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Field Methods of the Project
on Linguistic Change and Variation

0.1. Earlier sources for current field techniques. The field methods described
here are based on developments in sociolinguistic research which began in the early
1960s. Field methods used in Martha’s Vineyard (Labov 1963) were modifications
of earlier techniques used in dialectology, and the New York City study (Labov
1966) still showed some focus on lexical items which reflected the dialectological
tradition. The New York City study developed techniques for reducing formality in
face-to-face interviews and obtaining data on a wide range of styles; it included
number of field experiments such as minimal pair tests, subjective reaction tests,
family background tests, self-report tests and tests of linguistic insecurity, as well as
the method of rapid and anonymous surveys. These methods were adopted to a
greater or lesser extent in a number of sociolinguistic surveys based on individual
interviews: of Detroit (Shuy, Wolfram, and Riley 1968); Panama City (Cedergren
1973); Norwich (Trudgill 1972); Salt Lake City (Cook 1969); Phaltan (Berntsen
1973); Philadelphia (Cofer 1972); Bahia Blanca, Argentina (Weinberg 1974);
Glasgow (Macaulay and Trevelyan 1973), as well as a number of smaller studics.
Descriptions of these methods are available in Labov 1966 (Ch. 1-6). Shuy,
Wolfram, and Riley 1968; and Wolfram and Fasold 1974.

A second tradition of field methods stems from the work of Gumperz in
Hemnes (1964) which utilized participant-observation techniques to obtain recorded
samples of group interaction. Such recordings of group sessions were integrated into
the studies of South Harlem (Labov, Cohen, Robins, and Lewis 1968), along with
various advances in face-to-face interviewing techniques and field experiments.

Methods for combining participant-observation and individual interviewing
have been developed in the various components of the study of the Philadelphia
speech community by LCV,' particularly in King of Prussia by A. Payne, in the Irish
and Italian communities by A. Bower, and in the Puerto Rican community by
S. Poplack. The modules used as conversational resources in the interviews are the
result of intensive development of early methods by members of the class on The
Study of the Speech Community (Linguistics 560) from 1972 to 1976. The current

work of Baugh in Pacoima, California, represents the further development of
systematic recording through participant-observations, while the current study of

Paris by Lennig has carried forward the methods of sampling the community
through individual interviews.

' The Project on Linguistic Change and Variation was supported by the National Science
Foundation. The field methods discussed here were developed under NSF Grants SOC75-00245 and
BNS76-80910.
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Aims and Working Principles

The methods used by LCV are governed by two basic aims which are
«ometimes seen in opposition. On the one hand, we need a large volume of recorded
«peech of high enough quality for instrumental analysis of vowels or the precise
judgments on the real_iz.ations of grammatical particles which are often reduced to
rapidly articulated, minimal features of sound. On the other hand, we place a very
high value on records of vernacular speech (see below) which show a minimum shift
or accommodation of the presence of an outside observer. The tension between
these two needs informs the basic dynamics of our developing field methods over
the past fifteen years. The following ‘methodological axioms’ derived from Labov
1972 (pp. 208-9) are actually working principles, based on empirical findings in the
sources cited above.

1.

|. There are no single style speakers. By “style shifting” we mean to

nclude any consistent change in linguistic forms used by a speaker, qualitative or
quantitative, that can be associated with a change in topics, participants, channel, or
the broader social context. Some speakers have a much wider range of style shifting
than others, and some communities do not show any significant shift on features that
are important style indicators in other communities. The most recent sound changes
are relatively insensitive to stylistic contexts, but most linguistic changes that are
well advanced show a wide range of style shifting.

© 2. Swvles can be ranged along a single dimension, measured by the amount
of attention paid to speech. This proposal is supported by observations of the factors
that lead to style shifting in various interview situations and naturalistic settings, as
well as experimental evidence (Mahl 1972, Labov 1972:p. 98). Attention paid to
speech appears to be mediated by the process of audio-monitoring, which can be
blocked by a wide range of factors. This statement is not equivalent to a naturalistic
analysis of style, which might require a very large number of dimensions, but

merely states that styles can be so ordered.

