristic search’ (Huesmann 1998; Huesmann and 

Guerra 1997) for related ‘scripts’: a script is a coherent set of schemata (following 

for example Abelson 1981; Schank and Abelson 2013; Tourangeau 1987). The 

‘retrieved’ scripts are then evaluated by filtering them through normative beliefs.  As 

normative beliefs in his model are schematic, his argument is essentially that one set 

of schemata are filtered through another schema; or that the schemata interact in 

some fashion.   

The model outlined by Huesmann (1998) is useful in that it recognises and 

articulates a role for emotion and normative beliefs; it includes a repertoire of 

schema types; and it is an iterative adaptive process. It also provides a sound 

explanation for the differential activation of aggressive behaviour.   

My main issues with the model are first, that activation, even directed activation, and 

‘search’ are conceptually distinct processes and it makes no sense to conflate them, 

even if qualified by the word ‘heuristic.’ Second, it is not clear how interaction 

between implicit schemata constitutes ‘evaluation.’  

Norman and Shallice’s schema model 

Norman and Shallice (1986) proposed a more organic and parsimonious model (see 

Figure 6).  As with Huesmann’s later model, the Norman-Shallice model proposed 

that schema activation is automatic. Multiple schemata are activated at any one time 
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and an activated schema may trigger a set of other schemata. However, in the 

Norman-Shallice model the level of schema activation varies. Thus, in any situation 

the internal and external cues, lead to some schemata being more active than others, 

in that situation. Activation does not in itself lead to behaviour, nor does it 

necessarily lead to awareness of the information in a schema. It is thought that one 

schema is ‘selected’ based on what the authors call ‘contention scheduling.’ There is 

some interaction between schemata before one is ‘selected’ and ‘selection’ is the 

result of that organic interaction and competition between activated schemata.  The 

‘selected’ schemata then drives behaviour and cognition until it completes its task, is 

shut down, or another more highly activated schema emerges.  

Figure 6 Norman and Shallice schema model 

Source: Norman and Shallice (1986, p. 7) 

There are two points to make here.  First, I find the language of ‘selection’ odd. The 

notion that one of the activated schemata is ‘selected’ is antithetical to the organic 
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nature of the model.  It may be more appropriate to think of the most activated 

schema, or the currently dominant schema emerging from the interaction between 

activated schemata. Second, with respect to perception and automatic behaviours the 

time frame for recognition and action is extraordinarily fast, under 20msec (Norman 

and Shallice 1986).  There simply is no time for extensive interaction between 

different schemata and hence no time for extensive modification of a schema as a 

result of such interaction.  Either the dominant schema, or schemata, is a composite 

made up of several schemata, or one schema comes to dominance.  If the latter, 

automatic behaviours (cognitive or sensory-motor) must be largely unchanged from 

when the schema was activated, though of course it will then be modified in 

everyday interactions and conscious processes. 

One factor that is thought to play a role in Norman and Shallice’s model is a person’s 

motivation.  Motivation does not act directly to select schema but is thought to 

operate by increasing or decreasing the activation level of different schemata 

(Norman and Shallice 1986). Norman and Shallice (1986) do not explain why 

motivation should be any different from other cognitive processes.   The rest of the 

model is consistent with the neurobiological processes observed in brain imaging. 

All of the processes other than motivation are based on neuronal activation and occur 

implicitly below the level of awareness. They do not require intervention from some 

other mechanism or even any sort of executive program. Furthermore, the 

mechanism for the operation of motivation is not readily observable in the 

neurobiological processes. Why then did Norman and Shallice (1986) treat 

motivation as a separate process? The answer may lie in their observation of ‘capture 

errors’.  

Capture errors are easily illustrated by an example: one of Reason's subjects 
described how, when passing through his back porch on the way to get his car 
out, he stopped to put on his Wellington boots and gardening jacket as if to work 
in the garden. (Norman and Shallice 1986, p. 12) 

In the example of a capture error above, the person’s automatic ‘working in the 

garden’ schema clearly overrode their conscious intention.  Motivation did not 

inform action until after the automatic action had been taken. It may be for this 

reason that Norman and Shallice (1986) argued that motivation operates separately 

and slowly.  
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However, a simpler explanation is that at the moment of passing through the porch, 

motivation and intent to get the car out were not as strong as the ‘working in the 

garden’ schema. If one sees schema as ‘knowledge structures’ a la Huesmann, 

motivations may also be schema, or part of a schema; in much the same way as 

Huesmann (1998) describes ‘normative schema.’  Indeed normative schema should 

probably be seen as motivational schema, biasing action towards the individual’s 

perceptions of social rules and norms. 

Capture errors also show that we may or may not be aware of the dominant schema.  

Norman and Shallice (1986) suggest that there may also be occasions or situations in 

which none of the activated schema is sufficient.  In such cases one may direct 

conscious attention to the problem. The authors call such a process the ‘Supervisory 

Attentional System’. It operates by activating or inhibiting different schemata.  It 

does NOT in and of itself ‘select’ a schema but operates on the activation levels. 

Conscious attention may also override a currently selected schema by triggering new 

schemata but they argue that generally automatic activation is more powerful than 

consciously directed attention (Norman and Shallice 1986).   

Repertoire of schemata 

We saw earlier that Huesmann (1998) argued that there were both procedural 

schemata and declarative schemata.  In fact the literature suggests that there is a wide 

range of types of schema, a diverse repertoire.  

Schemata may provide any or all of the following: 

• automatic behaviours (such as driving a car) and expertise (Kahneman 2011b) or 

tacit knowledge (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003) 

• mechanisms for ‘automatic’ computation or decision making, or heuristics 

(Kahneman 2011b, 2011a; Gilovich, Griffin, and Kahneman 2002; Tversky and 

Kahneman 1974)  

• the meaning of things, such as understanding the woman in Chapter Five is angry 

(Kahneman 2011b) 
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o metaphors - Moser (2000) shows that metaphors become part of implicit 

thinking (presumably attached to schemata) and are used to solve 

problems 

o expressed attitudes (Kahneman 2011b) 

• assumptions, including expectations of others (Schütz 1967) 

• emotions (Mouradian 2001; Kleider et al. 2008; Mori 2011; Pierro and 

Kruglanski 2008; Wenzel 2009; Mikulincer et al. 2001; Legenbauer et al. 

2010)114 

• memories (Rutherford 2005; Conway and Holmes 2005; Kahneman 2011b), or 

rather structures that give rise to the experience of memory. 

• ‘beliefs’ and ‘normative beliefs’ (Huesmann 1998; Galen et al. 2009). Attitudes 

and values and other answers to questions seen as expressions of particular type 

of schema.   

• notions of self are an integral part of schemata and are often treated as a separate 

class of schemata, self-schema (Corrigan, Wallace, and Green 1992; Huesmann 

1998; Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009; Kendzierski and Whitaker 1997; 

Forehand, Deshpande, and Reed II 2002; Legenbauer et al. 2010; Lobbestael, 

Van Vreeswijk, and Arntz 2008; Malle and Horowitz 1995; Mikulincer et al. 

2001; Mori 2011; Mouradian 2001; Pietersen, Stahlberg, and Dauenheimer 2000; 

Reissing, Laliberte, and Davis 2005; Seta, Seta, and McElroy 2003; Welch-Ross 

and Schmidt 1996; White et al. 2010).   

Self-schemata and Self-concepts 

There appears to be a difference between self-schemas and expressed self-concepts 

(Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009).  The term ‘self-concepts’ generally refer to the 

expressions of self in explicit cognition and action.  Self-schemas, on the other hand, 

provide a cognitive base for such expressions.  

                                                
114

  See also Damasio’s (1994) somatic marker hypothesis. 



 

162 

Every person expresses a multitude of self-concepts or identities (Forehand, 

Deshpande, and Reed II 2002; Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009). Such self-

concepts have many of the characteristics of Mead’s (1912) conception of ‘Me’ as a 

partial self and as an objective self, or ‘self in reflective attitude’ (Schuetz 1945).115 

In other words, self-concepts are an interpretation and a presentation of self, 

expressed in consciousness. Forehand et al. (2002) argued that different identities 

can be activated by different cues. 

It is proposed that a variety of social, contextual, and individual difference 
factors can differentially activate specific social identities … (Forehand, 
Deshpande, and Reed II 2002, p. 1086) 

The authors argue that preceding expressions of a social identity prime later 

identities and behaviour. 

… a consumer’s social identity is more predictive of his or her behavior when 
the consumer’s identity has been explicitly labeled (Tybout & Yalch, 1980). 
Consumers also respond differently to gender oriented appeals when their 
gender schemas have been activated (Meyers-Levy, 1988; Jaffe, 1991). 
(Forehand, Deshpande, and Reed II 2002, p. 1086) 

However, the authors also argue that the social identity needs to be activated before 

it has a significant effect on attitudes and behaviours. 

… increased processing of identity-relevant information should be most 
pronounced when the pertinent social identity is an activated component of the 
individual’s social self-schema. (Forehand, Deshpande, and Reed II 2002, p. 
1086) 

There is therefore good data on the influence of self-concepts on the expressions of 

verbal behaviour in laboratory settings (Forehand, Deshpande, and Reed II 2002; 

Meyers-Levy 1988) and in voting behaviours (Tybout and Yalch 1980).  In other 

words, there is evidence that, once a self-concept has been activated, it influences the 

expression of declarative knowledge. The activated self-concept influences 

                                                
115

  While Schutz (1945) disagreed that the objective self should be called ‘Me’ he did agree 
that it existed and was a consequence of interpretation by the individual. 
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knowledge about behaviour and ‘attitudes.’116 The self-concept clearly informs verbal 

behaviour and infers some form of conscious or unconscious self-presentation.117  

However, there is little evidence about the effect of self-schema on automatic 

responses. Indeed, self-presentation appears to be extremely limited in automatic 

behaviour and implicit thinking.   I wrote above that that Moser (2000) argues that 

the automaticity of implicit thinking and automatic behaviour limits self-

presentation.  The clinical and cognitive use of elicitation techniques also support the 

argument that self-presentation is limited in automatic responses. The express 

purpose of the clinical use of elicitation techniques is to minimise self-presentation 

and encourage expression of unmediated aspects of personality. 

The mechanism for the absence of self-presentation in automatic responses is not 

clear. Huesmann (1998) suggests that there are always some self-schemata activated 

so one might expect that they would be expressed in automatic responses. However, 

his model is not clear how self-schema influence automatic responses.   

The Norman and Shallice model (1986) accepts that multiple schemata may be 

activated but argues that one schema dominates responses at any one moment. If so, 

a self-schema can only have a strong influence on implicit thinking and responses 

when it is the dominant schema.  A self-schema could only be dominant if it was 

particularly pertinent and relevant to the presenting situation.  An example of such a 

context might be psychological testing, hence the utility of TAT and other such tools 

for diagnosis. 

Multi-layered 

Two themes running through most of the schema models are: that there are different 

kinds of schemata; and that schemata can be aggregated into larger schema (e.g. 

McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Nakamura, Kleiber, and Kim 1992; 

Huesmann 1998; Derry 1996). Huesmann (1998) argues that schema are aggregated 

                                                
116

  See discussion in Chapter Five. 
117

  The notion of self-concept has a lot of similarities with role theory (e.g. Banton 1965; 
Goffman 1969, 1975; Reitzes and Burke 1978; Stryker 1968). 
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into a script while Derry (1996) and Nakamura, Kleiber, and Kim (1992) provide a 

categorization of different levels and types of schemata.   

Nakamura, Kleiber, and Kim (1992) differentiate between categories, schemas and 

propositions.118  The distinction between categories and schemas follows Mandler 

(1979 in Nakamura, Kleiber, and Kim 1992) and is based on whether the 

organisation of the knowledge structure is based on vertical connections or 

horizontal connections.  Vertical connections exist when there is an overarching label 

(such as ‘bird’) to which all members of the category belong.  Horizontal 

connections link members of a group together without a label.  Categories are 

organised principally with vertical connections while both types of connection are 

significant in schema. A proposition is a knowledge structure constructed from pre-

existing items to manage a new situation.  It is very similar to the ‘mental models’ 

construct described by Derry (see below). The connections between elements of 

propositional structure are hypothesised to be weaker than those in categories and 

schema. 

For Derry (1996) there are four types of schema at different levels: cognitive fields, 

memory objects and mental models.  

Cognitive fields are said to be the broad preconceptions about the type of situation 

confronting the individual.  The cognitive field  

… delineates the memory objects that are available for modeling the experience 
(Derry 1996, p.168).   

Memory objects are defined as representations stored in memory of different 

objects, events and so on. She sub-divides memory objects into three levels: 

• phenomenological primes – basic intuitive schemas – minimal abstractions of 

common events 

• more integrated memory objects that permit recognition of patterns and allow 

responses  

                                                
118

  The distinction between categories and schemata is not relevant for my purposes and I 
will treat categories as a form of schemata.  
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• object families – loosely organised set of ideas that tend to work together in 

certain types of situations 

The distinction between object families and cognitive fields is unclear.  In any case, 

assigning the word ‘memory’ to schemata takes us back to the archive metaphor and 

confuses the process of re-activating neuronal patterns with storage. I am more 

inclined to think of schemata as pre-existing cognitive activation patterns on a 

continuum from very simple schemata to cognitive fields. A very useful aspect of 

Derry’s (1996) model is the notion of the cognitive field and the interaction between 

the different levels of schemata.  

Derry (1996) locates the third category, ‘mental models’ between memory objects 

and cognitive fields. However, her ‘mental models’ are qualitatively distinct from the 

other categories.  They are explicitly a process for constructing situationally specific 

mental representations from simpler schemata.   The process includes testing and 

adjusting the mental models to improve their fit for the presenting situation. It seems 

likely that, if reinforced, such a mental model may develop into a ‘learned’ schema; 

that is, into a pre-existing pattern of excitation for future events.   

Behavioural and attitudinal preferences 

Despite the disparate range of schemata in a person’s stock of knowledge, people 

exhibit patterns of repeated behaviour, routines and habits (e.g. Huesmann 1998; 

Kuhn 1970; Bishop 1987; Andrade 2005; Patton 2014; Myers 1987). Individuals also 

exhibit different behaviour and ‘attitudes’ at different times (Tourangeau 1987; 

Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Huesmann 1998).  

Schema theory provides an explanation for behavioural patterns and for variations in 

them. Some schemas are likely to be activated more often than other schemas 

particularly under conditions of stress (Huesmann 1998). For any situation we have 

several schemata that might be used but some schemata are more likely to be 

activated and used than others.  Despite the range of sometimes contradictory 

schemata, one schema may predominate and be expressed in more situations than 

others (Tourangeau 1987). 
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Critiques of Schema concept 

There have been a number of critiques of the schema concept and some attempts to 

invalidate it over many years (see Fiske and Linville 1980).  More recent examples 

include, Billig (1995), who argues that the schema concept is static and therefore not 

useful: and that it is unable to explain how utterances are flexible and socially 

constructed. He sees schemata as necessarily assuming a self-fulfilling bias  

… the model might predict that there will be a self-fulfilling bias in the 
interpretation of information: messages from movement leaders will be 
interpreted to confirm the belief system and its schemata, while the schemata 
will be employed to reject potentially disconfirming messages from opponents. 
Such a diagram of the hypothesized "belief system" will be essentially static: its 
categorical components will be treated as existing entities, that guide individual 
members' actions, thoughts, and categorizing of incoming information. (Billig 
1995, p. 65) 

Watson and Greeff (2004) also argue that the schema concept was static.  They 

published the results of a study purporting to test schema theory against learning 

theory.  They premised the study design on a false understanding of Janoff-Bulman’s 

understanding of the schema concept. 

Schema theory (Janoff-Bulman, 1992) postulates that beliefs that people hold 
about other people, things or events are structured in such a way that people tend 
to resist change to their existing ideas. For this reason, new information will be 
assimilated into people’s consciousness in such a way as to confirm, rather than 
challenge, these existing ideas. (Watson and Greeff 2004, p.438)  

As we saw in above in this chapter and in Chapter Five, there is strong evidence that 

people are reluctant to change assumptions within a schema or ‘standpoint,’ (see 

Snyder and Swann Jr 1978; Snyder and Cantor 1979; Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 

2008; Kahneman 2011b).  However, that is not the same as arguing that expressed 

attitudes may not change depending on context.  In fact, as I argued above, many 

users of the schema concept find the idea of ‘unchanging beliefs’ antithetical to their 

position (e.g. Schutz 1970b; Bartlett 1932; Huesmann 1998; Tourangeau 1987; 

Forehand, Deshpande, and Reed II 2002; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005). 

