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It would have been easier to choose another method
ology for my dissertation, given that a number of
the faculty at my alma mater had 'grave doubts' about
the validity of Q. (A Q dissertation 'is rot' was
one comment.) But Q methodology was appropriate to
my theoretical framework, and Q sorting seemed the
perfect way quantitatively to model the value systems
of newspaper reporters, editors, and photographers
(Schwartz, 1978).

My introduction to the world of William Stephen
son came in a graduate research course offered by
Edward J. Trayes, who had been schooled by Malcolm
MacLean at the University of Iowa. Trayes displayed
a missionary zeal for Q, and I was an eager convert.
Like MacLean--who told the First International Sym
posium on Communication Theory and Research that '1
find William Stephenson's Q methodology at least a
partial solution for practically every research prob
lem that comes into my hands' (Thayer, 1967)--1 saw
applications everywhere I turned. Imagine my sur
prise, therefore, when one member of the faculty vow
ed that a Q dissertation would never come out of the
University, and imagine his surprise when he was di-
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rected to Brown's bibliography on Q (1968: 609) which
showed that another department had produced such a
dissertation twelve years earlier. Another professor
said Q is a 'quick and dirty methodology, an~a dis
sertation should be rigorous and protracted.' What
does that mean? 'It's too easily and quickly done,'
came the reply, 'and can only approximate, reality. ,

I shrugged, wondering how many, if any, of our
social scientific techniques produce, and not ap
proximate, reality. Is the attitude scale the atti
tude? Does the semantic differential generate se
mantic space, or a simulation of semantic space? Q
merely models or approximates the subjective pro
cesses of the individual, and that, I explained, is
part of its strength. In addition, to say that Q
methodology can never be rigorous in application--and
such was the implication--seemed to betray an ignor
ance of the methodology and technique, a lack of
knowledge about the nature of science and research.
Q has its limitations; all who use it recognize this,
or should. And certainly the methodology has been
abused, but what behavioral and scientific technique
has not? For example, Rosenthal and Rosnow (1969)
have outlined the problems of the laboratory setting,
while the abuse of statistical tests of significance
is decried by Bakan (1969). Abuse is human, and aca
demics, even members of communications faculties, are
human.

There are few 'pure' methodologies; to criticize
Q as 'impure and unscientific,' as did a number of
faculty during my proposal and dissertation defenses,
seems to be a bit of methodological snobbery that
communications academics can ill afford. As Bakan
(1969: 94-95) noted in his perceptive volume on be
havioral methodology:

There is no investigatory method which is
'pure' and which provides an absolute guarantee
against the commission of error. It may indeed
be, as one of my students once aptly put it,
that the correlation between purity and fertil-
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ity must at least be negative. If errors be
committed, we look to the future for their cor
rectives. In the meantime, and perhaps ulti
m&tely, we accept a pragmatic criterion.

In a sense, Q is as fertile as it is 'impure'. But
to insist upon a methodology uncriticized, even if
such a methodology exists, seems utter folly in a
division of a discipline (the journalism portion of
communications) criticized by one of its more prom
inent researchers as being particularly devoid of
significant scholarly research (Tunstall, 1971: 5).
Those of us interested in communication behavior need
the hypotheses and theory generated by as many meth
odologies as possible; to concentrate instead on a
search for purity in technique to the exclusion of
all else--I was surprised to hear that a disserta
tion in my field should be '99 per cent method and
one per cent thought'--is to flirt needlessly with
sterility.

One term often popping to the surface of our dis
cussions of the dissertation was 'error rate.' As it
was explained, the conventional definition of error
does not apply to dissertations. An error rate is
divided between the copy of a dissertation (such
things as the accuracy of footnotes, the reliability
of the typist, the number of typos, etc.) and the
methodology. The claim by at least one member of
the faculty was that the error rate of Q technique
was extraordinarily low. Q, whether we talk about
the methodological philosophy or its application,
simply cannot be trusted. In other words, Q meth
odology claims to provide a technique within its
statistical-philosophical system for measuring sub
jectivity but actually does not. (Error rate, as
might have been noticed, seems synonymous with valid
ity.)

Much of some faculty criticism of Q along this
line was based upon a paper delivered to the Asso
ciation for Education in Journalism convention in
1974 (Freeman, 1974). The paper was designed to tho-
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roughly debunk Q. As a university staff member fa
miliar with the project told me 'The intent was to
discredit a popular research method.' However, the
would-be debunkers were themselves debunked by San
ders (1974) who pointed out some obvious and embar
rassing flaws in the paper. Nevertheless, Freeman
was used occasionally as witness to the misuse of Q
in communications' research, and that which has been
misused, or lends itself to misuse, therefore is in
valid as a methodology for dissertation research.
'It may be good for a quick journal article or two,'
a non-Q type commented, 'but it lacks the rigor ne
cessitated for pure scientific research.'

