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Why do subjects and researchers disagree
about the how and why of subjects’ behavior?

Face Validity from
Multiple Perspectives

Louise H. Kidder

As a rule, we do not ask subjects to draw their own conclusions about the effects
of a treatment, the meaning of an action, or the cause of a behavior. Instead,
we as researchers provide feedback to subjects and inform them about the
causes or meanings of their actions. There are instances, however, in which
subjects draw their own conclusions, and these reveal some interesting disa-
greements between researchers and their subjects. I will examine the sources
of disagreement and discuss why research can seem to be valid from one per-
spective and invalid from another. I am concerned with disagreements not
only between researchers and their subjects but also between researchers and
the groups from which their subjects are drawn and to which the results will be
generalized. Research results always require interpretation, and different con-
stituencies are likely to make different interpretations.

The simplest assessment of validity, which uses no statistical tech-
niques, is called face validity. When applied as a minimal criterion to research
measures, it is assessed by experts who can look at a measuring instrument
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and say whether it seems like an appropriate measure on its face. If we apply
this same minimal criterion to research conclusions, we encounter a new prob-
lem —choosing the experts. There are numerous groups of potential experts
who can assess the face validity of research results and conclusions, and they
are likely to disagree, especially about research that has implications for social
policy or action. The potential for disagreement is clearest in applied or evalu-
ation research. Program funders, administrators, recipients, and onlookers
often have different criteria for what constitutes success and for identifying the
relevant outcomes. Even with basic research, however, there are different par-
ties to the research process, notably the researcher and the subjects, to whom
the results are generalized, and they may disagree about the causes, effects, or
interpretations of events (Becker, 1967).

Applied to measurement, face validity is a simple criterion, and as a
result, it tends to be treated lightly, it is seldom discussed, and it is often dis-
missed as superficial. Applied to research conclusions, face validity is a more
complex issue, resembling construct validity, although it lacks a statistical
solution. For instance, two parties who disagree about the “cause” of women’s
alleged “fear of success” in research like Matina Horner's (Horner, 1968) early
studies are disagreeing about what the phenomenon should be called. One
may call it an intrapsychic fear or motive to avoid success, while the other may
call it a realistic appraisal of what happens when sex-role stereotypes are vio-
lated. The former term points to an intrapsychic cause; the latter, to a cultural
pattern. Therefore, when different parties assess research conclusions and
judge them valid or invalid on their face, they can disagree about the proper
name of either the cause or the effect, and in so doing they are assessing the
construct validity of a process.

To examine how and why different parties can fail to agree about the
face validity of research conclusions, I have identified three points of disagree-
ment. The first point of disagreement is about the causes of behavior. Where
we look for causes in the complex set of causal chains depends upon our point
of view, and researchers and subjects can differ predictably in where they look
for causes. The second point of disagreement is about effects. Which of the
many possible effects of a given cause that we select will determine whether we
conclude that a given cause produced positive, negative, or null results? The

. third point of disagreement is about the meanings of events, and this involves

simultaneous disputes about causes and effects.
Disagreements About Causes
Researchers and Subjects as Observers and Actors. Some disagreements

about causes are predictable. Actors and observers have different perspectives
on social interactions, and they differ predictably in where they locate the causes
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of behavior (Jones and Nisbett, 1972). Research subjects and investigators
generally occupy the roles of actors and observers, respectively. Like actors,
subjects have access to more information about themselves than the research-
ers do. Their life histories form the background of their current actions, and
changes in environmental conditions stand out in relief against that back-
ground. Thus, they attend to the environment, locate causes for their actions
outside themselves, and make situational attributions. For researchers, their
subjects stand out in relief against a background of situational forces. Conse-
quently, they make causal attributions that locate the sources of behavior in
the persons.