While there may be some writers who argue that schema are unchanging, Janoff-

Bulman is not one of them. Janoff-Bulman (1992) is very clear that it is possible, if 

difficult, to change schema. Nevertheless Watson and Greeff (2004) argued that 
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schema theory predicts that children’s positive perceptions of parents will not change 

despite the severe trauma of a messy divorce.   

Schema theory predicted that attitude to divorce would be influenced by the 
parent-child relationship and would, in turn, influence the child’s adjustment. 
(Watson and Greeff 2004, p. 441) 

There is nothing in most versions of the schema concept (e.g. Bartlett 1932; Schutz 

1970b; Norman and Shallice 1986; Huesmann 1998; McVee, Dunsmore, and 

Gavelek 2005; Bryan et al. 2009; Ebner, Riediger, and Lindenberger 2009; Nickles 

2000; Taylor and Whittier 1995), or in Janoff-Bulman’s book (1992), to suggest that 

attitudes are unchanging or that attitudes to divorce would not change after a messy 

divorce. It was not schema theory but Watson and Greeff that made such a 

prediction.  They tested their hypothesis using four questionnaires (biographical 

information, attitudes towards parents, “Life Orientation Questionnaire” and a 

questionnaire on attitude towards divorce).   Not surprisingly  

Attitude to divorce did not correlate with parent-child relationship, nor did it 
predict adjustment. (Watson and Greeff 2004, p. 441) 

Kuklinski, Luskin, and Bolland (1991) offered a more comprehensive critique of the 

use of schema theory in political science.  They define their concerns as related to  

… the effects of largish memory structures on the processing of new 
information. … [they] are … moderately well developed, in the sense of 
involving cognitions or at least some minimum numbers and organization. 
(Kuklinski, Luskin, and Bolland 1991, p. 1342)  

They agree that there are cognitive structures and that it is reasonable to call them 

‘schema’.  However, they argued that it does not advance social psychology very 

much.  They cannot see that the schema concept offers any advantage over ‘existing’ 

attitude and attribution theories.  They argued that attitude theory is better able to 

explain observed phenomena.  Moreover, they argue that schemata cannot be 

differentiated from attitudes and that many of the published studies on schema could 

have been conducted using attitude theory. 

Responses in the literature have addressed all of the criticisms.  Conover and 

Feldman (in Lodge et al. 1991) point out that if there was no difference between 

attitudes and schema there would be no point in the critique but, in any case, it is 
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quite easy to differentiate the concept of attitudes from schema. They argue that an 

attitude is conceptually affective in nature whereas a schema is a cognitive structure 

(Conover and Feldman in Lodge et al. 1991). I would argue, following Damasio 

(1994), that schemas, and indeed all cognitive processes, have affective elements.  

The difference between attitude theory and the schema concept is that attitudes are 

purely affective, whereas the schema concept encompasses the complexity of 

cognition.   

Miller (in Lodge et al. 1991) points out that one of the major problems with the 

concept of attitudes is the assumption of attitude consistency.  It is an inherently 

static model that does not reflect what we see in practice. More fundamentally 

attitude and attribution theories have difficulty in specifying cognitive structure and 

processes whereas the schema concept provides a more sophisticated focus on 

process and internal structure (Fiske and Linville 1980). Further, the theory of 

internalized values and attitudes offers no mechanism for activation of such ‘values’ 

or ‘attitudes’ in everyday behaviours (Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009). 

 … the theory surrounding the “cultural value” construct has little to say about 
how, once the cultural value has been internalized, it becomes activated in ways 
that enable it to affect the self-concepts  and everyday behaviors of the 
individuals who possess it. We would argue, therefore, that the “cultural self-
schema” is a preferable explanatory construct because the theory that surrounds 
this construct does provide a fuller and more complete account of how it 
becomes activated  in ways that enable it to have these effects. (Holloway, 
Waldrip, and Ickes 2009, p. 1025) 

Fiske and Linville (1980) point out that the schema concept is parsimonious in that it 

cuts across a range of social knowledge and the generality of how people process 

information.  It allows for the incorporation of some fundamental assumptions 

regarding human memory, such as: 

• limited and rapidly decaying short-term memory,  

• virtually “unlimited” capacity long-term memory.   

• schemas facilitate storage and retrieval in long-term memory  

• schema provide a recognition function 
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• a distinction between declarative and procedural knowledge 

I would add that the schema concept also explains:  

• stereotyping behaviours   

• generalisation of memory into semantic packages 

• memory misattribution errors (see Kleider et al. 2008) 

• automatic behaviours and heuristics 

Schema as the vehicle for System 1  

I suggest that schemata also provide a cognitive vehicle for the operation of 

Kahneman’s (2011b) System 1. The observed attributes of the schema concept match 

those of System 1.  

• elaboration from limited information  

• coherent and consistent – standpoint consistency 

• limits information brought into awareness 

• ignore inconsistent information 

• expertise and declarative knowledge 

• automatic responses 

• provide heuristics 

• multiple implicit processes 

• autonomy from conscious processing 

• basis for conscious thought 

The schema concept provides a mechanism to explain implicit activation and 

processing.  Schemata provide the vehicle for System 1 and the use of heuristics. 
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Applying schema concept to interviews 

As we saw in Chapter Three, research and evaluation interviews collect verbal 

information in response to questions, stimuli or tasks.  Usually the information 

sought is about the individual’s experiences and memories, views and attitudes or 

intentions and probable behaviour.  We also saw in Chapter Three that what people 

‘Say about’ phenomena, including their expressed attitudes and views, is often 

different from what they ‘Do’.  The difference is consistent with the distinction 

between procedural and declarative knowledge (Huesmann 1998; Rutherford 2005; 

Andrade 2005; Wen 2015). 

Verbal behaviour  

The distinction between procedural knowledge and declarative knowledge raises the 

question of how the different types of knowledge might be expressed in verbal 

behaviour such as an interview.  In Chapter Three, I briefly discussed the argument 

that verbal behaviour is one form of behaviour amongst others (Jenkins et al. 2010).  

It is not simply the expression of some static cognitive state such as memory or 

attitude but it is constructed in context, often to achieve some specific end, such as 

teaching Briggs how to become a member of the Mexicano community (Briggs 

1986). 

The production of verbal behaviour is largely implicit and uses procedural 

knowledge about ‘How’ to speak (Gaskell 2005). The content of verbal behaviour is 

more complex.  There are clearly implicit elements in content as revealed by 

mistakes such as slips of the tongue, ‘blurting out’ tactless remarks, inappropriate 

language, and so on (Gaskell 2005). Many such mistakes are prevented by 

monitoring and audience design processes (Gaskell 2005).   Some of the monitoring 

and audience design processes are implicit but some may be under conscious control 

(Gaskell 2005). Nevertheless, our own experience of language mistakes and 

conversations suggests that the content of verbal language probably ranges over a 

continuum from automatic, expressive responses to thoughtful, considered 

(ruminative) behaviour.   
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So verbal behaviour in an interview may have both implicit and explicit elements.  

At one extreme, some elicitation tasks, e.g. word association, target automatic verbal 

behaviour. Logically, automatic verbal responses may be either: 

• an expression of procedural knowledge based on a schema activated by the 

current task or activity; or 

• an expression of the declarative knowledge available within the activated 

schemata (including those activated by association with the dominant 

schema) 

On the other hand, ruminative behaviour treats knowledge as an object to be 

manipulated or computed.  By default it is always knowledge ‘About’ the subject of 

the verbal behaviour, or declarative knowledge.  Even if the subject of discussion is 

procedural, the knowledge brought into consciousness is inherently knowledge 

‘About’ the procedure rather than procedural knowledge.  Even if there was no 

declarative knowledge before the process was raised for conscious attention, the fact 

of ‘thinking about’ it constructs it as declarative knowledge in conscious awareness.  

Thinking ‘About’ procedures can interfere with the automatic expression of them.  I 

am reminded of the, probably apocryphal, story about Bobby Charlton (top goal 

scorer for Manchester United and England) being asked what he does when he scores 

a goal.  In the story, once he stopped to think about it he was unable to score a goal 

for the next month.  

Schema and research interviews 

The discussion above in this Chapter has major implications for evaluation and 

research interviews. Some of which is not new.  First, the discussion suggests that 

answers to questions, including survey responses, are based on schemata 

… research conducted by Bishop, Tuchfarber, and Oldenik … suggests that 
responses to survey items about which the respondent has relevant general 
knowledge may be determined by guess-work based on schemata or scripts 
rather the retrieval of specific information that may also be available. 
(Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987, p. 22)  

Second, an interview is a conversation (Merriam 1988; Minichiello et al. 1990; 

Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Kvale 1996; Schostak 2006; James and 
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Busher 2009) albeit a special kind of ‘directed’ conversation (Briggs 1986; Keats 

1993; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Moore 2004). Even an on-line survey 

or a mail survey constitute an interaction though mediated by the medium (James 

and Busher 2009; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996) 

Third, the answers given in an interview are constructed through interaction between 

the two interlocutors; based on their, possibly different, definitions of the situation; 

which in turn influence which schemata are activated and inform the interaction. 

The respondents’ and interviewers’ stock of knowledge and their definitions of 
the situation will determine their mutual reaction to the questions posed.  The 
relevancies not related to the substance of the interview per se [stress in original] 
will also determine the amount of extra interview bias or error which exists.’ 
(Cicourel 1964, pp. 79-80)  

In other words the nature of the participant’s task and the context created within the 

task has a significant effect on responses (Bradburn in Schwarz 1987; Strack and 

Martin 1987). 

The interview context is inherently separate from ordinary day-to-day experiences, 

even when there is an established social relationship between practitioner and 

informant (e.g. Briggs 1986; Garton and Copland 2010). It often occurs in special 

settings and the expectations are different (cf. Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 

1996). The objectives of ‘evaluation’ or ‘research’ give the interview its own ‘frame’ 

(Goffman 1975) or context, which may or may not relate to the stated research 

objectives. The ‘interview’ frame has its own logic just as going to the theatre, or a 

sporting match, or a ritual all have their own logic (see Kapferer 1979; 

Csikszentmihalyi 1975; Csikszentmihalyi and Bennet 1971).  The evaluation or 

research interview constitute what Derry (1996) called  a cognitive field, a generic 

understanding of the situation. However, as Briggs’ (1986) experience shows, it is 

not necessarily the understanding anticipated by the practitioner.  The understandings 

are different for different types of interview and different interview techniques.  I 

will explore two broad categories of interview techniques: direct questions (in-depth 

interviews, questionnaires, etc.) and elicitation techniques.  
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Direct questions 

Direct questions add schema elements to the cognitive field and may construct or 

activate general mental models.  A direct question is a demand on the participant to 

‘Say About’ phenomena. It demands a verbal expression of declarative knowledge.  

As we saw above (Verbal behaviour), such an expression may tap into implicit 

knowledge or it may be mediated by, or even generated by, ruminative conscious 

processes. 

A research interview also appears to create a strong perception from participants that 

they ‘ought’ to give conscious consideration to the questions and search memory for 

events and attitudes to inform their answers. Sometimes the practitioners have 

implicit, if not explicit, expectations that the participant will give conscious 

consideration to the questions.119 

However, the cognitive events following a direct question may be rather different. A 

direct question always involves extensive, multiple implicit processing (Kahneman 

2011b).  A ‘mental shotgun’ is fired, multiple schemata are activated and interact 

with each other (Norman and Shallice 1986). Each question triggers a range of 

schema by association, memory objects in Derry’s (1996) model, and links some of 

those memory objects into a mental model (Derry 1996). It is not clear if there are 

multiple implicit mental models or not but I suggest, following Huesmann (1998) 

and Norman and Shallice (1986), that one mental model becomes dominant and 

forms a mental landscape that informs subsequent activations of schemata and leads 

to ‘priming’ of answers.  The dominant mental model is composed of knowledge that 

is linked together by association.  It is internally consistent and resists the expression 

of inconsistent information. Elements of that mental model are brought into 

conscious awareness and may then be expressed verbally as implicit declarative 

knowledge; or subjected to conscious consideration and rumination before being 

expressed verbally or being unexpressed.     

                                                
119

  Some practitioners may ask participants to respond without considering their answers but 
there is no evidence that doing so actually changes the participant’s expectations that they 
‘ought’ to give ruminative consideration to the answers. 
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Furthermore, the requested information may be simply unavailable.  For example, 

people do not always have declarative knowledge about practice, hence Briggs’ 

difficulty drawing information about carving from the Mexicano community (Briggs 

1986): and the difficulties professionals have incorporating explicit knowledge into 

their practice (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003).  The difficulties are not restricted to 

procedural knowledge.  Much of the research into survey responses demonstrates 

that the availability of information is strongly dependent on the context (see Bryan et 

al. 2009; Schwarz and Hippler 1987; Tourangeau 1987; Tourangeau and Yan 2007) 

and cognitive demands for standpoint consistency (Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 

2008; Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996). 

A key characteristic of direct questions in a research or evaluation interview is that 

the context infers, “This conversation is about you, the participant: your experiences, 

your views, your intentions, your judgement.”  Asking a question in an evaluation or 

research interview asks the participants to talk about themselves.  It is a request for 

declarative knowledge about the participant. The participant’s self becomes an object 

for consideration and discussion by the participants as well as the practitioner. Direct 

questions engage Mead (1913) objective ‘Me’.120  It is not surprising that responses 

have elements of self-presentation; self-presentation is inherent in the nature of the 

task. The attributes of the ‘Me’ constructed for the direct questions probably depend 

on the cognitive field that is activated.  In most cases, one would expect the ‘self’ 

constructed for an interview to include ‘Me as a source of data about my 

experiences, views and intentions.’  

However, the attributes of ‘Me’ in interviews are varied (see Kvale 1996; Onyx and 

Small 2001; Schostak 2006; O’Dell et al. 2012).  For example, in Schwarz and 

Hippler’s (1987) study on scales,121 the student participants each placed themselves 

within a social field relative to others.  The social location appears to have occurred 

implicitly on the basis of a schema that was primed by answers to previous 

questions. For the student participants, ‘Me’ was also ‘Me compared to others like 

me.’  For Briggs’ (1986) informants, ‘Me’ was a ‘teacher/master.’ ‘Me’ is 
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  See discussion on Self-schemata and Self-concepts above. 
121

  See discussion in Chapter Three. 
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knowledge about self that is activated for the current context and made available for 

expression in conscious mental processes or in verbal behaviour. Each ‘Me’ is a self-

schema that contributes to the mental landscape responding to the context of direct 

questions.   

In summary, I suggest that asking direct questions generates a range of declarative 

schemata, including self-schemata, that interact together to develop the mental model 

that dominates cognition in the process of answering.   If so, then the presence of a 

self-schema in that mental model means that self-presentation is inherent in the 

answers developed. There is potential for the activated ‘Me’ to be brought into 

conscious awareness, the ‘workspace,’ and manipulated or expressed but it need not. 

The activated ‘Me’ is an implicit concept that informs cognitive awareness and 

influences the expression of declarative knowledge.  

Elicitation techniques 

Elicitation techniques in evaluation and research differ from direct questions in that 

the starting point for participants is a request to ‘Do.’ They are presented with a task 

for which they have only impoverished information (Rutherford 2005; Hastie 1987; 

Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Donoghue 2000).  The task may be very simple, such 

as: fill in the missing information, or it may involve completing a story, as in a 

completion vignette. In each technique the time available for the task is limited and 

insufficient for conscious consideration of all aspects of the task.  For example, 

participants are asked to respond immediately to word association tasks.  More time 

is available for tasks such as completing a story but nowhere near enough for the 

participant to consciously develop the details required for the story. 

The combination of task and time constraints disrupts any expectation of conscious 

considered, cognition.   Instead it emphasises implicit knowledge and ‘recognition’ 

processes to complete the task (McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Kay, 

Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008).  Hence elicitation techniques reveal information 

relating to automatic behaviours (McClelland, Koestner, and Weinberger 1989); and 

to modes of perception that operate implicitly and without conscious awareness (e.g. 

Jenkins et al. 2010). 
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The starting point of all elicitation techniques is the task. In the first instance the 

participants are not asked to ‘Say About’ the subject of inquiry or themselves: but to 

act, to ‘Do.’ The extent to which the task informs the overall responses varies.  In 

many of the expressive techniques, such as picture drawing, the task of drawing the 

picture takes significant time and afterwards participants are asked to elaborate, to 

talk about the drawing (not their experiences). In completion vignettes, completing 

the story may also take some time and again any subsequent elaboration in the 

interview is about the story.  In TAT the initial response may be the choice of picture 

which is relatively quick and then to talk about the person or object chosen. 