How do you answer? Do you point out that very
little outside of the physical sciences is classi
fied as 'pure' scientific research, and even the phy
sical science philosophers have doubts about their
own? Or, perhaps, note that even the 'pure' stuff
to which one detractor referred--the experimental
studies of the social psychologists--is under attack
as an outmoded paradigm (McGuire, 1973)?

It seems to me that communications research can
not afford such arrogance. Time and again during my
dissertation research I was told that-a young program
in a growing discipline should produce dissertations
that rely on statistical tests of significance for
decisions. The particular Q technique used in my
work relied upon factor analysis, which has a large
number of· criteria for decision-making but few with
the authority of the 'traditional' significance
tests. Much to my amazement, one person on my com
mittee confided, 'Let me see some tests of signifi
cance, use a few reaZ statistics, and maybe I can
support you.' No methodologist, he: At the bottom
of his statement lies a gross misunderstanding of the
nature of statistics and the purpose of statistical
tests of significance. Such tests are merely tools
for inferring causal relationships, not ruZes which
automatically decide the meaningfulness of a rela
tionship. Based upon the opposition to Q, it appear
ed that some of the opponents of the methodology had
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forgotten the true functions of analyses of data,
that of generating theory and acquiring support or
non-support of the theory. This is the purpose, and
statistics are merely means to an end. It is a mis
take to place the responsibility for a decision about
data relationships solely upon the test statistic,
asking it to do things for which it was not intended.
As Hays (1973: 353) admonished in his highly regarded
statistics textbook, 'There is no God-given ruZe a
bout 0hen and how tQ- make up youP mind in generaZ. '
Does a statistically meaningful result automatically
establish the worth of a study? Is the academic or
social significance of a project positively correlat
ed with the strength of a statistical relationship
between portions of the data? I think not. A sta
tistically meaningful result in a research situation
is one of many reasons for believing that some vari
able X is a condition for the occurrence of Y.

At one point in the proposal defense the follow
ing exchange took place between my dissertation ad
visor and another member of the communications facul
ty:

Advisor: No method is perfect. No matter what
you choose there are certain things you'll
just have to live with.

Faculty Merriber: I'm f-amiliar with the method.
Don't give me a lecture. I'm familiar with
the method, and you don't use it to find out
what peo-p-le think because better techniques
are available.

Advisor: Why do you object?
Fae?A,Zty Member-: Q has outlived its use. It was

only experimental; you don't use it for ser
ious studies. If you're a real methodologist,
you use something else.

My advisor, his face flushed, said nothing. Had he
sorted the persons in the room from 'most like' to
'most dislike,t there was little doubt as to who
would have occupied the bottom place in the distri
bution. This faculty member, with his single-minded
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emphasis on 'official' and 'correct' methodologies,
had written off more than 40 years of Q-related work.
A correlate assumption was this: A researcher '" is
judged on the worth of his or her methodoiogy accord
ing to the prevailing wisdom "of the discipline, or
portion of the discipline, and never mind the thought
or theory generated by the project. There seemed to
be a peculiar sort of mindlessness at work; the pre
dominant methodologies of whole disciplines--anthro
pology, history, sociology, and polit~cal science--

"were dismissed in an attempt to emulate the physical
scientists and clinical psychologists. And this was
being done with little or no awareness of the crises
of confidence in the experimental paradigm experienc
ed by psychologists and physical scientists over the
'past few years (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1969; Rosnow &
Rosenthal, 1976).

In this scheme of things, Q is too messy, too li
able to misinterpretation, too imprecise. Never mind
that we are searching for basic structures, looking

'for new directions. No. Confirm what we· kn'ow, tell
us exactly how to measure the familiar, count that
which has been counted before, and we'll sanction
your study--but without Q.

However, I 'fought the good fight,' wrote a Q
dissertation, and graduated. Since then I have serv
ed on the committee of another Q dissertation, taught
a course which included Q methodology, and supervised
a number of student projects. And now and then I
think of those who opposed my dissertation on the
grounds that all Q dissertations are invalid. I
think and laugh because they, with their methodolo
gical blinders, will never know the peculiar joy and
thrill of which philosopher John Dewey wrot·e, of 'the
very act of exploration of expedition, the process of
enterprising adventure into the remote' (Dewey, 1950:
54).

Stuart H. Schwartz; CoZlege of Journalism~ Ma:Pquette
Unive~sity~ 1131 West Wisconsin Avenue~ Milwaukee~

Wisconsin 53233
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