In Milgram’s (1963) studies of obedience, the subjects and the research-
ers differed predictably in their attribution of causality and responsibility. The
subjects indicated during the debriefing that they held the experimenter respon-
sible for the shocks that they had given. During the experiment, subjects said
such things as “You’re going to keep giving him, what, 450 volts every time?”
They pointed to the experimenter as the cause of the shocks. One subject, wor-
ried about the learner’s health, repeatedly asked the experimenter, “You
accept all responsibility?” From the experimenter’s point of view, the subjects
were responsible for obeying orders and for inflicting harm on the learner.
From the subjects’ point of view, the experimenter was responsible, because
the experimenter insisted that the subjects inflict harm. In the negotiations
that occurred during the debriefing, neither party questioned the joint role of
the commands from the experimenter and the obedience from the subjects, but
they disagreed over the relative emphasis. Subjects held the experimenter
more responsible than themselves and vice versa. Both exhibited a self-serving
bias in their attributions (Miller and Ross, 1975), and they made the predict-
able attributions of actors and observers. As actors, the subjects located the
cause of their behavior in the situation, that is, in the experimenter’s insis-
tence, and as observers, the experimenters located the cause of the subjects’
behavior in them as persons, that is, in human nature. Milgram concludes his
film of the obedience studies with the note that “human nature cannot be
counted upon” to insulate us from the powers of government to command its
citizens to commit acts of violence.*

The subjects in Milgram’s experiments disagreed with the researcher
not only because they occupied different positions but also because they were

" deceived on two counts. The subjects were led to believe that the learner was

receiving a shock when the subject pressed the lever when in fact no shock was
delivered, and they were told that, while the shocks could be painful, they
were not dangerous. The filmed account of the experiments shows that sub-

* Obedience, copyright 1965 by Stanley Milgram, distributed by the New York
University Film Library. Extracts quoted with permission.
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jects believed the first allegation — that the learner was receiving a shock —but
that they were uncertain about the second. They had conflicting information
about the dangers involved. The experimenter said that the shocks could be
painful but that they were not dangerous, while the words printed on the shock
apparatus said, “Danger . . . Severe Shock . . . XXXX . . . 450 Volts.” The
subjects’ own eyes and ears told them that the shocks were both painful and dan-
gerous, but the experimenter said that there was no danger. Caught between con-
flicting messages, the subjects negotiated with the experimenter and held him
responsible for what happened. They acknowledged that their fingers were on
the shock levers and thus that they were a proximal cause of the learner’s dis-
comfort, but they located the ultimate cause and therefore the final responsi-
bility with the experimenter (Harvey and Rule, 1978; Kidder and Cohn,
1979). : :

The causal attributions that experimenters make are not necessarily
trait attributions. Most social psychologists, in fact, are probably not trait the-
orists, for they examine the effects of environmental conditions. Milgram
manipulated several environmental conditions and found that subjects diso-
beved an authority’s commands when they had confederates who also diso-
beved and that they administered fewer shocks when they had to force the
learner’s hand onto the shock plate (Milgram, 1963.).

There is often a difference, however, between the external causes that
researchers identify and the external causes that subjects identify. For
instance, in cognitive dissonance research (Festinger and Carlsmith, 1959),
subjects who participated in a dull experiment and then received a small sum
of money for telling someone else that the task was really interesting subse-
quently rated the task as more interesting than subjects who told the same lie
tor a large sum. The researchers concluded that external circumstances were
the cause of the subjects’ ratings: The $1 payment was external justification for
telling a lie, so subjects sought internal justification and called the task truly
interesting. The subjects also concluded that something outside themselves
made them call the dull task interesting, but they did not identify the small
payment as the cause. They pointed to the stimulus properties of the task; the
subjects found redeeming features in an otherwise dull task. Dissonance theor-
ists point to the small payment and the subsequent dissonance arousal as the

_ cause of the subjects’ reports. Subjects point to features of the stimulus to explain
~tneir reports (Jones and Nisbett, 1972).

Nisbett and Wilson (1977) report a series of studies in which the sub-
jects and the researchers identified different causes for the subjects’ behaviors.
For instance, researchers asked subjects to select one of four nightgowns and
one of four identical pairs of nylon stockings. When.subjects were asked why
they had selected a particular gown or pair of stockings, they referred to qualities
of the gowns or the stockings. The researchers, having alternated the positions
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of the items, demonstrated that the subjects chose not according to appearance
but according to position— the further that an item was to the right, the more
frequently that item was selected. The subjects attributed their behavior to
properties of the stimulus—that is, to quality or appearance—and the
researchers attributed it to external circumstances — that is, to position. No
subject noticed a position effect. The researchers concluded that the subjects
were wrong and that their verbal reports could not be trusted. I reach a differ-
ent conclusion. The subjects were fooled into thinking that they could discrim-
inate among four indiscriminably attractive gowns or four identical pairs of
stockings. Thus, it was the situation, rather than their verbal reports, that
could not be trusted. That rigged situation resembles real-life situations in
which consumers are given a choice among essentially identical products, but
it Is not representative of most choice points in people’s lives, where they select
stimuli rather than positions. The subjects, therefore, were wrong about the
cause of their selection because the situation itself was rigged and unrepresen-
tative. "