I expect that the task might activate procedural schemata which shape the 

participant’s initial response, the drawing, choice of picture, or story: and that 

response may reveal some aspect of the understandings contained in the procedural 

schemata about the subject of study. The more sophisticated schema models (e.g. 

Norman and Shallice 1986; Huesmann 1998) suggest that activated procedural 

schemata will influence subsequent cognition. The extent of procedural work varies 

with the technique and its application so it may be that the influence of the 

procedural schemata varies with the technique and its application. 

The elaboration phase of elicitation techniques captures declarative knowledge.  

Much of that knowledge appears to be produced without much, if any, conscious 

elaboration and is probably mostly implicit knowledge. However, it is explicitly 

knowledge about the product of the elicitation task:  the completed story, the 

drawing, or the choice of picture.  The method eschews knowledge about specific 

phenomena, or attitudes, or perspective that are not expressed in the task.  The 

‘knowledge’ sought from participants is inherently, generic declaratory knowledge 

about the subject of the elicitation. Participants may refer to themselves in the 

elaboration phase but they often locate themselves in a generalised description of the 

subject of elicitation (e.g. Lord, Roberts, and Redway 1994). While there may be 

some specific declarative knowledge expressed in the elaboration phase, much of the 

knowledge is generic.  

The implications of eliciting generic knowledge are not established.  The generalised 

nature of the information may mean that such a schema is more likely to inform 
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responses in other contexts.  However, as we saw above, the activation of the schema 

depends on its salience in the specific context so the knowledge activated through the 

elicitation technique may not be frequently activated.122 A second consequence of the 

generalised nature of the knowledge elicited is that details and specificity are lost.  It 

is possible that sometimes participants may find that a generalised understanding is 

not be particularly useful in most of their everyday practice. A third consequence of 

eliciting generic knowledge is that it need not be specific to the participant’s 

experiences.   

The objective ‘Me’ may be present in elicitation techniques but I suggest it is not 

central to elicitation in the same way as it is in direct questions.  If so, one might 

expect that self-presentation is less likely to be a factor in elicitation techniques than 

in direct questions.  Indeed, the automatic expression of knowledge is thought to 

leave little room for self-presentation (Moser 2000; Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; 

Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009).  Elicitation techniques target automatic 

behaviours and so reduce the opportunities for self-presentation. Indeed some 

elicitation techniques are designed to minimise the influence of ‘Me’ by encouraging 

the participant to speak about ‘Others’ (e.g. Jenkins et al. 2010).  I have seen little 

experimental evidence in the social sciences literature for reduced self-presentation 

in elicitation.  Most of the evidence comes from practitioners’ observations about 

apparent lack of self-presentation in the data elicited for evaluation and research 

projects (Moser 2000; Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 

2009).  However, there is evidence from clinical psychology that some techniques 

reveal information about self and motivations that are not mediated by explicit 

conceptions of self (McClelland, Koestner, and Weinberger 1989; Lilienfeld, Wood, 

and Garb 2000; Schultheiss et al. 2009).  

It is not clear why, or how elicitation techniques might reduce self-presentation.  The 

possibilities include:   

• the activation of self-schemata is reduced and the unmediated self, Mead’s 

(1913) ‘I’, responds to the task 

                                                
122

  See below for a discussion on salience issues. 
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• the self-schemata activated are different in kind from those activated in direct 

questions, they are more procedural, of  the kind ‘This is how I do things’;  

there is still an objective ‘Me’ implicit in the schema but it is muted 

• the influence of self-schemata is lessened when procedural schemata 

predominate.   

The impact of the task or procedural schemata may be crucial. Csikszentmihalyi’s 

(1975) work on flow and intrinsically rewarding experiences suggests that absorbing 

tasks, games and other specialised activity with limited degrees of freedom create a 

frame of reference that has the potential to limit interference from external sources.  

Such frames of reference permit experiences to ‘flow’ with little regard for self or 

self-presentation. It may be that in such situations, procedural schemata predominate, 

that ‘Doing’ becomes the principal focus of the individual. It is possible that 

elicitation tasks share some of the characteristics of ‘flow’ engendering activities; 

and as such may offer some explanation for reductions of self-presentation in 

elicitation. 

Further research is needed to:  

• assess the sketchy ideas outlined above for the cognitive processes operating 

under both direct questions and elicitation  

• establish what mechanisms operate to reduce self-presentation in elicitation 

techniques. 

Eliciting useful schemata 

Underlying the discussion above has been the notion that the research or evaluation 

interview is different from the practitioner’s subject of inquiry.  A second thread has 

been the recognition similar cues might activate different schemata.  We also need to 

recognise that the interview context is very different from the phenomenon being 

studied. In other words, practitioners cannot assume that the participant’s schemata 

in the evaluation or research interview match the schemata they use in the ‘real 

world.’  
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It raises the question, are the schemata dominant in the interview useful 

representations of behaviours, understandings and experiences of the participants?  

The schemata in interviews cannot be perfect representations of those present in the 

subject of inquiry because the contexts are inherently very different (Jenkins et al. 

2010): and there is too much variability in the activation of schemata.  Even identical 

questions in different surveys may generate different answers from the same 

individual (Tourangeau 1987; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996).   

Nevertheless we do exhibit patterns of behaviour and experience.123 For each 

individual, some behaviours are more frequent than others (Huesmann 1998).  In 

other words, some schemata are activated more often in everyday situations than 

others. The task for practitioners then is to create an interview context in which the 

activated schemata are similar to the majority of the schemata activated in the 

situation being investigated. Both Breivik and Supphellen (2003) and Jenkins et al. 

(2010) argue that the closer the stimulus matches the subject of inquiry, or  ‘situation 

of action,’ the more likely it is that the answers provided by participants offer 

insights into the perspectives of participants.  If valid, the principle should apply 

across different interview types including direct questions in surveys.  I argued in 

Chapter Three, that direct questions appear to be most efficacious in situations such 

as voting intentions when:  

• the questions ask about behaviours that use or express declarative knowledge 

similar to the task of completing a questionnaire 

• the self-presentation agenda are likely to be similar .   

Elicitation techniques on the other hand tap into implicit knowledge.  The cues that 

activate the schemata are critical. If the elicitation technique does not match the 

situation and cues triggered in the every day activities, or if the story in the vignette 

is too far outside the experience of the participants, it will probably not generate 

useful information (Jenkins et al. 2010).  Similarly, if the elicitation technique itself 

does not match the knowledge being sought, it is unlikely to predict future 

behaviours (Breivik and Supphellen 2003). 

                                                
123

  See Behavioural and attitudinal preferences above 
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Practitioners face a challenge to identify the broad characteristics of the schemata 

that are most likely to be pertinent to the subject of inquiry; and to design interviews 

that are best able to trigger schemata similar to those active in the subject of inquiry.  

A related challenge is to develop analyses that go beyond simply reporting what 

people say as evidence about behaviours or perspectives. Practitioners may wish to 

identify the schemata used to respond to interview stimuli and questions and assess 

the relevance and implications for the subject of inquiry. 

Practitioners must recognise the limitations of the data.  Even in everyday situations, 

I will activate different schemata depending on context, mood and so on.  For each 

individual, the schemata activated in any specific ‘situation of action’ will vary from 

occasion to occasion and situation to situation (Huesmann 1998). Some people 

activate aggressive schemata in more situations than others (Huesmann and Guerra 

1997; Huesmann 1998) but in other similar situations they may not be aggressive.  

The activation of schemata is only predictable at the level of frequencies.  People 

have patterns of schema activation but they are not fixed responses.  Instead people’s 

behaviour patterns have the character of preferences as described by Jung (see Myers 

1987). Even if the elicitation taps into a schema very similar to the most prevalent 

schema in the situation of action, it will not accurately predict the perspectives used 

in every ‘situation of action.’  
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CHAPTER SEVEN  

FIELDWORK 

The fieldwork for this thesis is a preliminary exploration to test the conceptual value 

of considering the role of schemata in explaining how elicitation techniques work 

and hence how we might improve our interview methods.  The research methods are 

detailed in Chapter Two but I present a brief summary to refresh the reader’s 

memory before discussing the results.  

Practitioner Interviews  

The first, minor and very preliminary, stage in the research was to interview three 

market researchers who use elicitation techniques.  

The three practitioners reported using a range of elicitation techniques including: 

‘Walk me through the ideal service scenario,’  ‘Story telling,’ ‘Picture drawing,’ 

‘Write a love letter to senior management,’ ‘TAT.’  They all reported that elicitation 

techniques were better than direct questions in obtaining information about people’s 

preferences and behaviours and especially good at uncovering ‘why’ people react in 

particular ways.  Two of the practitioners cited the effectiveness of advertising 

campaigns as a measure of the efficacy of elicitation techniques.  Both argued that 

their experience showed that campaigns that did not use insights from elicitation 

techniques were less successful than those that did.  

I showed in Chapter 4 there is some support in the literature for the efficacy of 

elicitation techniques (Bech-Larsen and Nielsen 1999; Boddy 2008; Breivik and 

Supphellen 2003; Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000). However, I have been unable to 

find any systematic studies to support the contentions of the practitioners. 

Elicitation 

The second and major stage of the fieldwork involved testing the idea that schemata 

may influence a person’s response to elicitation techniques.  The main research was 

designed to answer four questions: Did each participant have a schema?  Where did 

the schemata come from? What were the schemata? How did each schema inform 

the participant’s response? 



 

182 

Eight experienced evaluators were individually interviewed using TAT as an 

elicitation technique.  The initial interview was video recorded and played back to 

the participant.  During the replay either the participant or I could stop the video and 

discuss her or his thinking at those points in the initial interview. 

Initial interview 

The simulated research question for the initial interview was to identify the 

characteristics of good and bad users or commissioners of evaluations. For each 

participant, I laid out in random order an array of 15 photographs presenting head 

and shoulder or torso and head of different individuals.  Participants were asked to 

identify two photographs, one who was the ‘best’ user or commissioner of an 

evaluation and the other, the ‘least likely to use the evaluation intelligently’ or the 

‘worst’ client user.124  The time it took me to complete laying out the cards and 

explaining the selection task varied depending on what questions the participants 

asked.  The range was from 30 seconds to 1 minute 37 seconds. 

In the second stage of the initial interview I asked participants to elaborate on the 

attributes of the person depicted in the photographs they had selected.  

Selection of photographs 

Table 3 shows the choices of photographs made by participants. Table 4 shows the 

frequency counts for each choice, sorted with the most frequent choices first. Nine 

photographs were chosen as representing either ‘best’ or ‘worst’ client while six of 

the photographs were not selected by any of the participants.  Of the nine selected 

photographs, three photographs (#1, #2, #3) were selected by different people as 

representing both the ‘best’ and the ‘worst’ clients. Three others were selected as 

‘worst’ client only and another three were selected as ‘best’ client only. 

The strongest agreement on a photograph was photograph #11 which was chosen by 

three participants as representing the ‘best’ client.  Followed by photograph # 15, 

which was chosen by 2 participants as the ‘worst’ client.  

                                                
124

  The concepts of “‘best’ or ‘worst’ user or commissioner of an evaluation” is rather 
clumsy. For the rest of this thesis I will refer to the two categories as “best client” or 
“worst client.” 
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Table 3:  Choices of Photographs by Participants125 

Participant Best Worst 
AA080AX ‘Steve’ 6 2 
AA080AY ‘Kate’ 11 10 
AA08A0X ‘Linda’ 4 15 

AA08ASX ‘Donald’ 3 15 
AA08A6X ‘Frank’ 1 2 
AA08A6Y ‘Jack’ 2 3 

AAA2A2X ‘Helen’ 11 13 
A202A4X ‘Brian’ 11 1 

 

Table 4: Frequency of Photograph Choice (sorted by frequency) 

Photograph Number Best Worst Total 
2 1 2 3 

11 3 0 3 
1 1 1 2 
3 1 1 2 

15 0 2 2 
4 1 0 1 
6 1 0 1 

10 0 1 1 
13 0 1 1 
5 0 0 0 
7 0 0 0 
8 0 0 0 
9 0 0 0 

12 0 0 0 
14 0 0 0 

 

However, there was very little agreement about which photographs signified that the 

person depicted fell into which category. Views about photograph #3 were especially 

divergent.  Donald rated it the ‘best’ client, Jack rated it ‘worst’ client, Linda 

dismissed it as “a waste of time” and Frank initially identified it (almost 

instantaneously) as ‘worst’ client but changed his selection because he had chosen a 

man as ‘best’ client and wanted to be ‘objective.’  Photograph #2 also was the 

subject of divided opinions.  It was the ‘best’ client for Jack and the ‘worst’ client for 

Steve and Frank.  Similarly, photograph #1 was chosen as the ‘best’ client by Frank 

and the ‘worst’ client by Brian.   

                                                
125

  The names used for participants are pseudonyms. 
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Selection Process 

The selection process varied. Jack asked me if I wanted him to think out loud during 

the selection process and I agreed to him doing so.126 He then used a very explicit 

process developing criteria for the selections. It took Jack some time to work through 

the process.  Selecting the first photograph took him 3 minutes 55 second from the 

time I had completed both laying out the photographs and explaining the task (04:42 

from when I started).127  It took another 1 minute 29 seconds for him to select the 

second photograph.   

Table 5:  Elapsed time (mm:ss) to select photographs (sorted from lest to most) 

Participant Elapsed time to 
first photograph 

Elapsed time to 
second 
photograph 

Total time 

AAA2A2X ‘Helen’! 00:05! 00:05! 00:10!

A202A4X ‘Brian’! 00:04! 00:29! 00:33!

AA080AY ‘Kate’! 00:28! 00:07! 00:35!
AA080AX ‘Steve’! 00:37! 00:00! 00:37!

AA08A0X ‘Linda’! 00:19! 00:27! 00:46!

AA08A6X ‘Frank’! 00:07! 00:41! 00:48!
AA08ASX ‘Donald’! 00:58! 00:19! 01:17!

AA08A6Y ‘Jack’! 03:55! 01:29! 05:24!

 

While I had not asked for a think out loud approach, Jack’s use of the approach 

provided some insight into his selection process that were not available in the same 

way from the other participants. However, it also made Jack’s process much more 

explicit and less likely to reveal implicit knowledge.  

                                                
126

  See the discussion in Chapter Two on using ‘talk aloud’ methods or verbal protocols 
(Beatty and Willis 2007; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Willis 1999). 

127
  The participants could see the photographs being laid out before I completed the 

explanation of the task. They probably started making judgements about the photographs 
as they saw them. However, until the participants understood the task and could see all of 
the photographs, they could not relate any judgements to the task.  Furthermore, their 
attention was divided between the photographs and me. Frank, for whom the explanation 
took the longest, spent much of that time looking at me and not at the photographs. I have 
therefore, used the elapsed time from completion of the layout and explanation as the 
basis for comparison of selection times. 
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The other seven participants said little during the selection process and they were 

able to make the selections much faster than Jack.  I will show below that in the 

selection process, they also engaged in significant conscious thinking that was not 

focused on selecting the photographs. For the other seven participants, the mean time 

to select the first photograph was 23 seconds.  The mean time between selecting the 

first and second photograph was 18 seconds: giving a mean time of 41 seconds to 

choose both photographs. The range of elapsed times for participants, other than 

Jack, to select the first photographs ranged from 5 seconds to 58 seconds.  The range 

of selection times for both photographs was from 10 seconds to 1 minute 17 seconds. 

As I will show, the participants used very different processes for the selection. 

Vocalised selection process 

Jack started his think aloud process (or concurrent verbal protocol)128 by saying 

“smiley faces might be one criterion” (aa08a6y:a0:2:0).  The ‘smiley face’ criterion 

developed during the process into “happy people” (aa08a6y:a0:4:37); and “those 

who are specifically pondering” (aa08a6y:a0:4:0).  Jack then combined those two 

into a category of “happy ponderers” (aa08a6y:a0:4:56) leaving him with a small 

group of photographs.129 He then, 20 seconds later, selected one of the small group in 

a fairly quick and decisive movement (aa08a6y:a0:5:16). 

Jack’s criteria for the ‘worst’ client developed in opposition to ‘happy people’.  Early 

in the sorting process for ‘happy people’, he classified some photographs as being 

unhappy and grouped them separately from the ‘happy people.’  After selecting the 

‘best’ client he classified some photographs as either ‘confused,’ ‘worried,’ ‘sad,’ 

‘stressed,’ ‘didactic,’ ‘overacting’ or ‘angry.’  He reduced this group to 4 

photographs and then chose one, which he described as  

She looks to be overacting and stressed out and may not be able to implement 
anything, so her (aa08a6y:a0:6:45).130 

                                                
128

  See discussion in Chapter Two. 
129

  The video does not show how many photographs were in the group. 
130

  Most of the participants referred to the photographs as ‘she’ or ‘he’.  This is precisely 
what I asked them to do but I wish to be clear that they were not people but photographs. 
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In summary, the process used by Jack involved: 

• the development of ideas about the characteristics131 of ‘best’ or ‘worst’ 

clients 

• identification of attributes of each ‘persona’ from the photograph (based on 

understandings about how such attributes might be expressed in a 

photograph) 

• comparing the identified attributes in each photograph against the criteria 

(and modifying the criteria as he did so). 