3. The vernacular, in which the minimum attention is paid to speech,
provides the most systematic data for linguistic analysis. The “vernacular™ is
defined as that mode of speech that is acquired in pre-adolescent years. Its highly
regular character is an empirical observation. The: vernacular included inherent
variation, but ¢he rules governing that variation appear to be more regular than those
operating in more formal “super-posed” styles that are acquired later in life. Each
speaker has a vernacular form, in at least one language; this may be the prestige
dialect (as in the case of “RP”), or a non-standard variety. In some cases, systematic
data can be obtained from more formal speech styles, but we do not know this until
they have been calibrated against the vernacular.

4. Any systematic observation of a speaker defines a formal context where
more than the minimum attention is paid to speech. We therefore do not expect to
find the vernacular used in the main body of a first face-to-face interview, no matter
how casual or friendly the speaker may appear to be. We must assume that there will
be distinct changes in a number of linguistic variables when no outside observer is
present. :

5. Face-to-face interviews are the only means of obtaining the volume and
quality of recorded speech that is needed for quantitative analysis. In other words,
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quantitative analysis demands data obtained through the most obvious kind of
systematic observation.

LCV is then faced with the *“observer’s paradox™: Our aim is to observe how
people talk when they are not being observed. The problem is well known in other
fields under the name of the “experimenter effect,” and the problem of minimizing
the experimenter effect is one that has received a great deal of attention. We refer to
it as a paradox since it can never be solved completely in principle: the remainder of
this discussion is devoted to the various means by which we can approximate a

solution.

The original sources for the two models for field methods outlined above are
both extreme in the ways that they fail as solutions to the observer’s paradox. Survey
methodology is a highly developed technique for obtaining a representative sample
of opinions and attitudes from an enumerated population, but the interactive
technique used in such surveys is designed to keep rapport at a moderate level and
filter out all information that cannot be coded in the scheme developed. Here the
experimenter effect is maximal, and the correspondence of the attitudes expressed to
those that operate in every-day life is not easily determined. On the other hand. the
opposing approach used by social anthropologists and ethnographers fails as a
solution in the opposite way. The participant-observer may gather data on
interactive behavior with a minimum of observer effect, but very little linguistic data
can be recorded accurately in journals several hours after the event. Many
participant-observers feel quite limited in the extent that they can introduce
recording apparatus; when they do record group interaction with a minimum ol
other observational effects, the data is limited in both quality and quantity.

Our basic goal is to modify both methods as far as we can to reduce these
limitations, and then combine both approaches to converge on the linguistic system
we hope to describe. There will be sources of error in participant-observation and in
face-to-face interviews, but they are complementary; by combining both methods,
we can estimate the degree and direction of error in our final statement of the rules

of the vernacular.

2. Neighborhood Studies

2.1. Aims and basic design. The original sociolinguistic surveys followed
the usual pattern of survey methodology by enumerating a population, selecting
individuals or households randomly from that population, and then intervicwing
each of those by a standard instrument. When households are selected as the basic
unit, one individual may be randomly selected from that household. Stratificd
random samples modify this method by selecting only those individuals whose sex.
age, class, and ethnicity fill pre-specified cells to obtain representatives ol all types.
In all of these approaches, the view of the community which is obtained is
constructed from the speech produced by those individuals in the interview
situation, together with their substantive responses to questions on relations with
and attitudes toward others. These data may be supplemented by occasional
observations of interaction on the interview site. Such surveys have given us the
most accurate and representative view of the social stratification of language. and a
partial view of the range of style shifting characteristic of the community. They do
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not give a view of the linguistic interactions that produce such stratification, which
must be reconstructed indirectly, and they do not give as close a view'of the
vernacular as studies of group interaction do.

The studies of adolescent groups in South Harlem from 1966 to 1968 yielded
!hc most accurate view of the vernacular in group sessions together with extended
interviews of individuals. The sociometric diagrams constructed of such groups
were extremely valuable in explaining the distribution of linguistic forms (Labov
1972, Ch. 7). This approach was not extended to the adult community, however.