[n the preceding examples, the researchers and their subjects disagree
about the causes of the subjects’ behavior for two reasons. First, researchers
have access to more information and to different information when they deceive
their subjects. As a result, they attribute subjects’ behavior to causes that the
subjects are not always aware of. such as the insufficient justification of a small
reward or the position of a product. Second, even in situations where there is
no deception, subjects and researchers have access to different information
because they occupy ditferent positions as actors and observers. Deception
limits the face validity of research because it creates a rigged situation, but
even when subjects are not deceived, they are likely to differ from researchers
in where they locate causes.

Researchers and Subjects with Different Theories and Ideologies. Some
disagreements between researchers and the people whom they study resemble
disagreements among researchers. They can hold different ideological and
theoretical beliefs. Although we often design research to study the effects of
one or two variables, we acknowledge that a complete understanding of the
origins of any effect requires that we examine multiple causal chains (Brick-
man, Ryan, and Wartman, 1975; Kidder and Cohn, 1979). By selecting one
of many possible independent variables, we place our emphasis at one point
on one of many causal chains. These different causal chains represent comple-
mentary rather than competing explanations. For instance, if we study the
effect of daytime versus nighttime police patrols on the incidence of crime, we
have selected only one of many possible causes of the crime rate. Other causes
include the cohesiveness of neighborhoods, levels of unemployment, use of
personal and home protection devices, and so on. Each of these factors occu-
pies a position in a separate causal chain.



. da

46

Although these alternative chains represent complementary rather
than competing explanations, they imply different solutions that compete in
the political arena for money, time, and effort. For instance, if we study the
effects of police patrols on the crime rate and we find that police patrols have
an effect, we imply that the appropriate solution is to introduce more police
patrols. However, if we study the influence of neighborhood organization or
youth employment on the crime rate and we find an effect, we imply that the
appropriate solution is to provide more youth employment programs or to
promote neighborhood organization (Kidder and Cohn, 1979).

Several black psychologists have made similar points about the white
researcher in black society. There are ideological and political differences
between researchers who give person-centered explanations of race differences
and researchers who give situation-centered explanations of race differences
(Clark. 1973; Gordon, 1973; Nobles, 1973). Both as psychologists and as sub-
jects of research, these black psychologists object to the search for inner
causes, whether they be genetic or psychological, because such research does
not lead to social change. Locating the causes for social problems within indi-
viduals permits us to blame victims rather than social conditions. Gordon
(1973, p. 94) calls instead for a black psychology that combines analysis and
action.

Similarly, feminists call for replacing genetic or intrapsychic explana-
tions of sex differences with sociocultural explanations’(Sherif, 1979). In the
late 1960s, Horner (1968) postulated a motive to avoid success in women to
explain why women did not aspire or achieve as men did. Since then, many -
women have said that Horner misidentified the cause (Parlee, 1980; Robbins
and Robbins, 1973; Sherif, 1979; Unger, 1979; Wallston, 1979). They dis-
agree with Horner’s intrapsychic location of the cause in part because it does
not fit their own experience (Parlee, 1980) and in part because it is more useful
to view intrapsychic variables as symptoms or consequences than as causes.
Horner's intrapsychic explanation also creates no force for social change. As
Robbins and Robbins (1973, p. 137) have put it, “As long as it is believed that
the lack of success of many professional women is primarily due to their psy-
chological disability, expressed as a ‘motive to avoid success,’ there will be little
incentive to redress some of the tangible external barriers—such as admission
quotas, slower rates of promotion, and reluctance to grant tenure — which
have stood just as surely in the way of professional advancement.”