These processes did not occur serially but in a more cyclical fashion.  Jack reported 

identifying attributes from the photographs and comparing them to his tentative 

criteria 1 minute and 22 seconds in to the process. It took another 2 minutes 13 

seconds to finalise his criteria for ‘best’ client before finally making the first 

selection. 

The elements of the selection process outlined above were generally explicit using 

largely explicit criteria about what constitutes ‘best’ or ‘worst’ client. Nevertheless, 

there were implicit elements in Jack’s selection process; elements that he had not 

consciously considered during the selection.  Later in the initial interview Jack 

reported additional criteria that he had not mentioned before.  He saw the ‘best’ 

client as someone who was open, a thinker, confident and able to accept new and 

challenging information (aa08a6y:a0:7:25).  After he had selected the photograph, 

Jack explained that when he looked more closely at the photograph he could see that 

‘he’ was looking into the distance: and that led him to believe ‘he’ was a thinker. In 

the debrief interview Jack reported that ‘confidence’ was the key factor that led him 

to select the photograph. Jack also expanded further on the association between 

‘best’ client and ‘openness’ saying he had a personal, but not articulated theory that  

                                                                                                                                     
I have tried to avoid using that terminology for the photographs except where I am 
quoting the participants: and when I do, I put the in quotation marks ‘he’ or ‘she’.  

131
  I will use the term ‘characteristics’ when referring to aspects of a typifications such as 

‘best’ or ‘worst’ client: and ‘attributes’ when referring to the inferences made about 
people depicted in the photographs.  
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… stress or busyness will lead to difficulty in incorporating new information or 
acting on it. (aa08a6y:b0:48:46) 

And conversely that ‘happy ponderers’  

… are willing to accept information and deal with it.  Put some emotional effort 
into accepting that they may have been wrong before.   (aa08a6y:b0:49:30) 

The explicit criteria he used appear to be based on his unarticulated, hence implicit, 

personal theory about the effects of stress and other implicit understandings that 

informed: 

• his interpretation of the emotional status of individuals from the photographs  

• and how such emotions affected a person’s ability to test their assumptions 

and be open to changing the way they do things.  

Later in the interview, Jack was asked to elaborate on the attributes of the persons 

depicted in the photograph. He elaborated a little bit about how the person might 

behave: The person depicted in photograph #2 was described as reasonably open and 

able to accept new positions, someone who would think about an evaluation report 

and “take action as appropriate” (aa08a6y:a0:9:26).  The person depicted in 

photograph #3 was described as having an attitude of, “I’ve got enough problems in 

my life right now.  I just don’t want to know about it.” (aa08a6y:a0:10:20).  Jack 

refused to take the elaboration very far, saying we have no content for such 

extrapolations.    

While Jack reported that he was not good at reading faces and resisted taking his 

interpretations too far, he had no difficulty at all ascribing attributes, such as ‘happy,’ 

‘ponderer’ or ‘didactic,’ to the persons depicted in the photographs.  He would pick 

up a photograph and ascribe attributes almost immediately. The concurrent verbal 

protocol appeared to encourage an overtly explicit process but it was nevertheless 

based on implicit understandings.  Jack’s selection processes are consistent with 

Kahneman’s (2011b) description of the implicit knowledge we all have about facial 

and postural gesture.  
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There are some methodological issues arising from Jack’s example. In the ‘think-

alouds’ Jack did not refer to the processes he used to make the implicit judgements 

about ‘happy’, ‘ponderer’ and so on.  He did not even describe the attributes that led 

him to assign those characteristics until pressed to do so in the debrief interview (see 

below). He appeared to treat such judgements as taken-for-granted knowledge and 

was unaware of the processing that led to such judgements.  Jack’s process is 

consistent with Nisbett and Wilson’s (1977) argument that verbal protocols do not 

reveal all of the cognitive processes. Verbal protocols reveal some descriptions of 

explicit cognitive processes (Ericsson and Simon 1980; Petitmengin 2006; Beatty 

and Willis 2007).  However, it is clear that there are many levels of implicit detail 

that are not easily accessible to the participant from verbal protocols alone.  An 

exception may be for participants who undergo the extensive training process 

described by Petitmengin (2006). Verbal protocols in research interviews can reveal 

explicit thinking by participants but are insufficient to reveal much of the implicit 

processes.  I was only able to infer such implicit processes from external observation 

and, as we shall see below, from techniques, such as category instance generation, 

designed to elicit implicit knowledge. 

A second point to note is that, while Jack used implicit schemata to inform his 

judgements, we do not know if he would have used different schemata if he had not 

offered to ‘think-aloud’ during the selection.   

Jack’s example also highlights the possibility that not all participants will respond 

implicitly to elicitation tasks.  Some participants will wish to respond using explicit 

processes and practitioners may need to consider ways to manage which processes 

are used. 

Unvocalised selection processes 

The other seven participants said little during the selection process and nothing about 

the criteria they used to make selections.  Three of the participants (Helen, Brian and 

Kate) said nothing from the time they clarified the task to the selection of the second 

photograph, except to indicate which photograph they had selected. Linda, Donald 

and Frank made some comments to me, principally about the difficulty of making a 

selection.  Steve fell somewhere in between. His only words before making his 
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selections were the repetition quietly (possibly to himself) of the phrase ‘Best use 

and least use’.  

The extent of verbalisation during the selection process appears to be inversely 

related to the speed with which participants made their selections (see Table 5 

above). The fastest to select both photographs was Helen (10 sec) followed by Brian 

(33sec), Kate (35 sec). Steve, whose verbalisation was extremely brief, quiet and not 

addressed to me, was next (37 sec) and he selected both photographs at the same 

time. Linda, Frank and Donald talked more through the process (but not about the 

selections, see below) and took slightly longer.132   

Steve 

Steve was different from the other participants in that he had a pre-formed mental 

model (Derry 1996), or propositional construct (Nakamura, Kleiber, and Kim 1992) 

of the characteristics of a good commissioner and user of evaluations. Steve 

described the model as having been explicitly constructed in the past (see below): 

and that he had applied that mental model as a frame of reference to help him make 

the selections. He applied the frame of reference to the photographs, which he saw as 

examples of generic types of government employees.   

In the interviews I had understood Steve to say that the comparison of those types to 

his mental model had been explicit. In other words, I thought he was saying that he 

went back to each photograph, compared each ‘type’ to his two mental models, and 

then compared types against each other to find the best fit. However, I did not ask 

him if that was the case and now I wonder how much of the mental model was 

brought to awareness in the selection process and how much was implicit. 

Some elements of Steve’s mental model were clearly not part of his awareness in the 

selection process.   Steve reported in the debrief interview that he could see that he 

had implicitly applied understandings about gender to the selection.  So some parts 

of Steve’s mental model were not explicit but nevertheless affected the selection of 

                                                
132

  If such a relationship is found to hold with larger numbers we may want to explore the 
reasons for the relationship.  The extent of verbalisation may be a reflection of the 
difficulty participants had with he task, or it may be that the verbalisation interfered with 
implicit selection processes, or some combination of the two. 
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‘types.’ Other implicit understandings also informed the judgement. Like Jack, Steve 

used his understandings of posture, position and facial gesture to ascribe attributes to 

the person represented in the photographs.  

Some of Steve’s cognition was explicit. He reported explicit thoughts such as:  

I could have been stereotyping them … could have chosen others, a funnier one, 
and made a bit of a statement but I chose more moderate ones, but still business-
like. (aa080axb:3:32) 

There was therefore significant conscious monitoring going on during the selection 

process about the appropriateness of selections rather than comparing the ‘types’ to 

the mental model. Steve picked up both photographs at the same time, 37 seconds 

after I completed the explanation of the task. Even with the conscious monitoring of 

appropriateness, this was significantly quicker than Jack who took 5 minutes and 24 

seconds to make his selections. Even though Jack had the additional task of 

developing his mental model on the fly, the time difference seems to indicate other 

differences in processing. Steve’s selection processes had many implicit elements 

including some aspects of the comparison of the ‘types’ to Steve’s mental models. 

Most of the other six participants relied even more heavily on intuitive and implicit 

processes.   

Helen 

Helen was at the other end of the spectrum to Jack and Steve.  She took less than 10 

seconds to pick up the two photographs and she illustrates many of the intuitive and 

implicit processes used by the other participants. So I will explore her responses in 

some detail as well.  In the debrief interview, Helen reported that while the 

photographs were being laid out she was consciously trying to pre-empt the task and 

she did so by identifying the attributes of the people depicted: making judgements 

about the personality type, gender and “something about employment” 

(aaa2a2xa4:30).  She reported that she made those judgements very quickly and that 

they were very ‘judgemental.’ Much of that thinking was, at best, only partially 

relevant to the actual task. 

Once she understood the task Helen reported that she immediately recognised 

photograph #11 as the ‘best’, “She was an example of a type I knew well.”  
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(aaa2a2x:d50:12) and Helen did not have to think about what ‘she’ was like or how 

‘she’ would behave. The person in the photograph was ‘someone like me’ 

(aaa2a2x:c0:44:26).  Helen’s reported that her recognition of the type was not 

consciously considered. Indeed it would have been very difficult for her to 

consciously compare 16 photographs against a set of criteria and consciously make 

such a decision. In other words it was an implicit process using a schema that was 

very familiar to Helen. 

The selection of the second photograph was also partially implicit but there was at 

the same time some conscious consideration in the choice of the ‘worst’ client. On 

the video, after picking up the first photograph, Helen started to reach out to #2 but 

then her eyes flicked towards #13.  She then looked back and forth and said “Which 

one? But I have to pick one don’t I?” (aaa2a2x:a2:5) before picking up #13.  Helen 

reported that she had an immediate reaction that photograph #2 was the ‘worst’ client 

and that she had done so before selecting the ‘best’, in other words she had identified 

both #11 and #2 as candidates within five seconds.  But despite the early 

identification of #2, she then chose photograph #13 instead, again within five 

seconds.  In the debrief interview she reported that two photographs were both 

candidates for ‘worst’ client but represented a spectrum of ‘worst’ types.  

Rapid identification 

The processes used by the other five participants had many of the elements 

illustrated by Helen.  It appears as if much of the actual selection of photographs was 

implicit, rather than explicit, except of course for Jack. There were three types of 

decision reported: dismissing some photographs, identifying potential candidates for 

selection and selecting the chosen photographs.   

Rapid selection of a photograph 

The selection of some photographs took a little time but five participants (Kate, 

Frank, Helen, Donald, Brian) reported rapid identification of at least one of their 

selected photographs. For example, Linda reported for photograph #4 that she “just 

knew something about her” (aa08a0x:b0:38:42). Brian reported that his judgements 

were visceral, ‘bang, bang, bang’ (a202a4xd:48:11). He selected two photographs 

very quickly but then took some time to decide his choices were correct and pick 
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them up, taking a total of 33 seconds to do so. Similarly, while Donald took longer 

than any one except Jack to select the two photographs, it was because he was 

making and unmaking a flurry of implicit judgements.  He reported that, “In my head 

there was a rush of imagery” (aao8asx:b6:21); and that he was making and 

unmaking judgements, ‘zap, zap, zap’ (aao8asx:b11:23). 

Even when I chose these two, I was still hesitant because the judgements were 
going off like fireworks. (aao8asx:b11:45) 

Rapid dismissal of photographs 

Seven participants reported rapidly dismissing some photographs from consideration 

(Helen, Kate, Linda, Steve, Frank, Brian, Donald). For example, Steve dismissed 

those he considered not business-like; Linda dismissed photograph #3 “as a waste of 

time” because her hands were raised above her head holding her hair; Frank said he 

dismissed those photographs that did not make a strong impression; and Donald 

reported dismissing one photograph because it reminded him of someone who “was a 

real duffer” (aa08asx:b0:7:50). 

Rapid identification of candidates 

Four participants (Helen, Frank, Linda, Kate) reported very rapid identification of 

potential candidates for selection. 

Inferences of rapid identification 

The very rapid identification of some photographs in the categories (the ‘best’ client, 

or not worthy of consideration, or a potential candidate) strongly suggests that 

knowledge structures existed about both the meanings of appearance and posture and 

the characteristics of ‘best’ and ‘worst’ clients.   

Selection difficulties 

However, those whose schemata left them with more than one candidate for such 

categories were then left with the problem of how to chose between candidates. 

Linda, Frank, Steve and Helen reported that they spent some time trying to 

differentiate between candidate photographs.   
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Helen, for example, reported that she ‘agonised’ over the choice between #2 and #13. 

Some participants (Donald, Brian, Helen, Frank) also reported delays in selecting 

photographs because they had difficulty justifying their choices or finding something 

to say about the people depicted in the chosen photographs. Brian reported that he 

spent most of the 33 seconds it took him to pick up the two photographs trying to 

work out what he would say about the two of them (a202a4xd:50:19). In the end, he 

decided to trust that he would be able to talk about them when he needed to do so.  

Donald also reported that he was aware his choice of # 3 would be unusual and he 

had to think how to justify the selection. For some, there was also some difficulty 

making an informed decision (Linda, Brian, Kate, Donald). Linda reported that  

Its hard to know what's actually going through your head and just deciding. 
(aa080ax:a0:1:49)133 

The underlying patterns are: participants identifying photographs that fit the 

categories of ‘best’ or ‘worst’ client but being unable to explain their decisions; or 

participants identifying candidate photographs but then finding it difficult to choose 

between candidates. It appears that several participants found it hard to consciously 

consider criteria for selection of the photographs.  A constant refrain was an echo of 

Jack’s complaint that it was artificial and there was not enough data to make a 

decision. Six of the participants explicitly expressed reservations about being asked 

to make judgements that could only be made by ‘stereotyping’ and treating the 

photographs as people.  The situation, asking participants to make selections given 

very limited information, led to cognitive discomfort. 

Despite the cognitive discomfort, the participants, except for Jack, made rapid 

decisions: and all eight had no difficulty at all in ascribing attributes to the people 

depicted in the photographs.  When we discussed the reasons for the selections, most 

participants (Kate, Helen, Jack, Frank, Donald, Brian) talked about being reminded 

of individuals or types. Other comments were about the cues that led to categorising 

the photographs (see below) or the attributes assigned to the person depicted.  

                                                
133

  Interestingly Linda commented in the debrief interview (aa080ax:b0:13:56) that she had 
not even remembered she had made the comment about not knowing what’s “going 
through  your head.” 
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Conscious processes 

However, apart from Jack and Steve, there were few reports of conscious thinking 

processes. For most participants (Frank, Helen, Brian, Linda, Kate, Donald), it was 

only after the participant had recognised a photograph as a type that they gave 

conscious consideration to other issues. 

I didn't rationalise it until I had begun to separate them [the photographs] out.   
… It was intuitive first and then thoughtful and reflective second. 
(aao8asx:b11:45) 

The reported thought processes were not about how well the photographs met the 

characteristics of the categories. As I showed above, most of the conscious 

processing was about issues such as how difficult the task was (Linda, Donald, 

Brian, Kate); or justifying the selection made (Donald, Brian, Helen, Frank).  There 

was also conscious concern about presentation.  Steve and Frank reported 

consciously considering their selection.  Frank because he had chosen a man for the 

‘best’ client and did not want to nominate a woman for ‘worst:  and Steve had 

considered choosing a ‘funnier one’ and making a statement but opted for more 

moderate choices (aa080axb:3:32).! 

Helen made two decisions and acted on them both within 5 seconds, despite 

‘agonising’ over the choice between #2 and #13.  The reason she gave for selecting 

#13 was that she felt her initial reaction to #2 was “way too prejudiced and way too 

personal a reaction” (aaa2a2xb:5:45).  The basis of her decision related to what she 

considered to be an acceptable response. In other words, Helen monitored her 

implicit responses to the two candidates and made a conscious decision based on her 

notions of what was acceptable behaviour in this context.  She used a social 

acceptability heuristic to help her reach a decision (see Kahneman, Slovic, and 

Tversky 1982).  Helen did not give conscious consideration to which photographs 

most closely met the characteristics of ‘best’ and ‘worst:’ but, like Steve and Frank, 

her conscious consideration was about the social acceptability of the choice. So 

Helen’s conscious thinking in the selection processes was very much about the social 

acceptability of the choice (see discussion on self-presentation below).  