Snx neighborhood studies conducted by LCV from 1972 to 1976 are dcsigl;ed
0] ohlqm a large amount of linguistic and social data on the major social networks of
lhc.nc‘lghborhoods. They include long-range participant-observation which pcrr;lits
unlimited access to the linguistic competence of the central figures of lhos‘;:
n_clwarks. along with recordings of group interaction in which the vernacular lis’
displayed with minimum interference from the effects of observation. ‘
4 A( the same time, the neighborhood studies utilize systematic sociolinguistic
Interviews to obtain comparable data on all members of the social network ‘

' 2..2. Selection of a neighborhood. The neighborhoods selected for study
form a Judglpcnl sample of the city in the largest sense: the priorities of selection
are nrdcrgd_ in accordance with major residential, class. and cthnic groups most
characteristic of the city. There are not enough neighborhoods involved to form ‘a
sample rcpre:s'cmu(ive of the city as a whole, however, and without supplementa
d;ftu these neighborhood studies cannot be considered to yield a representative vieell
ol the Philadelphia speech community. Their primary function is to achieve depth
rather than breadth. P
- Inlor.mauon on census tracts and previous studies of ethnic distributions in
I Inlqdclphnu are consulted to identify blocks that are located centrally in the main
clhl_nc and class groups. Data from our own random and anonymous surveys are also
utilized for this purpose. Within each of these areas, a single block is selcc.ted as ;ln
initial research site. These characteristics motivate our selection of a block. A

a. Rcydcnlially stable _with close to full occupation of dwelling units, and many adult
residents who have lived in the area since childhood.

b. Rt:!ullvcly.sofl interfaces between public and private space, with a resultant high level
of interaction of residents.

¢. A moderate qumber of shopping and recrcation sites in the immediate vicinity, with a
consequent high level of local interaction.

2.3. Entry into the neighborhood. The first entry into neighborhood social
networks utilizes two basic strategies. One is contact with individuals and ‘smull
groups who make themselves available for social interaction on the block . Studics‘ of
the use of public and private space, along with particular sketches and surveys ()l:(he
block in question, provide an overall view of the times and places at which people
make themselves so available. The second approach is through persons who are
centrally located in social institutions with an overview of the ncighborh~ood‘ local
Stores, groceries, barber shops, post offices, fraternal organizations, churches and
schools. In middle-class neighborhoods with widely detached houses. the sécond
Sra;cgy has proven most effective, particularly with the use of higher status
Institutions such as churches and schools. In working class ncighborhoods‘ ﬁrs«(
contacts have been most frequently made through informal channels. -
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The initial presentation of LCV field workers is consistent in‘ gcn“crul
principles, though it may vary in detail with lhc persopahty. age. and sex of fhc Ingld
worker. We present an accurate view of our aims a.nd. interests in the broadest sense.
including the study of language I'ca(urcs.chamclcnsuc of thc pcnghh_orlmml without
singling language out for specific attention. Qur overall aim is getting to know lhcﬁ
neighborhood: how people get along; how it has changed or n_mmlumcd itselfs
whether living on the block brings people together or pulls.them further apart. and
how this neighborhood may be different from others. In‘talking a.b(.)ut the motivation
and results of our study, we emphasize the problems that arc the joint concern ol our
work and the people in the neighborhood: the changes lhu.l are lukmg. place in
American cities, how living in the cities affects people unq their ways of.hlc. As our
contacts with people grow, it appears that we have a punlpular interest in Iunguugc
and local dialect, and our continued interest in recording is mouvutcd_by this
concern. But our interest in language is placed within a larger framework o interest
in narrative accounts of daily life, in confrontations and accommodations. in
relations of ethnic groups and educational problems. S?r!cc the papers and
publications of members of LCV reflect this wider range of interest. we have no
difficulty in justifying a long-term involvemcn(n with the -socml life ol the
neighborhood along with formal inquiry and field experiments specifically
concerned with language.