The absence of face validity imputed to Horner’s findings led other
researchers to improve on Horner’s design. Her study confounded the gender
of subjects and stimulus persons. Women responded to a female stimulus cue,
Ann, who was first in her class in medical school. Men responded to a male
stimulus cue, John, who was also first in his class. When women told stories
predicting that Ann would subsequently fail or lead an unhappy life alone or
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commit suicide, Horner concluded that they were projecting their own motives
onto Ann and she deduced from this that women have a motive to avoid suc-
cess. However, another explanation is that Ann’s out-of-role behavior, not
women’s motives, caused them to tell sad stories about Ann. Subsequent
researchers disentangled the gender of subjects and stimulus persons and dem-
onstrated that both men and women fear for someone who succeeds in a role
traditionally reserved for the opposite sex (Monahan, Kuhn, and Shaver,
1974). The failure of Horner’s original interpretation was a failure of face val-
idity. It did not ring true to some women and men, who subsequently devel-
oped sociocultural rather than intrapsychic explanations (Sherif, 1979).

‘The critics of intrapsychic explanations for apparent race and sex dif-
ferences have called for causal analyses that would lead to social action. Intra-
psychic explanations of self-hatred blame black people, and intrapsychic
explanations of women’s career aspirations blame women. Both deflect atten-
tion from social change to personal change. Critics of intrapsychic explana-
tions do not deny that social and cultural conditions can have intrapsychic cor-
relates, but they regard those correlates as consequences, not as causes.

In summary, when the subjects of research disagree with researchers
about causes, they may do so for two reasons: First, they occupy different
positions, as actors rather than observers, and they have access to different
information. Second, they disagree about which of the many contributing
causes are the important ones, whose discovery suggests solutions to problems.

Disagreements About Effects

Research conclusions can lack face validity from the perspective of either
the subjects or the population to which findings will be generalized if the reported
etfects of a treatment seem implausible or irrelevant. These differences of
opinion can arise from several different sources. First, if the researcher exam-
ines manifest functions or public performances, while the subjects focus
instead on latent functions or private performances, or vice versa, researcher
and subjects are likely to reach different conclusions. Second, as with causes,
subjects and researchers have access to different information about effects.
The differences arise not from their positions as actors and observers but because
they gather different types of information at different times. Finally, subjects
and researchers can disagree about the relevance or importance of various
effects and use different criteria for what constitutes a successful treatment.

Latent Versus Manifest Functions, Private Versus Public Actions.
Reading about gender differences in reward allocations, I found myself object-
ing to the repeated finding that men allocate rewards in proportion to contri-
bution, while women allocate rewards equally (Leventhal and Lane, 1970).
Men who distributed rewards between themselves and a less-deserving part-
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ner took more for themselves, following the rule of equity, and women who
distributed rewards gave themselves and their partners identical amounts, fol-
lowing the rule of equality. These sex différences were reported repeatedly,
with adults, with children, with real partners, and with fictional others. In
spite of the repeated evidence, the effect of subjects’ gender was not plausible
to me because it did not fit either with my personal experience or with my
observations as a teacher.

[ had students work on group projects and asked them how they
wanted to distribute the group grade. I explained that if I gave a grade of B to
a group project, the members could divide it equally, so that everyone received
a B, or they could divide it proportionally, so that some received A’s, some
received B’s, and some received C’s, provided that the group average remained
B. The groups always agreed that the grade should be divided equally. How-
ever, individual students sometimes came to me in private to protest. They felt
that they had contributed more to the project than other students and believed
that they deserved an A, while others deserved a C. In private, they proposed
an equitable, not an equal, distribution. The students who came to me were
always women. They were not, therefore, conforming to the research findings
that women preter equality, while men prefer equity, at least not when they
expressed their opinions privately. When [ subsequently asked students to let
me know in writing, anonymously, but with their gender indicated, how they
preferred to allocate awards, [ found women choosing equity. That is, they
reported having done more of the work, so therefore they deserved more of the
reward (Kidder, Bellettirie, and Cohn, 1977).