   

 195 

Most of the selection processes described by the participants were the dismissal of 

some photographs, the identification of candidate photographs and the immediate 

selection of some photographs as ‘best’, or ‘worst’ clients. Donald described the 

selection process as like “living a metaphor” (aao8asx:b20:55).  I took him to mean 

that he was relying on associative, implicit understandings. Indeed the selection 

processes described by most participants are characteristic of implicit recognition 

processes of existing schematic knowledge (Ericsson and Simon 1980; Kahneman 

2011a; Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2003; Pike and Edgar 2005; Rutherford 2005).  

Implicit selection? 

Even if the participants attempted to use explicit processes for their selections, it is 

unlikely that any of them except Jack could have done so in the time they used.  Jack 

took 5 minutes and 24 seconds to make his choices and it is doubtful that any explicit 

processing could have been much quicker than that.  

We saw in Chapter Five that people can only explicitly process 4 ‘chunks’ of 

information at any one time (Wen 2015) and that explicit memory fades within 5-6 

seconds unless it is refreshed (Bishop 1987; Hitch 2005; Wen 2015). It is simply not 

possible to attend to all 15 photographs at one time. Explicitly selecting from 15 

photographs requires the strategy Jack used of comparison and categorisation. Such a 

process requires a minimum of 14 comparisons for the selection of the first 

photograph and 13 for the selection of the second.  Each photograph must be 

compared to both another photograph and to the criteria being used.  Even with 

relatively simple criteria, it is unlikely that explicit comparisons could be done in 

much less than 5 seconds per comparison.   Jack took 1 minute 29 seconds to choose 

the second photograph, which is getting close to as fast as an explicit process could 

be.  

The other participants could not have used a solely explicit process for any of their 

selections.  Helen, Frank and Brian made their first selection in less than seven 

seconds. They had had the opportunity to see all the photographs before I started 

timing the selection task, though only very briefly for some photographs. However, 

until I finished explaining the task any judgements they made could only have been 

general ones about the type of individual depicted, rather than judgements specific to 
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the task.  Furthermore, they could not have kept attention on all 15 photographs at 

the same time. They would have had to re-view all the photographs a second time; 

then made their decisions in less than seven seconds (4 seconds for Brian), while also 

undertaking the other explicit thinking they reported.  Donald took longer than any 

one (1:17) except Jack to make both selections and he might conceivably have used 

explicit selection processes.  However, Donald was very clear, see above, that the 

photographs had stimulated a series of very rapid, implicit images and his selections 

were almost entirely implicit processes. Steve was the only one other than Jack to 

report explicit thinking about the selections but he had completed both selections 

within 37 seconds which is rather quick for explicit processing.  In any case, his 

explicit thinking related to monitoring of decisions provided by implicit processing.  

Taken together these data suggest that at least six and possibly seven of the 

participants spent very little time consciously considering which photographs to 

select. The selection processes were largely implicit and based on implicit 

knowledge. The variations in selections times related to conscious processing and 

explicit discussion of other issues such as appropriateness of the choice and 

justifying the choices made. 

Selection stimuli 

After the photographs had been selected, I asked the participants to tell me about the 

person depicted in the photograph.  Usually the participant would pick up one 

photograph, or put their hand on it, and look at it intently.  Six of the participants 

started their descriptions of attributes by referring to one or two details in the 

photograph in front of them.  Kate and Helen continued to refer to specific features 

in the photographs throughout their elaboration of the attributes of the person 

depicted.   The other participants generally stopped referring to details until they had 

finished their initial description.  However, when I pressed the participants for more 

information about the people depicted, five of the participants looked again at the 

photographs, referred to details and then described further attributes of the person 

depicted. I will return to the elaboration processes below but I raised them here 

because I thought I had probably primed the participants to think about those details 

in the selected photographs (see Bishop 1987; Schwarz and Hippler 1987; Sudman, 
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Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Tourangeau 1987) and that priming might have 

affected participant reports about the selection process.   

In the debrief interview after the initial interview, I asked participants about what had 

led them to choose particular photographs. Surprisingly few mentioned the details 

they had just been commenting on.  The participants did refer to details in the 

photographs but for the most part they did so in the same way as they had in the 

initial interview, as a tool for discussion of the attributes of the person depicted 

rather than because such details had informed their selections.  

Most participants (Jack, Donald, Steve, Helen, Linda, Kate, Brian) reported that 

some, or all of their selections were based on an overall impression of the 

photographs and not on specific details. For example, Steve reported that there were 

an array of character traits in each photograph (aa080ax:b0:2:55). We also saw above 

that Jack created a type of ‘happy ponderer’ and he saw that type in photograph #2.  

Jack reported that when he saw the photograph,  

The notion of confidence came to me and I thought that’s it 
(aaa08a6y:b0:22:30).   

Jack did not mention ‘confidence’ as a criterion in his thinking out loud; it came up 

afterwards in his discussion about the selection.  He also did not report any particular 

cues that led him to believe that the photograph depicted confidence. Clearly implicit 

understandings were at play despite his efforts to be systematic and logical in his 

process.   

Individual cues 

Several of the participants did refer to individual details in the photographs as key 

factors in some of their selections. Most of the instances reported related to 

elimination decisions that were not the subject of the priming. As we saw above, 

Linda reported that she dismissed one photograph immediately based on one cue. In 

the discussion about those choices the different participants referred to specific 

elements of the presentations as guiding their rapid identification of photographs. 

Helen reported that dismissing photograph #5 took a little longer than the others 
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because of a perceived inconsistency in the presentation.  She saw an inconsistency 

between two simple cues. ‘She’ had a  

…beautiful smile but her arms were crossed (aaa2a2x:b0:1:54).  

With respect to details contributing to selection, Kate reported that the ‘jacket’ led to 

the selection of photograph #11 as the ‘best’ client and the ‘phone to the ear’ as the 

crucial factor in selecting photograph # 10 in the ‘worst’ category.  However, she 

stated that they were key features in a general impression rather than the prime 

determinants of the choice.   

Only Frank reported in the debrief interview that his selections were principally due 

to one of the features in the photographs. Frank initially reported that his decision to 

select photograph #1 was principally because: 

The eyes were so clear and looking straight at me.  As soon as you put them 
down, those eyes were just the most  … Almost tunnel vision. (aa08a6xb:0:3:51) 

Frank also reported that he selected photograph #2 as the ‘worst’ client because it 

depicted a man looking into the distance.  

Phone to the ear 

One detail that was mentioned by five different participants was the ‘phone to the 

ear’ of the person depicted.  This detail occurred in four separate photographs and 

each of those photographs was selected by one or more participants. Photograph #1 

was selected by Frank as depicting the ‘best’ client and by Brian as the ‘worst’ client. 

The detail of the ‘phone to the ear’ is interesting for two reasons: the interviews 

revealed that participants had different understandings attached to that concept; and 

also that participants were not aware of some of the information that informed their 

selections. There are of course obvious differences in the presentation of the four 

photographs with people holding phones to their ears. Nevertheless, the meanings 

identified for that element of the presentations were diametrically opposed.  The 

initial interpretation of individual cues relied on the varied understandings about 

gestural nuances. 
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For Kate the ‘phone to the ear’ indicated someone who wanted to present as 

indispensible (aa080ay:b0:15:3).   On the other hand, Frank saw the phone to the ear 

(and the neat suit) as secondary support for his selection of photograph #1 as ‘best’ 

evaluation client 

I just think the phone manner too … It oozes professionalism, (aa08a6x: a5:20)  

and again 

The phone, very, to the ear, but in a very attentive, … (aa08a6x:b5:51) 

Clearly then Frank was aware that the detail might be interpreted differently: but it’s 

meaning for him was modified by the way the person depicted was looking at the 

camera. In contrast, Brian selected photograph #1 as the worst but he did not 

articulate any reasons for doing so. Indeed, he reported that it was a gut reaction 

rather than a conscious selection. It may not have had anything to do with the phone. 

Steve, like Frank, saw a photograph with the phone as the ‘best’ client, reporting that 

he chose photograph #6 because ‘she’ was on the phone and it indicated ‘she’ was a 

good communicator. Although Steve did not mention it, photograph # 6, like #1 

portrays a person looking directly at the camera.  A difference is that #6 is a woman 

with a smile on her face. 

Helen’s response to the ‘phone to the ear’ appears to be similar to Kate’s.  However, 

when asked what had led to her selection of photograph # 13, Helen did not mention 

the red phone.  It only came up 35 minutes into the debrief interview when we were 

talking about the elaboration phase of the initial interview. After explaining her 

description of the person depicted she started to question her attribution and then put 

her hand over the bottom part of the photograph. When I asked her to explain why, 

her initial response was to say that she was trying to think of him differently, that she 

wanted to focus just on his face without the things shown in the bottom of the 

photograph (the desk, laptop, mug etc.).  She said 

I don't have a strong reaction to what they might represent but I did want to think 
about him differently.  It was more about that than these particular objects. 
(aaa2a2x:b0:35:0) 
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 Despite saying that it was not about the objects, Helen then made a loud exclamation 

and said 

… get rid of that stupid red phone, it’s a kind of beacon … The red phone has 
been bugging me.  I just realised that’s one of those power games: ‘I am busy’.  
… It’s been bugging me the whole time. (aaa2a2x:b0:35:10) 

Helen’s action of putting her hand on the photograph removed some of the vidual 

cues and reframed the picture for her. The phone was to the ear of the man depicted 

in the photograph and her hand at the bottom of the photograph had not removed it 

from her sight but made the phone standout more.  Her statement that the phone had 

been bugging her the ‘whole time’ suggests that the phone to the ear had informed 

her perception of the photograph.  However, it was only after I queried her action 

and she started to explain it, that she appeared to consciously perceive the detail.  

Helen’s discomfort at this point was not due to explicit thinking but arose from an 

unexpressed, implicit ‘recognition’ of the phone being ‘used’ as a barrier.  The detail 

of the phone to the ear had contributed to her overall impression of the person 

depicted but had not been consciously recognised until she reframed the photograph. 

Overall impression 

The detail of the ‘phone to the ear’ does not appear to have been at the forefront of 

awareness during the selection process. All of the participants who discussed that cue 

reported that their selection of the photographs had been based on an overall 

impression.  Frank was the only person who suggested a single detail influenced his 

selection and it was the ‘eyes’ that did it. Furthermore, when participants did refer to 

details in the photographs, they referred to several details.  Even Frank referred to 

“the suit and the phone” as well as the “eyes.” Helen’s exclamation of surprised 

recognition suggests the detail of the phone may have been one element in the 

overall impression that influenced selection. 

The process of selection appears to have been one of recognition.  As we saw above 

six of the participants reported that the photographs reminded them of other people 

or types of people.  The photograph as a whole triggered memories of people with 

particular characteristics. 
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You look at the person who reminds you of someone you have worked with and 
you think about the characteristics that person embodied that made them easy or 
difficult. (aa080ay:b0:7:45) 

The quote above suggests that the context presented in the photograph was important 

part of the judgements made by participants.  The photograph triggered recognition 

of a type, a schema for that type of person. Helen’s feeling of discomfort about the 

phone appears to have been part an implicit element in the overall gestalt impression 

that led to her seeing the photograph as the ‘worst’ client. 

Elaboration 

The discomfort that six participants expressed about stereotyping (see Selection 

difficulties) was different to Helen’s discomfort about the phone. It was discomfort 

about the difference between their behaviour in making judgements about the people 

depicted in the photograph and values they held about evidence-based judgement. 

Despite the expressed discomfort of six of them, all participants did not hesitate to 

make such judgements and only Jack limited the extent of his judgements.134  

Linda expressed surprise at the judgements she was making. She stated first, that she 

had not had the ideas about the person depicted in the photograph until I asked her to 

elaborate in the initial interview.  Second, 

It did not occur to me before this exercise that I thought this way. 
(aa08a0x:b0:19:33) 

In fact, all except Jack developed rather elaborate pictures of the clients. The 

elaboration of client attributes continued into the debrief interview when we were 

discussing the elaborated descriptions.  As the debrief interview progressed, most of 

the participants continued to expand on the attributes identified in the initial 

interview.  Only Jack restrained himself from doing so. His elaboration was very 

brief and rudimentary as outlined below. 

                                                
134

  See Selection difficulties above. 
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This person is reasonably open, able to accept new positions … [he] may be a 
thinker as well … with a bit of luck he would think about things and take action 
as appropriate.’ (aa08a6y:a0:7:25 – 0:9:50)  

[She has] an attitude… [of] I’ve got enough problems in my life right now.  I 
just don’t want to know about it. … Maybe look for easy things to do.  Go for 
the things she agrees with. (aa08a6y:a0:10:20) 

Jack’s reason for the restricted elaboration was his discomfort with the ‘artificiality’ 

of the process.   He made seven separate comments throughout the interviews about 

his discomfort with the task.  However, he also reported that it was tempting to 

develop the elaborations.  Jack felt that he could get ‘swept away’ possibly in the 

wrong direction 

Once I start to give an attribute to a person I reinforce it …like a drop of water 
going one way down a divide and gather pace and become a river and go to one 
ocean rather than another.  (aa08a6y:b0:0:0) 

Other participants developed much more elaborate attributes for the clients. Typical 

comments included:135 

She's down to earth not so much of a conformist.  Obviously got a University 
education. [pause] Why is that obvious? [question unprompted by me] Don't 
know, just comes across that way.  She's not in a suit-suit so I'm seeing her as 
someone who, if she is in a managerial position, has a pretty hands-on approach 
and:  she is one of the ones who is not looking directly at you; not self-
conscious.  (aaa2a2x:a0:5:20) 

He does not look at the report.  He gushes and then afterwards hands it off to 
another person to look at. (aa08asx:a0:11:45) 

Older men in suits are people I have had to work for and been told what to do 
by. It's a big gender issue. (aaa2a2:b0:7:8) 

Be reliant on some people to give him some recommendation about how to go 
forward with it.  Make decisions based on the Executive summary.  No 
understanding of nuances.  If it makes sense, there is a chance they will do it.  If 

                                                
135  I will describe the attributes in more detail in the section “Category instance generation” 

below. 
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it does not make sense, then it’s all over; they won't read the rationale. 
(a202a4x:a0:5:45) 

Another good thing about her is that she is a member of the professional society 
… It has been a pleasure to work with her.  (aa08ax:a0:8:35) 

Steve pointed out that the fleshed out attributes he described were still relatively 

sketchy. 

[It] could have been … a living cartoon character. (aa080ax:b0:9:37)  

The descriptions the participants came up with were not full descriptions of a person.  

They were instead expressions of typifications, implicit and schematic ideas 

associated with their initial impressions of the photographs (Schütz 1967; Natanson 

1966).  In everyday life, any such understandings about an individual will be 

modified by experience with that individual.136  

I have been proven wrong.  Still feel like that [about the person depicted in the 
photograph] but could be wrong. It's a prejudice. (aaa2a2x:c:48:30) 

The participants clearly typified the person depicted in the photographs (Natanson 

1966; Schuetz 1944; Schutz 1964; Schütz 1967) based on quite extensive declarative 

knowledge about the types they were describing (Rutherford 2005; Huesmann 1998; 

Wen 2015; Derry 1996).  However, the discomfort they felt about doing so suggests 

that they all shared Linda’s surprise at the way they thought when they were asked to 

respond to the photographs.   

There are two points to make about the discomfort at stereotyping.  First, it indicates 

that there was a conflict between a values schema about evidence-informed 

judgements and the schemata they used in the elicitation task for making judgements 

about the people depicted in the photograph.  An initial judgement occurred in the 

selection task.  The elaboration of attributes extended and may have rationalised the 

initial, base judgement. It remained largely consistent with the current standpoint 

(see Bryan et al. 2009; Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008; Halford and Busby 
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  See for example Derry (1996); McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek (2005) 
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2007; Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008; Ridolfo and Schoua-Glusberg 2011) or 

base schema.  It should be noted that the elaboration was very much a matter of 

people ‘Saying about’ the typified client.  As such it is declarative knowledge but it 

is premised on the consequences of procedural knowledge. 

Second, several participants stated that they were unaware that they used this kind of 

thinking; that they typified others on the basis of presentation.  The typifications and 

the elaborations are largely implicit processes below conscious awareness which 

form the basis for the elaboration of attributes. 

Implicit information  

There are three possible explanations for the proliferation of details in the discussion 

of attributes and in the debrief interviews. The elaboration of ideas about the 

individuals depicted in the photographs may have been due to:  

• tapping into activated but still implicit understandings 

• the expression of associated understandings or schemata activated in response 

to the demand for elaboration  

• post-hoc conscious rationalisation.  

All three possibilities may have been present in some or all of the elaboration 

processes.  

Did the participants have schemata? 

The selection process and the descriptions of different types suggest that all of the 

participants did have some schemata for clients and also for the traits represented by 

physical appearance or posture.  

I was not looking for information about appearance or postural schemata but the 

participants all reported some information about such schemata.  It was apparent that 

all of the participants, including Jack, had such schemata; and that they used the 

schemata to interpret the photographs.  The extremes of such schemata, such as a 

very angry face, are probably reasonably consistent between people as Kahneman 
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(2011b) suggests. However, the discussion above suggests that the interpretations of 

less extreme appearance are variable.  

There were also schemas about the characteristics of clients.  Steve had consciously 

constructed types for the ‘best’ and ‘worst’ clients. He reported that they were an 

amalgam rather than specific people. 

Most commissioners of evaluation, particularly in Government, see evaluation 
as meeting their needs as program managers. (a080ax:b0;22:57) 

His generalisation about government clients supports the idea of an amalgam.  It 

suggests that he had grouped such clients together as having similar characteristics. 

In other words those types about the clients were assimilated as schemata.137  What is 

less clear is how much those schemata were brought to awareness before they could 

be used or whether they were embedded and could be used implicitly.  

For other participants, at least some elements of the schemata were used implicitly.  

For example, Jack’s reference to his unarticulated theory that stress or busyness will 

lead to difficulty acting on new information.  Every participant except Jack made 

reference to different types of people, either as ‘types’ or using a label such ‘baby 

bimbo’ (aa08a0x:a0:3:24), ‘empty man’ (aa08a0x:a013:46), or  ‘older men in suits’ 

(aaa2a2:b0:7:8) or ‘someone like me’ (aaa2a2x:c0:44:26).  These types or 

categorisations are all schemata, schematic representations used to help interpret how 

people are likely to behave and inform the participant’s interactions (Mouradian 

2001; Schuetz 1944; Schütz 1967). 

What were the schemata? 

As we saw in the discussion on the elaboration phase of the initial interview, there 

were two distinct types of schema:  

• schemata about the characteristics of ‘best’ and ‘worst’ clients 

• schemata about the interpretation of demeanour, gesture and  posture  

                                                
137

  See Bhattacharya and Han (2012); Piaget (1964) and the discussion on ‘Dynamic schema 
theories’ in Chapter Six. 
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Jack was a little different in that his understanding of the characteristics of the ‘best’ 

and ‘worst’ clients was constructed during the initial interview.  He expressed a 

causal theory that stress and busyness reduced the ability of people to absorb new 

information and act on it. His causal theory implied that ‘best’ clients would be those 

open to new information and able to act on it, while the ‘worst’ clients would not.  

The inference constituted an implicit schema that he used in his selection process.   

He also had quite detailed understandings about what ‘openness’ or stress looked 

like.  

All of the participants had schemata about posture, gesture, demeanour and 

appearance but as we saw in the discussion above there was little consistency of 

understanding across the participants.   

Unlike the understandings about posture and appearance, the schemata for the 

characteristics of the ‘best’ or ‘worst’ clients showed remarkable consistency across 

the eight participants.  I have grouped the most commonly reported comments in 

Table 6 and Table 7 below. 

Table 6.  Major attributes of  'best' clients 

Attribute Frequency 
Openness and Collaboration 

Communication 
Openness to bad news 

 
12 

Understands evaluation 
Engaged with the profession 

9 

Realistic, fair, trustworthy, supportive, diligent, 
sensible 

9 

Able to implement change 4 
Confident, relaxed 4 
Service orientation 3 
Thoughtful, intelligent  3 
 

There is nothing particularly startling about the typifications evaluators expressed of 

clients.  I have heard similar sentiments expressed at conferences and seminars.   
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Table 7.  Major attributes of 'worst' clients 

Attribute Frequency 
Cursory engagement with the evaluation 

Stressed busy 
Sees the report as a nuisance 
Not interested in details or nuances 
Requires brevity 
Sits on the report 

 
17 

Guarded, avoids asking for help 
Needs barriers, difficult to approach 
Power games 
False confidence, insecure 
Not a decision-maker 

 
11 

Behave as if they are indispensable  
Think they know better 
Career driven 

 
5 

 

However, there are two inferences that can be drawn from the typifications of 

evaluators.  First, those typifications imply other schemata.  Some schemata are 

about the ideal evaluation project, e.g. an evaluation that results in improvement and 

change.  Other schemata are about the causes of different behaviours, 138 such as 

busyness and stress, power games, personal goals of the clients and so on. 

Second, what we appear to be seeing in this data is that evaluators use schemata as a 

basis for interpreting and understanding their clients. As we saw above six of the 

participants expressed some discomfort about stereotyping, making assumptions 

about the person in the photograph, or not ‘judging a book by its cover.’ Moreover, 

all evaluators are trained not to extrapolate beyond the available data.  Nevertheless, 

all the participants except Jack had no hesitation in doing so. Jack felt the temptation 

to do so but consciously resisted it: and even he used schemata to interpret posture, 

gesture and dress. Linda reported that she was surprisingly comfortable with the 

process of elaboration.  Brian hesitated in picking up the two photographs he had 

selected because he could not think what he would say about them: but when asked 

was able to develop very elaborate descriptions. 

                                                
138

  Described as causality heuristics in Tversky and Kahneman (1982). 
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Implications for evaluation practice 

The data raise the question, if implicit schemata are present in all our thinking and 

action, are they present in the analysis and interpretation of interview data?  This 

question has been recently discussed in the evaluation literature from a cognitive 

perspective.139  Following Eleanor Chelimsky’s (2013) call for greater integration of 

evaluation theory and practice there was some discussion in the evaluation literature 

on reflexive practice and how it might be affected by cognitive processes.  Patton 

(2014) referred explicitly to the work in cognitive science and pointed out that our 

judgements as evaluators are affected in non-rational ways.   

… when faced with complex choices and multiple situations, we fall back on as 
set of rules and standard operating procedures that predetermine what we will 
do, that effectively short-circuit situational adaptability … Faced with a new 
situation, the evaluation researcher turns to old and comfortable patterns 
(sometimes consciously, sometimes unconsciously). (Patton 2014, p. 238) 

We rely on routine ‘heuristics’ – rules of thumb, standard operating procedures, 
practiced behaviours, and selective perception (Groopman 2007:37).  
(Patton 2008, p. 201) 

Patton argues cogently that we need an interpretive framework to help us understand 

the evaluand and tell us what factors are important.  He goes on to argue that we 

should be more intentional about our processes of interpreting and making sense of 

the situations we observe and the data we collect.  He describes his own approach as 

consciously applying a utilization heuristic: constantly asking oneself, ‘How will this 

affect use?’140 Patton (2014) presents some interesting ideas about how one might test 

the assumptions that underpin our practice.   He wrote about six conceptual screens 

that he intentionally applies to his evaluation practice.    

                                                
139

  The broader question of how much the researcher influences the responses is of course a 
perennial one and is discussed in Chapter Three (e.g. Snape and Spencer 2004; Lincoln 
2002; Patton 2002; Briggs 1986; Powney and Watts 1987; Schwarz and Hippler 1987) 

140
  Patton’s use of the term ‘heuristic’ here is a little odd.  The plain English meaning of the 

word does include both conscious and implicit applications of a device.  However, as we 
saw in Chapter Five, in the context of psychology and cognitive sciences, a heuristic is an 
implicit device.  One may become aware that one has used, or is using the heuristics but 
only after the fact. 
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Schwandt (2014) in response to Chelimsky’s (2013) challenge also talked about the 

need for reflective practice.   He made some interesting points about practitioners 

developing repertoires for their practice, 

… repertoires of concepts, insights, explanations and tools that professional 
practitioners can use as heuristics, tools “to think with.” (Schwandt 2014, p. 234) 

He paraphrases Kant’s aphorism about the interdependence of theory and experience. 

Practitioners need a repertoire based on experience to deal with the professional 

challenges inherent in evaluation. Our practice demands action. 

Practical problems have two fundamental characteristics – they are ill structured 
and they demand action as a response …. They are problems that demand an 
action because they take the general form ‘what should I do now, in this 
situation, facing these circumstances?’  (Schwandt 2014, p. 232) 

Given that evaluators are faced with these challenges, both Patton (2014) and 

Schwandt (2014) urge practitioners to take a reflective approach to practice. Their 

advice is good and sound but I wonder if they underestimate the role and power of 

implicit knowledge. To go back to Kant, 

All thought must, directly or indirectly, by way of certain characters, relate 
ultimately to intuitions, and therefore, with us, to sensibility, because in no other 
way can an object be given to us. (Kant 1973, p. 33) 

Indeed, the more expert one becomes, the more one relies on implicit knowledge, 

automatic behaviour and heuristics. We have processes to give ourselves confidence 

about rigour, objectivity and to question validity but are we missing the point? Kuhn 

(1970) showed that, even within scientific endeavours, we can never be fully 

intentional or adequately test our assumptions of practice.  Significant principles and 

processes are always taken for granted and our scepticism is limited to specific areas. 

Our expertise and knowledge are both constrained by powerful implicit assumptions 

about how things work, how we do things and what data means. Of course 

practitioners should and will test data and interpretations to the extent that we are 

able to do so.  However our ability to test the most implicit assumptions is severely 

limited.   
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As practitioners, we need to recognise that we will always apply implicit knowledge, 

processes and preferences.  We can never be fully aware of all the implicit factors 

and knowledge that inform our practice: and we should recognise that in our reports.   

This research has reinforced two things in my own practice.  First, following the 

example of lawyers and auditors, I explicitly state that my report is an opinion based 

on the evidence and analytical approaches I have used.  Second, following Lincoln 

(2002), I try to nail my colours to the mast and be very explicit about the 

perspectives I adopt, my values base and what experience underpins my analysis (see 

also Snape and Spencer 2004). 

Where did schemata come from? 

While most of the participants referenced different schemata, the question of where 

the schemata came from is difficult to answer.  During the debrief interview, I started 

by asking the participants where the ideas about the people in the photograph had 

come from.  

The initial answers included: “It's a personal theory.” (aa08a6y:b0:48:46), it is a 

consciously constructed frame of reference (aa080ax:b0:5:15) or it is based on 

personal experience. Six of the participants (everyone except Frank and Jack) 

reported that their ideas about clients came from the personal experiences. Those six 

initially reported a generalised experience. Steve was very explicit, stating that it was 

not one specific person but “generic types” (aa080ax:b:5:0); and later he called his 

schema an amalgam of people (aa080ax:c1:6:0).  The other five also reported that the 

photographs reminded them of ‘people like that’, or ‘people like me.’  Kate reported 

that she  

… saw some characteristics in both those photos that reminded me of examples I 
have had recently (aa080ay:b:6:4) 

Donald also reported that photograph #15 reminded him of a class of people 

People who looked like him or who he reminded me of.  Those are the people I 
don’t want to work with again. (aa08asx:b0:24:10) 
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However, Donald may also have had a specific person in mind.  When first 

describing the ‘worst’ client in the initial interview, Donald provided a detail that he 

later explained was a specific experience (aa08asx:c0:0:34).  He said, 

I would expect him to ask me to join him in a workshop on the complete human. 
(aa08asx:a0:4:2) 

Donald’s specificity in this instance may have been the result of a very recent 

emotionally charged experience that reminded him of the person in question. He 

suggested that his responses had a lot to do with an experience the night before 

helping his son with an assignment.  The assignment had been very difficult for his 

son to understand. Donald said they had spent several hours working through how 

his son might approach the assignment.  He then reported that this had reminded him 

of similar experiences with other academics and Donald’s distaste for such an 

approach. He described it as  

… theory talking to itself about itself in complex language (aa08asx:b0:10:30) 

Donald then suggested that his experience the night before was very much in his 

thoughts during our interview, as were people who he thought of as being of the 

same kind.  Those experiences were brought to mind when he saw photograph #15.   

Helen also reported that recent experiences might have influenced her schemata.  She 

stated that she had recently been working on her strengths and weaknesses and that 

she had personal responses to ‘older men in suits’ and she inferred this may have 

influenced her selection of photograph #13. 

In the first instance, all of the knowledge expressed in schemata was generic 

knowledge.  The knowledge was presented as generalisations about types of people. 

However, it seems as if recent emotionally charged experiences might have brought 

specific instances to mind which then informed the presentation of a the generalised 

knowledge.  

Only one participant explicitly volunteered a specific example of the types they were 

discussing.  Kate did so in both the initial interview (aa080ay:a:0:4:56) and in the 

debrief interview.  
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Category instance generation 

As the discussion about the sources of their understandings proceeded, I asked for 

examples of any generalisations or metaphors they used. This technique is called 

category instance generation and is used by cognitive scientists to elicit more details 

of implicit memory (Rutherford 2005, p. 286). 

Six of the participants (Kate, Helen, Linda, Steve, Jack and Donald) immediately 

responded with information about specific instances, examples of people who 

exhibited the behaviour described.  Jack responded very quickly with a positive 

experience that he said he had not thought of until I asked for an example. The 

second and third times I asked Jack to give me an example he responded with 

generic statements and avoided giving me an example.  I did not press him to give 

me a different answer just continued with the interviews. The fourth time I asked, he 

started with a generalised statement but then immediately said  

The more you remind me about it, the more I think about a case. 
(aao8a6y:b0:45:36)  

Steve cycled through three episodes in which he first gave a generalised description, 

then when I prompted him offered specific examples.  

The other two participants (Brian, Frank) initially responded to my request for an 

example with another generalised statement about types of people.    Frank did so 

twice before offering a specific example, with quite a lot of detail that closely 

matched his descriptions of the attributes he had identified in his description of the 

person selected as the ‘worst’ client. The third time I asked him for an example he 

again gave a generalised descriptions.  Brian’s response to a request for an example 

was to start with a generalisation about “people at that level [in the public service].”  

However, he then immediately offered an example. 

The participants, except for Kate, generally appeared to prefer making generalised 

statements, that is they expressed generic, schematic knowledge about the people 

depicted in the photographs.  This was true even for Donald who had a recent 

experience weighing on his mind. Even when pressed to provide examples, some 

participants appeared to find it difficult to present any relevant examples.  
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In some cases (Brian, Frank and Donald), there appeared to be recent examples that 

might have informed their initial generic responses.  However, it is not clear whether 

those examples were brought to conscious attention but not articulated; activated but 

below conscious awareness; or were largely implicit.  Obviously once I asked for 

examples, any examples they did report were explicit. 

The more I asked for examples, the more participants presented examples.  These 

data support the notion that initially the schemata provide relatively generic, 

semantic knowledge. The data also suggests that more specific knowledge might be 

brought into conscious awareness if it was required. Any such specific knowledge 

appears to be premised on, and associated with, the generic knowledge contained in 

the underlying schema. Accessing more specific knowledge appears to be slower and 

more difficult than accessing the initial generic knowledge.  There is a clear 

distinction between the initial responses and the more specific information adduced 

by asking for examples.  That distinction is consistent with the distinction made by 

cognitive scientists between ‘knowing’ and ‘remembering’ as reported in Chapter 

Five (Rutherford 2005). The data are also consistent with the notion that recall of 

‘known’ information is stronger than ‘remembered’ information about specific 

events. 

I had wondered if the salience of some schemata might result in more ready recall of 

specific experiences. Rutherford (2005) pointed out that intensity of processing and 

recency of processing increase memorability.  Presumably intensity and recency 

leave stronger traces in the neural pathways.   Other writers (Forehand, Deshpande, 

and Reed II 2002; Huesmann 1998; Norman and Shallice 1986) have variously 

suggested that the emotional intensity of an experience, its frequency, stress and 

arousal, relevance will influence their activation.    

However, there is little evidence in my research on this question. Kate, Helen and 

Donald all reported either recent or intense experiences that contributed to their 

schemata. Those three were also relatively quick to provided examples when 

prompted, or in the case of Kate, before she was prompted. On the other hand, Frank 

also identified recent experiences but it took more prompting to get Frank to provide 
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an example than any of the other participants. Linda, Steve, Brian and Jack all 

provided examples in a shorter time frame than Frank.  

How did the schemata inform the responses 

As I showed above, Jack’s process for selection of photographs was different from 

the others.  His schemata were largely around what constituted a good evaluation; 

what caused people to be unable to act in ways that supported a good evaluation; and 

understandings about gesture, etc.  His selection process used those schemata to help 

him consciously make the selections.   