[ then designed an experiment to test the effect of anonymity on reward
allocations by men and women to themselves and to a less-deserving partner. In
one condition, the subjects believed that their allocations would be public, and
in the other condition, they were assured that their decisions would remain
private. In the public condition, men chose equity and women chose equality.
[n private, each did the opposite. The public behavior conformed to the find-
ings of previous literature, but the private choices did not. The apparent sex

_effects in the earlier literature disappeared in private and were even reversed.

The sex effects reported earlier had no face validity for me because they con-
tradicted my personal experience and my observations of the choices that men
and women made in private. By making the public-versus-private condition a
variable, [ uncovered the out-of-role behavior that I had observed informally,
and I found different sex eftects.

Research that uncovers etfects can have face validity for some people
but not for others. Nancy Henley's research on the functions of touch uncovers
some latent functions which contradict the cover story that touching is a sign
of affection (Henley, 1977; Parlee, 1980). Henley’s work identifies instances
“when the act of touching has a different meaning: When touching is asym-
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metrical . . . the act of touching represents a statement or affirmation of
power differences” (Parlee, 1980, pp. 1-2). By observing the conditions under
which one person touches another and that touch is not reciprocated, Henley
noted that touching can serve to bestow low status rather than to convey affec-
tion. These two effects of touch—bestowing low status and conveying affec-
tion—occur in different contexts, and they have different causes. Identifica-
tion of effects, therefore, is not always separable from identification of causes,
particularly when the two involve people’s intentions. Disagreements over
such effects are disagreements about the meanings of events, and as such they
are questions about construct validity.

Just as causal attributions sometimes contain a self-serving bias, inter-
pretations of effects can serve the purposes of actors or observers (Miller and
Ross, 1975). Some people may choose to believe that asymmetrical touching
affirms affection rather than power. There is no research on how actors and
observers or how doers and those who are “done unto” perceive effects. Con-
sclousness-raising movements among low-status groups (black people, women,
the physically disabled) suggest that low-status persons do not automatically
perceive asymmetrical acts as affirmations of power differences but that they
learn to assign such meaning to asymmetrical touch or to other behavior.

Availability of Information About Effects. The timing of the research
process makes it almost inevitable that researchers will have more of one kind
of information about the effects of a treatment than will their subjects. Individ-
ual subjects can assess the effects of a treatment upon themselves immediately.
The researcher can assess the effects upon a large group of subjects, but only
after all have participated. Even in research that provides for full and accurate
debriefing, subjects cannot know what the overall effects of a treatment are
until long after they have participated. Thus, if a researcher asks subjects to
assess the effects of a treatment, they cannot make a fully informed judgment,
because all the data are not available.

This inevitable difference between what subjects know when they par-
ticipate and what a researcher knows at the end of a study accounts for some
reported discrepancies between researchers’ and subjects’ descriptions of effects.
The most dramatic discrepancy appeared in the evaluation of a delinquency
prevention program, known as the Cambridge-Somerville experiment, begun
in 1939 and evaluated thirty years later (McCord, 1978). Boys between the
ages of five and thirteen were randomly assigned to a delinquency prevention
treatment group or to a control group. Boys in the treatment group received
scholastic tutoring, medical and psychiatric attention, opportunities to attend
summer camp, access to youth activities, and biweekly visits from social work-
ers. Boys in the control group received no special services. The treatment lasted
five years.

In a thirty-year follow-up of men who had been in the treatment and
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control groups, McCord found that men in the treatment group fared worse
on every measure where there was a significant difference. Equal numbers of
men in the treatment and control groups had been convicted of committing a
crime, but of those men, a higher proportion of men in the treatment group
had committed more than one crime. Men in the treatment group showed a
higher incidence of self-reported alcoholism, ulcers, asthma, and high blood
pressure. Equal numbers of men in the treatment and control groups had died
by the time of the follow-up, but men in the treatment group had died at an
earlier age. Of those who were living, men in the treatment group had lower
occupational status on the average than men in the control group. The treat-
ment, therefore, had uniformly negative effects.

There was one exception to this otherwise negative picture. When asked
what they thought about the program, two-thirds of the men in the treatment
group said that it had been helpful. They said such things as “It helped prepare
me for manhood,” it gave “better insight on life in general,” and it helped them
to have “faith and trust in other people” (McCord, 1978, p. 287). According to
the subjects’ assessment, the treatment helped. By every objective standard, it
hurt. Why do they disagree?