For the other participants the selection processes appeared to be largely implicit and 

driven by schemata, or propositions, around the characteristics of ‘best’ and ‘worst’ 

clients and interpretations of demeanour, and so on.  In turn, as I argued above, those 

schemata imply other schemata about the ideal evaluation project outcomes and 

causes of ‘good and poor’ behaviour by clients.  

All of the participants were also able to develop relatively elaborate portraits of the 

people depicted in their selected photographs.  Some portraits were more detailed 

than others. Linda, Kate, Donald and Helen all reported very strong personal 

reactions to particular ‘types’ of people. The four participants had relatively detailed 

understandings of the traits they associated with such types.  Those traits were 

attributed to the clients, resulting in quite detailed descriptions of those clients.    

All of the participants had some level of concern about what they were doing in the 

selection and elaboration processes.  Jack reported being concerned about accuracy.  

I suppose I was thinking in background in particular about those who were 
specifically about the people who were working on the phone, at the computer. 
Am I being a little bit hard on these people compared to the smilers …  Have I 
got it all wrong? Before I went back to where I was at the start. 
(aa08a6y:b0:27:06) 

Jack was monitoring himself to check whether he was in error.  He and other 

participants were reflecting on their activity. In a similar vein, three other 

participants made comments during the selection process justifying their actions. 

Such reflection immediately makes the self an object of regard, ‘Am I doing the right 
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thing?’ ‘Could I do it better?’ and so on.  It engages Mead’s (Mead 1913)  ‘Me’ in 

the process.  

However, such reflection was fleeting in the selection process and it suggests that the 

participants’ regard for self was restrained or modified by the selection task.  The 

task itself appeared to absorb them leaving little time or cognitive resources for self-

regard.  It engaged them sufficiently so that their focus was more on ‘doing’ than on 

self-regard.   There may be some elements here that resonate with 

Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975) notion of flow.141 

In the elaboration phase of the initial interview, reflection on the task appears to have 

increased.  There were the comments about stereotyping discussed above and Jack 

stopped himself from further elaboration because it felt very uncomfortable.  At that 

point his discomfort appears to have been related to an understanding of himself as a 

rational man who will not make unwarranted extrapolations from very limited data. 

At least four participants displayed continuation of a relatively strong task focus by 

picking up the photographs and looking for details that might confirm or provide 

further details for the elaboration phase.  Any self-references from those four at this 

stage were around their experiences.  However, three other participants started 

talking more about why they had done this, or that, in the selection phase.  Self-

presentation appears to have become a more pressing issue for some in the 

elaboration phase.   

Concerns about self-regard intensified in the debrief interview.  On seeing the video 

replayed, most of them commented on their gestures and words, in some cases 

expressing surprise at what they had said.  As the new task demanded, more of the 

self-references were explanatory or justificatory in nature. 

My fieldwork was not designed to adduce evidence of self-presentation or procedural 

schemata so the evidence on such issues is weak. The fieldwork has not allowed me 

to move past the questions and suggestions put forward in Chapter Six on how 

elicitation techniques might reduce self-presentation. The most promising lines of 

enquiry appear to be those around the consequences of the task and its implications 
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  See Chapter Six. 
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for the cognitive resources.  Could it be that the nature of elicitation tasks creates a 

cognitive focus on process and procedural schemata, limiting the cognitive resources 

available for reflection: and at the same time creates a frame of reference that limits 

the influence of external factors?  

There is significant room for further research to clarify how we might best make use 

elicitation techniques to improve our understandings of social situations and social 

interventions.  

Summary 

The fieldwork for this thesis suggests that evaluators hold relatively detailed 

schemata about evaluation clients, evaluation projects, behavioural theories and the 

meaning of postural, gestural and other presentational cues.   The participants’ 

interpretations of the photographs suggest that they used such schemata in the initial 

interviews both to select photographs and to elaborate on the descriptions they gave 

of the ‘clients. In other words, the use of elicitation techniques may help participants 

to express implicit knowledge.  However, the example of Jack shows that just 

because one uses an elicitation technique does not mean that all participants will 

necessarily use implicit knowledge to respond to such stimuli.   

The selection of the photographs appears to have been based largely on recognition 

of the photograph as an example of a type of person.  In other words, the photograph 

triggered a schema.   The various elements in the photograph that contributed to the 

recognition appear to have been largely implicit. The basis for recognition appears to 

have been the participants’ experiences. Recency of experience (e.g. Donald, Frank, 

Brian), its frequency (e.g. Donald, Helen, Kate, Brian) and the strength of emotional 

reaction to such experiences (e.g. Helen, Kate, Donald, Frank, Steve) appear to have 

influenced the triggering of schemata.     

The triggered schemata appear to have provided the base for the elaboration phase of 

the interview. The details elicited were largely generalised statements about the 

‘type’ and presumably based on association.  I should stress, that I was asking the 

participants to do just that and they did as I asked.   
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Six of the participants expressed discomfort with the task but nevertheless found it 

easy to do. Even Jack felt the temptation to rush down the hill with an increasingly 

elaborate exposition but he refrained from going too far down the hill.  The 

expressed discomfort during the elaboration phase reflects that some participants 

were engaged in monitoring of their responses during that phase.  In other words, 

they were reflecting on the task and their expression of attributes.  The monitoring 

that did occur was affected by concepts of self-regard, “Is this how I want to 

behave?” However, the self-reflection and monitoring had relatively little effect on 

the responses of most participants. So, while there was a mix of implicit and explicit 

elements, the implicit elements dominated the elaboration of details.  

It was not until the debrief interview that reflection started to dominate the 

discussion and issues of self-regard, such as explanations of behaviour, started to 

have a significant impact on the presentations.  

In the debrief interview I also asked participants to provide examples of their 

generalised statements. Most participants, except for Kate, found it difficult to do so.  

The data suggests further support for the hypothesis that the recall of implicit, 

generic information is stronger than the recall of specific events (see Rutherford 

2005).  

Finally, the data suggest strongly that practitioners need to consider their own 

thinking processes. Despite all our efforts we cannot help but be strongly influenced 

by implicit schemata.  We are simply unaware of many of the schemata that 

influence our practice (Kahneman 2011b; Kuhn 1970; Kvale 1996; Nisbett and 

Wilson 1977).  We therefore need to ensure our practice allows people to understand 

what perspectives inform our work and how that might influence our findings.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

CONCLUSION 

Schemata are embedded in the way we think (Graesser, Gernsbacher, and Goldman 

1997; Hitch 2005; Huesmann 1998; Kant 1973; McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 

2005; Quenza 2005; Rutherford 2005; Schütz 1967).  They are implicit and we are 

usually not aware of them or the knowledge they contain (Kahneman 2011b).  

Schemata contain the practical ‘knowledge’ we use to manage our everyday 

interactions with the world and provide the deep structure to our thinking. Schematic 

knowledge is a coherent and consistent representation of the world that allows us to 

manage our current situation. There is no tolerance in a schema for inconsistent 

knowledge and little ability for us to test or question that knowledge (Chabris and 

Simons 2010; Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008).  So each individual has a varied 

stock of knowledge, different schemata, to manage different situations (Cicourel 

1964; Schütz 1967).  

The explicit knowledge we might apply to answering a history question in an 

examination derives from a schema but is qualitatively different.  It is more likely to 

be ‘remembering’ rather than ‘knowing,’ it derives from ‘knowing’ and is less likely 

to persist than ‘knowledge’ (Rutherford 2005). Even the practice of research and 

evaluation is built on a foundation of schemata (Kuhn 1970). Schemata include our 

understanding of gestures and posture, our driving or evaluation expertise (Gladwell 

2005) and knowledge about ‘them’ (the typified ‘other’). Much of that knowledge is 

not explicitly tested but survives because it is useful and appears to work most of the 

time. 

What people say is also built on a structure of schemata but the implicit thinking 

used in in an interview is not necessarily the same as the implicit knowledge used in 

everyday situations or the situation of interest for evaluation and research 

practitioners.  In fact the judgements and memory expressed in evaluation and 

research interviews are poor predictors of behaviour: and recall in interviews is 

inaccurate except when the interview context recreates contexts that resonate with 

the situation of interest.  Responses to direct questions are more accurate predictors 

of behaviour when they ask participants about situations that engage explicit thinking 
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and verbal behaviours, such as voting in an election (Bellman et al. 2013; Chang and 

Krosnick 2009; Krosnick 1999). 

Elicitation techniques have proved effective at eliciting information that was difficult 

to obtain through direct questions (Breivik and Supphellen 2003; Fisher 1993; Haire 

1950; Hurworth et al. 2005; Hurworth and Sweeney 1995; Jakobsen 2012; Jenkins et 

al. 2010; Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb 2000; Smith, Gidlow, and Steel 2012). 

Elicitation techniques are most useful when they help to create contexts that have 

some connection to the phenomena being studied (Breivik and Supphellen 2003; 

Jenkins et al. 2010).  

Schema and research interviews 

I will come back to elicitation techniques below but first I want to explore the more 

general implications of the interview context. The interview context is a special kind 

of directed interaction between the practitioner and the participant (Briggs 1986; 

James and Busher 2009; Keats 1993; Kvale 1996; Merriam 1988; Minichiello et al. 

1990; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996; Schostak 2006). The ‘interview’ frame 

has its own logic: just as other activities, such as going to the theatre, or a sporting 

match or a ritual (see Kapferer 1979; Csikszentmihalyi 1975; Csikszentmihalyi and 

Bennet 1971) operate according to their own logic.   

The logic of the interview is founded on a schema. The schematic understandings of 

each party inform the interaction.  For example, Jack demonstrated that he had a 

schematic expectation that he be ‘rational’ or considered in his responses; even 

though I was hoping he would just react using his implicit knowledge.   

Alternatively, the participants may see themselves as teachers (Briggs 1986).  Such 

expectations then inform the cognitive processes used in the interview.  

Direct questions 

When an interview is premised on direct questions about a phenomenon it creates a 

number of understandings.  At a very basic level, an interview with direct questions 

is a demand on the participant to ‘Say About’ phenomena. It demands a verbal 

expression of declarative knowledge and it is premised on an expectation of 

considered thought and recall of memory. The context appears to create a strong 
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perception from participants that they ‘ought’ to give conscious consideration to the 

questions and search memory for events and attitudes to inform their answers.  

While there may be an expectation of a rational considered response to a question, 

the cognitive processes may be rather different. Most of the participants in my 

fieldwork found it very difficult to recall specific events or examples but they found 

it very easy to make general statements about ‘types’. It has been known for some 

time that many survey and interview responses are based on generalised knowledge 

structures and heuristics (Krosnick personal  communication; Simon 1956).  

Individuals use schemata to answer questions rather than retrieving information or 

judgements specific to the questions being asked (Bishop 1987; Simon 1956; 

Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; Schwarz and Hippler 1987).  Perhaps more 

fundamentally, much of the cognitive activity has little to do with the question being 

asked. In Schwarz and Hippler’s (1987) studies on response scales,142 the student 

participants each constructed a social field; placing themselves within that field 

relative to notional others; and then used that construct to estimate an answer to the 

questions.  Kahneman (2011b), Schwarz and Hippler (1987) and Norman and 

Shallice (1986) show that a direct question triggers a multiplicity of implicit 

processes, most of which have nothing to do with answering the question. The 

selection of photographs for my fieldwork shows that some of those processes may 

be brought to awareness: but, like the students in Schwarz and Hippler’s (1987) 

studies, other processes are below conscious awareness. In some cases, the implicit 

processes provide an answer directly (Kahneman 2011b) or they might provide a 

heuristic that ‘solves’ the question (Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982; Schwarz 

and Hippler 1987; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987).  The verbal response may appear 

to be relevant to the questions asked but the cognitive processes may bear little 

relation to the expectation of the practitioner.  The demand for explicit, declarative 

knowledge is met by the generation of implicit, generic knowledge. Such knowledge 

may then be subject to conscious monitoring, or modification by considered thought. 

The knowledge expressed in an interview is not static.  The research on priming 

shows that schemata develop and expand in the course of the interview (Bryan et al. 
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  See discussion in Chapter Three. 
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2009; Schwarz and Hippler 1987; Tourangeau 1987; Tourangeau and Yan 2007).  

We saw a similar effect in the initial interviews for this thesis.  The participants’ 

elaborations of descriptions were strongly consistent with their original selection of 

‘best’ and ‘worst’ clients. I suggest that one mental model becomes dominant and 

forms a mental landscape that informs subsequent activations of schemata and leads 

to ‘priming’ of answers. The representation of the ‘client’ developed as a coherent 

picture, or mental model, from the initial base schema (Graesser, Gernsbacher, and 

Goldman 1997). 

The availability of information is restricted and limited by the constraints of the 

‘short-term memory’ systems (Andrade 2005; Hitch 2005; Wen 2015); energy 

demands of conscious consideration (Andrews and Thomson 2009; Kahneman 

2011b), a preference for coherence and consistency (Graesser, Gernsbacher, and 

Goldman 1997; Schuetz 1944; van Dijk 2000) and limits on our ability to question 

assumptions (Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008).  The context restricts what 

information is available to the participant. In particular, procedural knowledge is 

often not available in declarative contexts.143  

Self-regard 

The context of a research interview may also create another important expectation. 

The context infers,  

“This conversation is about you, the participant: your experiences, your views, 
your intentions, your judgement.”   

Asking participants to answer direct questions about themselves reinforces the 

inference.  It places the person in a situation where they are obliged to consider 

themselves as an object.  The participant is asked to reflect on their behaviour, 

attitudes and so on.  We saw this in Jack’s elaboration of the attributes of his 

‘clients’.  He may not have articulated it even to himself, but he effectively asked 

himself, “Is this how I want to behave?”  Five other participants expressed concern 

about their behaviour, that they were stereotyping.  Further, when I asked 

participants in the debrief interview about their responses, they questioned their 
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  For example, Briggs’ difficulty drawing information about carving from the Mexicano 
community (Briggs 1986).   
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behaviour or made an effort to explain it. The participants were expressing concerns 

about whether their presentation matched how they saw themselves. Direct questions 

engage the participant’s self as an object for reflection and cognition, what Mead 

(1913) called the objective ‘Me’.  

In summary, I suggest that asking direct questions generates a range of declarative 

schemata, including self-schemata, that interact together to develop the mental model 

that dominates cognition in the process of answering.   If so, then the presence of a 

self-schema in that mental model means that self-presentation is inherent in the 

answers developed. There is potential for the activated ‘Me’ to be brought into 

conscious awareness, the ‘workspace,’ and manipulated or expressed but it need not. 

The activated ‘Me’ is an implicit concept that informs cognitive awareness and 

influences the expression of declarative knowledge.  

Elicitation techniques 

Elicitation appears to reduce self-presentation and I will discuss some thoughts on 

how that occurs below. First, however, I will discuss the how elicitation techniques 

appear to work in my research and provide a base for thinking about how we can 

improve our methods.   

Perhaps the first thing to note is the example of Jack, who did not use an implicit 

process to make his selection. Jack shows that regardless of what the researcher 

might intend, people may use explicit processes to respond to stimuli in an interview. 

His processes were qualitatively different from the processes used by the other 

participants. Jack’s processes were much more akin to the processes underlying 

‘remember’ judgements in cognitive science rather than ‘know’ judgements 

(Rutherford 2005).   

The other participants took much less time than Jack to select the photographs and 

reported that the selections were based on recognition of the photographs as 

examples of types. They made ‘know’ judgements about the photographs. There was 

some conscious monitoring of the selection process but it was largely implicit and 

based on schemata about types of people, types of client and types of evaluation 

project.  The biggest delay in picking up the photographs were the result of 
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conscious reflection on the task, “Don’t judge a book by its cover” (Donald): or 

monitoring of the responses such as Frank’s concern that he should not pick a 

woman for the worst. Self-regard was a factor in the selection but it tended to occur 

after the fact of identification. 

The nature of the elicitation task may have been significant.  While the overall 

interview context is still ‘about’ the participant, the starting point for participants is a 

request to ‘Do.’ The participants in my fieldwork were presented with a task, 

selecting a photograph, for which they have only impoverished information 

(Rutherford 2005; Hastie 1987; Catterall and Ibbotson 2000; Donoghue 2000) and 

limited time relative to the complexity of the task. The combination of task and time 

constraints disrupts any expectation of conscious considered, cognition.  Instead it 

emphasises implicit knowledge and ‘recognition’ processes to complete the task 

(McVee, Dunsmore, and Gavelek 2005; Kay, Wheeler, and Smeesters 2008).  Hence 

elicitation techniques reveal information relating to automatic behaviours 

(McClelland, Koestner, and Weinberger 1989); and to modes of perception that 

operate implicitly and without conscious awareness (e.g. Jenkins et al. 2010).  