The researcher had a better vantage point from which to assess the
multiple effects of the treatment and access to longitudinal and cross-sectional
archival data. If the subjects had been informed about the higher criminal
arrest rate, the alcoholism rates, the lower occupational standing, and the ear-
lier deaths of men in the treatment group, they, too, would probably have con-
cluded that the program had hurt more than it had helped. For this reason,
rather than ask who is right, I will examine what the subjects could have meant
when they said that the program had helped. Their positive assessment resem-
bles the almost universal finding of evaluations of compensatory education
programs: “Regardless of the type of program, duration, or actual results, par-
ents are enthusiastic” (McDill, McDill, and Sprehe, 1969, pp. 43-44).

[t is possible that men in the Cambridge-Somerville experiment and
parents of children in compensatory education programs are enthusiastic
about the fact that they have been offered services that they normally would
not receive. They may be responding more to the process than to the outcome
(Kidder, 1981a). Perhaps it is the process that they appreciate. Men in the
Cambridge-Somerville experiment would not have had access to the summer
programs, counseling, or youth activities if they had not been in the treatment
group. Without compensatory education programs, participating parents
would not have access to organized preschool care for their children. Thus,
they may be enthusiastic about the programs not because the programs pro-
duce the intended effects but because they provide goods and services that par-
ticipants would not have had otherwise.

We can imagine similarly discrepant evaluations by researchers and
participants in other social programs, such as the negative income tax experi-
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ments. Researchers have studied the effect of the program on the number of
hours worked. The program is considered a success if recipients of negative

income tax benefits do not work less than they have before. I have found no

reports of what the recipients had to say about the programs, but I can extrap-
olate from discrepancies found in evaluations of various negative income tax

experiments. The program appears to have different effects on salaried work-

ers and on nonsalaried self-employed farmers (U.S. Department of Health,

Education and Welfare, 1978).

Salaried workers are more likely to reduce the number of hours worked
than nonsalaried farmers are, particularly in those conditions of the experi-
ment where participants lose their negative income tax benefits at a high rate
as they earn increased amounts of money. In some programs, recipients lost as
much as 70 percent of their benefits when their salaries rose above a minimum
level. In effect, they were taxed on their benefits as if they were in a 70 percent
tax bracket. Therefore, they had little incentive to increase the hours worked,
because they rapidly lost their benefits. For nonsalaried self-employed farm-
ers, however, the extra hours worked did not produce an immediate increase
in their personal earnings. By investing time and labor on their farms, they
could eventually realize higher earnings, but these would be delayed, and the
workers suffered no loss in their immediate negative income tax benefits. There-
fore, self-employed farmers increased the number of hours they worked, and
salaried workers decreased the number of hours worked. The same treatment
had different effects.

By one criterion, the number of hours worked, the program succeeded
among farmers and failed among salaried workers. It is possible, however,
that by another criterion, the program succeeded among both groups. What
might that other criterion be? If we examine the behaviors of both groups, it
appears that both groups tried to maximize the financial returns on their
work. For the salaried workers, there was a point of diminishing returns. At
that point, they decreased their hours worked, possibly in exchange for more
leisure time or for unreported work. For the nonsalaried farmers, there was no
immediate point of diminishing returns as long as they could defer their earn-
ings. The goal for both groups appeared to be maximizing returns, not the
number of hours worked. Asked to evaluate the negative income tax experi-
ments, both groups could have called it successful by their own criteria. Thus,
it is possible for researchers and their subjects to have access to different infor-
mation, adopt different criteria for success, and attach different meanings to
the resulting “effects.”

Disagreements About Meanings of Events

The face validity of conclusions rests on the construct validity of mea-
sures of both causes and effects. If researchers and subjects disagree about the
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effects of a treatment like the negative income tax, they are disagreeing about
what working means. For a salaried employee, working more means receiving
fewer benefits and realizing a small return. For a nonsalaried farmer, working
more means receiving the same benefits and realizing a delayed return on the
work. For a researcher, working more is better than working less, and pre-
sumably it means the same in all instances if that is the criterion used to evalu-
ate the negative income tax experiments. Therefore, researchers and subjects
could disagree about the success of the taxation, because they disagree about
whether working more is good or bad.