Elicitation techniques also appear to reduce the construction of the interview being 

‘about’ the participant.  The literature suggests that self-presentation in elicitation 

techniques is lower than in direct questions (Moser 2000; Catterall and Ibbotson 

2000; Holloway, Waldrip, and Ickes 2009).  I have seen little empirical evidence in 

the social sciences literature for reduced self-presentation in elicitation: and no 

explanation for why or how it might occur. There is some support in the 

psychological literature for the notion of reduced self-presentation in elicitation. The 

evidence from clinical psychology is that elicitation techniques reveal information 

about self and motivations (McClelland, Koestner, and Weinberger 1989; Lilienfeld, 

Wood, and Garb 2000; Schultheiss et al. 2009). It is only possible for the techniques 

to reveal the ‘self’ if the responses are not mediated by explicit conceptions of self.  

The observations in my fieldwork also support the idea of reduced self-presentation 

in elicitation techniques. As the interviews progressed through the different stages 

and into the debrief interview there was an increase in comments and observations 

about the participant’s responses in the video, concerns about conflicts with other 
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values and explanations of their reasons for the judgements made. The reflection 

process appeared to trigger different schemata and allowed, or encouraged more 

consideration of  self-presentation. There appears to be a connection between the 

impact of self-regard and the extent of reflection possible in the task.  As the 

interview progressed through the different stages and into the debrief interview, the 

opportunities, and indeed, requirement to reflect on the process increased. 

Conversely the lower the extent of reflection, the less instances of self-regard 

reported by participants.  

There may be some connection with Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975) work on the effects 

of absorbing tasks on cognition.  It may be that when procedural schemata 

predominate, ‘Doing’ becomes the principal focus of the individual: and there are 

few resources available for reflection.  It is possible, as I suggested in Chapter Six, 

that the implicit perceptual frames generated by elicitation techniques are largely 

procedural schemata activated by the task and that the activation of such schemata 

may somehow limit conscious consideration in much the same way as Mexicanos in 

Briggs’ (1986) were unable to talk about carving except when they were actually 

doing it. A corollary of a reduction in conscious consideration is a reduction in 

conscious self-regard.  If one has no capacity to reflect on oneself, notions of self are 

less likely to influence one’s judgements. The evidence in my fieldwork is 

insufficient to confirm or deny that hypothesis.  

However, the task does appear to have reduced the opportunity for reflection and this 

notion may offer some explanation for reductions of self-presentation in elicitation.  

Further research is needed to assess the sketchy idea outlined above and to establish 

what mechanisms operate to reduce self-presentation in elicitation techniques. 

Elaboration phase 

The elaboration phase in my fieldwork captured largely declarative knowledge about 

the types.  Much of that knowledge was generic knowledge, general statements about 

‘types.’  Most participants had some difficulty in identifying examples without first 

describing the type.  The generic knowledge was produced rather quickly and with 

limited apparent search and retrieval processes while recalling examples required 

more effort.  Jack’s rather poetic simile illustrated the ease of identifying generic 
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knowledge: he likened it to a drop of water going one way down a divide, gathering 

pace, becoming a river going to an ocean.  Such knowledge appeared to be produced 

quickly and by association without much, if any, conscious processing.  The 

elaboration was largely based on the premises established by the initial schemata. 

It was largely implicit knowledge. There was of course some explicit processing but 

it appears to have been a mix of implicit and explicit elements. Importantly, recency, 

frequency and emotional impact all increased the strength of the schemata presented 

by the participants.   

Finally, the data suggest strongly that practitioners need to consider their own 

thinking processes. Despite all our efforts we cannot help but be strongly influenced 

by implicit schemata.  We are simply unaware of many of the schemata that 

influence our practice (Kahneman 2011b; Kuhn 1970; Kvale 1996; Nisbett and 

Wilson 1977).  We therefore need to ensure our practice allows people to understand 

what perspectives inform our work and how that might influence our findings.  

Implications  

Eliciting useful schemata 

Our starting point must be the elicitation of useful schemata. Are the schemata that 

are dominant in an interview useful representations or predictors of the behaviours, 

understandings and experiences of the participants? This is problematic on several 

grounds. First, the schemata in interviews cannot be perfect representations of those 

present in the subject of inquiry because the contexts are inherently very different 

and much of the detail of everyday context is not present (Jenkins et al. 2010). 

Second, there is too much variability in the activation of schemata.  Even identical 

questions in different surveys may generate different answers from the same 

individual (Tourangeau 1987; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz 1996).  Moreover, I 

will activate different schemata in everyday situations depending on context, mood 

and so on.  For each individual, the schemata activated in any specific ‘situation of 

action’ will vary from occasion to occasion and situation to situation (Huesmann 

1998).  



 

 227 

Nevertheless we do exhibit repeated patterns of behaviour and experience. For each 

individual some schemata are activated more often in everyday situations than 

others. Some people are more likely to be aggressive than others (Huesmann and 

Guerra 1997; Huesmann 1998); but in other similar situations they may not be 

aggressive.   

Practitioners face a challenge to identify the broad characteristics of the schemata 

that are most likely to be pertinent to the subject of inquiry and design interviews 

that are best able to trigger schemata similar to those active in the subject of inquiry. 

The literature and my preliminary study suggest some guidelines for the use of 

elicitation techniques: 

• task congruity with personal experiences of the participant so that the 

schemata are similar to those used in the situation of interest (Barter and 

Renold 1999; Breivik and Supphellen 2003; Jenkins et al. 2010) 

• clarity and comprehensibility of the task (Breivik and Supphellen 2003; 

Barter and Renold 1999) 

• plausibility of the task (Barter and Renold 1999; Ellsberg et al. 2008; Jenkins 

et al. 2010)  

• impoverished stimuli  that require the participants to add constructs (Barter 

and Renold 1999; Rutherford 2005) 

• a structure for the stimulus that limits explicit processing, or alternatively 

tests to ensure that the responses are implicit. 

If valid, the principles should apply across different interview types including direct 

questions in surveys.  I argued in Chapter Three, that direct questions appear to be 

most efficacious in situations such as voting intentions when:  

• the questions ask about behaviours that use or express declarative knowledge 

similar to the task of completing a questionnaire 

• the self-presentation agenda are likely to be similar.   
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Analysis of data 

A related challenge is to develop analyses that go beyond simply reporting what 

people say as evidence about behaviours or perspectives. There are a number of 

issues to be considered in the analysis of interview data. 

First, the starting point for our analysis should be that the interview context is very 

different from the phenomenon being studied. The schemata used in an interview 

will be largely instituted by that context. They will also be intrinsically less detailed 

about the phenomena of interest than schemata activated in the phenomena of 

interest. In other words, practitioners cannot assume that the participant’s schemata 

in the evaluation or research interview match the schemata they use in the everyday 

‘real world.’ At best the schemata may be sufficiently similar to give us some insight 

into the perceptual frames active in the situation of interest.  

It is incumbent on practitioners to attempt to identify, assess and report the schemata 

utilised in the research interview and explore the ramifications of the schemata in the 

analysis. As far as possible the schemata should be compared to those activated in 

the situation of interest.  How one does so is more problematic and an issue for 

further research. 

Second, practitioners also need to take into consideration the variability of schema 

activation in everyday life. People’s behaviour patterns have the character of 

preferences as described by Jung (see Myers 1987). Some schemata tend to be 

activated more often than others (Huesmann 1998) but different schemata may be 

activated in very similar situations.  Even if the elicitation taps into a schema very 

similar to the most prevalent schema in the situation of interest, it will not accurately 

predict the perspectives used in every situation of interest. There is a strong case for 

practitioners to follow Hollway and Jefferson (2003) and attempt to collect a range 

of inconsistent understandings from each participant so as to form a more complete 

understanding of the range of behavioural and cognitive responses.  Consequent on 

that notion is that we may want to understand more about which understandings are 
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more frequent than the others and the circumstances that contribute to variations in 

the understandings a person’s applies to similar situations.  

Third, there is a distinction between procedural and declarative knowledge 

(Rutherford 2005; Briggs 1986).  One implication of that distinction is that we are 

unlikely to obtain good data about procedural knowledge, or behaviours, from direct 

questions alone.  It seems probable that the distinction between procedural and 

declarative knowledge affects research interviews but it is not at all clear how it 

plays out. It is a subject for further research but also flags the importance of gaining 

an understanding of the nature of the schemata activated in both the situation of 

interest and in the research interview.   

Fourth, our own practice is necessarily affected by schemata.  We need to recognise 

that we can never be fully aware of all the implicit processing and knowledge we use 

in our evaluations.  There are untested assumptions, implicit expertise (or tacit 

knowledge) and other schemata operating in design, data collection, analysis and 

communication.  We can never be certain that we understand the ‘value’ or ‘worth’ 

or ‘merit’ of any intervention (pace Scriven 1998; Harris 1968).  Our reports should 

acknowledge that uncertainty and emphasis the nature of our ‘knowledge.’ Our 

reports are affected by our understandings in ways we do not appreciate.  We can, 

and should, attempt to be as rigorous as possible about testing our data and our 

findings (see Patton 2014) but we should recognise that it is simply not possible to be 

completely neutral in our assessments.144 We should therefore always treat our 

findings as professional opinion and as contingent interpretations.  I would also 

reinforce Lincoln’s (2002) argument that we should be as explicit as possible about 

the perspectives we adopt, our values base and the experiences that underpin our 

analysis. 

                                                
144

  It may be apparent from the language I use in this paragraph that I do not wish to use the 
term ‘objective’ in this context. I have been using ‘objective’ to refer to the reflective self,  
‘Me.’ I follow Mead’s use of the term referring to the process of treating self as an object. 
This meaning is more closely aligned to the word’s roots and there is nothing in that 
meaning that implies neutrality towards, or rigorous analysis of, the object; indeed the 
opposite is true.   It infers the application of values and goals to the object.  Interestingly 
the other meaning of object is a goal. One might claim any goal-directed activity as 
‘objective.’ 
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Conclusion and future research 

The schema concept provides a testable mechanism for how elicitation may function 

and the conditions under which elicitation might work.  It allows us to think about 

means for improving the use of elicitation techniques.   

Perhaps as importantly it also raises some questions for future research. The 

questions include: 

• Which schemata operate in interviews of different modalities and how do 

they affect the interview? 

• What methods and protocols should be used to identify which schemata 

operate in interviews: and how interview schemata compare to those in the 

situation of interest? 

• What interview methods and elicitation techniques trigger schemata relevant 

to different study phenomena? 

• How do we assess the probability that an elicitation technique triggered 

schemata similar to those most activated in the phenomenon of interest? 

• How do we identify the range of schemata that may be activated in similar, or 

different, everyday contexts? 

• How does the distinction between procedural and declarative knowledge 

affect our understanding of the information collected in different modalities 

of research interviews? 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1. Plain Language Statement 

 

  

!

HREC:!1135357.1&Date:&15/09/15;&Version:&1.2&
&
Melbourne&Graduate&School&of&Education&
The!University!of!Melbourne!Victoria!3010!Australia!
T:!+61!3!8344!8285!!!F:!+61!3!8344!8529!!!W:!www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au!

 

 

 

 
"Exploring Uncertainty: describing the schema activated in response to projective stimuli in a social research 
interview" 

The research project is being conducted by Assoc. Prof. Rosalind Hurworth (supervisor) and Mr David Roberts (Masters 
student) of the Centre for Program Evaluation at The University of Melbourne. This project will form part of Mr Roberts’ 
Masters thesis, and has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee. 

The aim of this study is to improve our understanding of social research interviews.  In particular we wish to gain a better 
understanding of the thinking processes that occur when someone is asked to describe from a photograph the sort of 
person shown and how that person might behave.   

With your permission, the whole interview would be video-recorded so that we can ensure that we make an accurate 
record of what you say. When the recording has been transcribed, you will be provided with a copy of the DVD and the 
transcript, so that you can verify that the information is correct and/or request deletions. We estimate that the time 
commitment required would not exceed 90 minutes. 

Should you agree to participate, you would be asked to contribute to this project by participating in a interview with two 
parts. First we would ask you to select two people from a collection of photographs and tell us about those people and 
how they are likely to behave.  Second, we would ask you to review and discuss the video of the first part of the interview 
so we can obtain a more detailed picture of what you were thinking when you talked about the people in the photographs.  

We intend to protect your anonymity and the confidentiality of your responses to the fullest possible extent, within the 
limits of the law.  Only Professor Hurworth and Mr. Roberts will see the video.  

The data will be encrypted and saved to a laptop in password-protected files.  When not in use, the data will be kept 
securely in a locked filing cabinet. Your name and contact details will be kept in a separate, password-protected 
computer file from any data that you supply. This will only be able to be linked to your responses by the researchers, for 
example, in order to know where to send your interview transcript for checking. In the final report, you will be referred to 
by a pseudonym. We will remove any references to personal information that might allow someone to guess your 
identity.  However, you should note that as the number of people we seek to interview is very small, it is possible that 
someone may still be able to identify you. 

We will also remove any references to specific organizations, projects, or locations and any information that might 
identify them.  If it is necessary to refer to any of them they will be referred to by a pseudonym.  

Once the thesis arising from this research has been completed, a copy of the thesis will be provided for you.  It is also 
possible that the results will be presented at academic conferences. Data may also be combined with data from later 
research and published. 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. Should you wish to withdraw at any stage, or to withdraw any 
unprocessed data you have supplied, you are free to do so without prejudice.  

If you would like to participate, please indicate that you have read and understood this information by signing the 
accompanying consent form.  

Should you require any further information, or have any concerns, please do not hesitate to contact either of the 
researchers; Assoc. Prof. Hurworth: (03) 8344 8624, Mr Roberts: 04 2981 4382. Should you have any concerns about 
the conduct of the project, you are welcome to contact the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of 
Melbourne, on ph: (03) 8344 2073, or fax:  (03) 9347 6739.!
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Appendix 2.  Consent form 

 

  

!

HREC:!1135357.1;&Date:&15/09/15;&Version:&2.1&
&
Melbourne&Graduate&School&of&Education&
The!University!of!Melbourne!Victoria!3010!Australia!
T:!+61!3!8344!8285!!!F:!+61!3!8344!8529!!!W:!www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au!

!
!
!
!
!

Consent form for persons participating in a research project)  
 

PROJECT TITLE: Exploring Uncertainty: describing the schema activated in response to 
projective stimuli in a social research interview 

 
Name of participant: 

Name of investigator(s): Assoc. Prof. Rosalind Hurworth and Mr David Roberts 

 
1. I consent to participate in this project, the details of which have been explained to me, and I have been 

provided with a written plain language statement to keep. 
 
2.  I understand that after I sign and return this consent form it will be retained by the researcher. 

 
3. I understand that my participation will involve an interview in two parts and both parts are to be 

recorded on video. In the second part of the interview I will review the video recording of the first part 
with the researcher. I agree that the researcher may use the results as described in the plain language 
statement.  

 
4. I acknowledge that: 
 

(a) the possible effects of participating in the interview and review of the recording have been 
explained to my satisfaction; 
 
(b) I have been informed that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without explanation or 
prejudice and to withdraw any unprocessed data I have provided; 
 
(c) the project is for the purpose of research; 
 
(d) I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be safeguarded subject 
to any legal requirements; 
 
(e) I have been informed that with my consent the interview will be recorded on video: and I understand 
that the only the researchers will view the video recording and that it will be protected by password, 
encrypted and stored at the office of David Roberts in a locked filing cabinet.  
 
(f) my name will be referred to by a pseudonym in any publications arising from the research; 
 
(g) I have been informed that a copy of the research findings will be forwarded to me, should I agree to 
this. 

 
  
I consent to this interview being video-recorded          � yes   � no 

(please tick) 
  
I wish to receive a copy of the thesis           � yes    � no 

(please tick) 
 
 
 
 
 
Participant signature: Date: 
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Appendix 3.  Spreadsheet Analysis Headings 

Figure 7 below provides a list of the headings used in the Interview Themes 

spreadsheet.  Each participant’s responses were summarised against the themes.   

The theme headings are presented vertically here to save space but each heading was 

a column in the spreadsheet.  

Figure 7. Themes Spreadsheet Headings 

Person ID 
Notes 
Category Instance Generation (debrief) 
Use of implicit knowledge/ Intuition 
Did the participants have a schema 
Triggering/Choice 
Where did the schema come from ? 
What were the schemata? (see Best and Worst 
characteristics) 
How did the schema inform the responses? 
Key Concepts 
Best 
Worst 
Characteristics of Best 
Characteristics of Worst 
"Stereotyping" 
Self Presentation 
Generic v Specific 
Declarative /Procedural 
Elaboration 

 

Figure 8 on the next page shows the heading used to capture the raw data from the 

video and audio recordings. 
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