This example illustrates another point: When people disagree about
the effects of an experiment, they may also be disagreeing about the causes.
For instance, one interpretation of the failure of negative income tax experi-
ments is that the payments produced a disincentive for work. A different inter-
pretation is that the high taxation made it less worthwhile to work. Was it the
payment of benefits or the loss of those benefits that made some people work
less? When recipients earned money and their income rose above a baseline,
they lost their negative income payments at a specified taxation rate. If the
rate was 70 percent, they received only 30¢ for every dollar earned above the
baseline income level, because their benefits were reduced at the rate of 70¢
for every dollar earned above the baseline. Therefore, in identifying the effects
of the experiment, we are also identifying the cause, and in the present in-
stance, the cause could be either payment of benefits or loss of benefits.

The subjects in Milgram'’s obedience studies who disagreed with Mil-
gram about the meanings of their actions disagreed simultaneously about both
causes and effects. Milgram’s data have generally been interpreted as showing
that subjects obeyed rather than defied the commands. The subjects, how-
ever—even those who pressed the maximum-shock lever—described them-
selves as defying rather than obeying authority. The filmed record of the ex-
periments contains exchanges like the following, which occurred in a debrief-
ing session:

Milgram: The purpose of the experiment was to see how you would re-
act to Mr. Williams’ [the experimenter’s] authority — whether
you would obey it or defy it.

 Subject: 1 defied it! I mean, who the hell is he?

The subject believed he had defied authority because he had not willingly
complied but had been coerced. Milgram, however, portrayed this subject as
obedient. Another debriefing session contains the following exchange:

Subject:  He [the experimenter] kept throwing him [the learner]| 450
volts. '
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Milgram: Who actually pressed the switch?

Subject: I was, but he kept insisting.

Milgram: Why didn’t you stop?

Subject: I did stop, but he kept telling me to go on.

In such cases, Milgram concluded that the subjects obeyed authority and did
not stop, and the subjects concluded that they had defied authority or had
stopped.

Rather than trying to determine who is right, I have chosen to examine
why the subjects and the researcher disagreed. In the exchanges presented
here, they disagree about the effects of commands from authority in part
because they disagree about the causes of the subjects’ behavior. The subjects
said that they defied authority and stopped even when they had pressed the
maximum-shock lever. They considered themselves defiant, because at some
point they switched responsibility for the shocks from themselves to the experi-
menter. [n one sequence of the film, a subject and the experimenter negotiate
responsibility as follows:

Subject: The guy’s hollering in there.

Experimenter: Continue, please, go on.

Subject: ‘The guy has a heart condition in there. You want me to
go on? He can't stand it. What if something happens to
him?

Experimenter: The experiment requires that you continue.

Subject: [ refuse to take the responsibility. Who's going to take the

responsibility if something happens to that gentleman?
Experimenter: I'm responsible. Continue, please.
Subject: [After a few more shocks] Oh, no. No, I'm not going to
kill that man.
Experimenter: The experiment requires that you continue.

Subject: We can't go on if the learner doesn’t answer.
Experimenter: If the learner doesn’t answer, go on.
Subject: Can’t you check in and see if he’s alright, please? [to the

learner:] Answer, please. Are you alright in there? [to the
experimenter:] Something’s happened to that. man in
there. You accept all responsibility?

Experimenter: The responsiblity’s mine, correct. Please go on.

Subject: You're going to keep giving him, what, 450 volts every
time?

Later, during the debriefing, the subject said to Milgram, “He [the experi-
menter| kept throwing him 450 volts.” The subject had negotiated the respon-
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sibility with the experimenter and concluded that it was the experimenter, not
himself, who inflicted the shocks on the learner. The subject’s interpretation of
both the causes of his behavior and the effects of commands from authority
differed from Milgram’s interpretation. The subject felt that he had stopped
and that it was the experimenter who had continued; the subject felt that he
had defied authority, not obeyed it.

Drawing Conclusions with Face Validity
from Multiple Perspectives

Having identified conclusions that lack face validity from the perspec-
tive of a given constituency, I felt obliged to say whether or how we can do re-
search that appears valid from multiple points of view. The question partially
provides its own answer. We can conduct research that has validity from more
than one constituent’s point of view by asking questions and eliciting informa-
tion from multiple perspectives. For instance, to evaluate the effects of a social
program like compensatory education, we can use multiple criteria derived
from the points of view of parents, children, teachers, and program adminis-
trators. Some criteria may have zero or even negative correlations with one
another, because they represent divergent rather than convergent perspec-
tives. The more applied and the more politically sensitive that a research topic
is, the greater the potential for disagreement about causes and effects, which
makes it all the more urgent that we elicit multiple perspectives. Research on
intergroup conflict provides a useful paradigm. The rival groups of Rattlers
and Eagles in the Robbers’ Cave experiments had different perspectives on
who was to blame for the rivalry. Neither group had an exclusive hold on the
truth; both holds were necessary to understand the sequence of events (Sherif,
1976; Sherif and others, 1961).

Hastorf and Cantril’s (1954) analysis of Dartmouth and Princeton stu-
dents’ perspectives on a hotly contested football game shows that the rivals dis-
agreed not only in their descriptions of how “rough and dirty” the game was
but also in their count of how many rules were broken by each team. “The
‘game’ actually was many different games . . . each version of the events that
transpired was just as ‘real’ to a particular person as other versions were to
other people” (Hastorf and Cantril, 1954, p. 132). Therefore, one solution to
the problem of maximizing face validity for multiple constituencies is to in-
clude more than one perspective in the inquiry. Using the intergroup conflict
paradigm, we can take our inquiry a step further and ask how the divergent
perspectives developed and how they relate to the circumstances of the rela-
tionship (Carolyn Sherif, personal communication).-

A second answer to the question of how to do research that has face val-
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idity from other people’s perspectives is contained in Herbert Blumer’s descrip-
tion of how to “catch the process of interpretation through which they con-
struct their actions” (Blumer, 1962, p. 62). He says that “to catch the process,
the student must take the role of the acting unit.” The presume danger of taking
the role of the acting unit is that the researcher may lose his or her objectivity.
Blumer counters this by saying that the failure to take the subject’s point of
view can lead to errors: “To try to catch the interpretive process by remaining
aloof as a so-called ‘objective’ observer and refusing to take the role of the act-
ing unit is to risk the worst kind of subjectivism—the objective observer is
likely to fill in the process of interpretation with his own surmises in place of
catching the process as it occurs in the experience of the acting unit which uses
it” (Blumer, 1962, p. 62). Misplaced objectivity, therefore, can be a source of
disagreement between subjects and researchers, because it forces researchers
to guess about subjects’ interpretations. Participant observation provides a
means for researchers to learn what the subjects interpretations are and re-
duces the need for guessing.

Participant observation is often suspect because it seems overly subjec-
tive. I have shown elsewhere (Kidder, 1981a) that, although participant obser-
vation appears to be subjective, it has much in common with quasi-experi-
mental research. Participant observers can make causal analyses and rule out
threats to internal validity in much the same way as quasi experimenters. By
gathering data over an extended time, a participant observer can develop a
time series design, and by gathering longitudinal data on multiple groups,
individuals, or institutions, a participant observer can develop multiple time
series. The long series of observations enables the participant observer to test
rival explanations and to rule out threats to internal validity like a quasi exper-
imenter. The subjective quality of participant observation, therefore, does not
preclude causal analysis.

As a rule, participant observers do not use the objective language of in-
dependent and dependent variables, but that objective language can disguise
rather than eliminate bias. As Carolyn Sherif (1979) points out, intrapsychic
explanations for sex differences have been perpetuated by research that ap-
pears to be “objective.” She adds that, by “glorifying the experiment,” we imply
that “knowledge is to be gained by studying parts, elements, or variables,” and
as a result, “much of what goes on is simply ignored” (Sherif, 1979, p. 102).
An experiment is no less an interpersonal event than participant observation
is, and the artifacts arising from demand characteristics and other unintended
features have been amply documented (Rosenthal and Rosnow, 1969). Partic-
ipant observation is not a panacea, but it can increase the face validity of re-
search, because it enables a researcher to catch the process from a subject’s
point of view.
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