2.4. The sociolinguistic interview. The first recorded conversation wilh H
member of the speech community usually follows a well dcyclupcd strategy which
may be entitled “the sociolinguistic interview.” In conception ‘unq dcygn. current
methods are descended from the interviews developed in sociolinguistic surveys
(Labov 1966:Ch. 5, Appendix A; Shuy, Wolfram, and Riley 1968: Labov, _(‘uhu.l.
and Robins 1965). However, the developments of the past ten years have carried this
technique considerably beyond that starting point, eliminating many of the clements
that still showed the inheritance from traditional dialectology. Our present methods
are informed considerably by studies of conversation outside of the il_ncrvicw,

The sociolinguistic interview is governed by a number of goals. some
complementary but others contradictory:

1. to record with reasonable fidelity from one to two hours of speech from cach speaker.

2. to obtain the full range of demographic data necessary for the unnly_six ol
sociolinguistic patterns (age; residential, school, occupation, and language history:
family location and relations; income, rent or house values; group memberships and
associations). )

3. to obtain comparable responses to questions that define contrasting attitudes ‘;md
experiences among various sub-cultures (expcricncg of the danger of dc;nh; fate:
premonitions; fighting and rules for a fair fight; attitudes towards other racial and
cthnic groups; educational aspirations).

4. to clicit namratives of personal experience, where community norms and styles ot

personal interaction arc most plainly revealed. and where style is regularly shifted
towards the vernacular.

5. to stimulate group interaction among the people present, and so record conversation
not addressed to the interviewer.

6. toisolate from a range of topics those of greatest interest to the speaker, and allow him
or her to lead in defining the topic of conversation.
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7. to trace the patterns of communication among members of the neighborhood, and
cstablish the position of the speaker in the communication network.

8. to obtain a record of overt attitudes towards language, linguistic features and linguistic
stereotypes.

Y. to obtain specific information on linguistic structurcs through formal elicitation:
reading texts and word lists.

10, to carry out ficld experiments on subjective reactions towards perceptions of linguistic
forms (minimal pair and commutation tests; self-report tests; subjective reaction tests:
tanmily background tests).

The technique of the sociolinguistic interview must be responsive to this
variety of goals. Goals 2-3 and 7-10 are best carried out within a reasonably formal
framework, where interviewers are guided by protocols that give comparable
results. I the language style involves shifts towards more careful speech, that may
be a necessary price to be paid for comparability. On the other hand, the
predominant concern of the interviewer is in shifting the style towards the
vernacular; goals 4-6 implement this shift. If the drive towards personal namative,
mterest and tangential shifting becomes over-dominant, we wind up with large
bodies of speech, close to vernacular style, of great intrinsic interest, but very
difficult to use in obtaining measures of language structure and use across the
community.

It is important to note that the steps needed to record a high quality signal
(goal 1) may increase the observer effect. The use of a lavaliere dynamic
microphone such as the Sennheiser MD-214 reduces the obtrusiveness of a table
microphone, and insures optimal signal-to-noise ratio. But careful pre-testing of
recording. and monitoring of a VU-meter, are essential to avoid distortion and insure
consistent results, and any steps taken to reduce this monitoring have proven
counterproductive. Further details on recording techniques are given in section 2.5.

The technical development of the sociolinguistic interview is aimed at
maximizing overall progress in achieving goals 1-10. This development involves
two technical devices: (a) the module and (b) the conversational network .

2.4.1. The module. The conversational module is a group of questions
focusing on a particular topic: i.e., children’s games, premonitions. the danger of
death. aspirations, etc. The generalized set of such modules, Q-GEN-II, represents
a conversational resource on which the interviewer draws in constructing an
interview schedule.

Many questions within a particular module have been shaped over a number of
years by three processes:

4. Responses to generalized foci of interest. Attention to goal 6 has led to
the recognition that several general foci of interest apply across many speech
communities: death and the danger of death; sex; and moral indignation. The ways
in which these concerns appear in an interview format may be particular to each
community, particularly in the case of sex. But other questions can be shaped
generally for many communities: e.g., “Did you ever have a dream that really
scared you?” ““Were you ever in a situation where you were in serious danger of
getting killed?”

b. Colloquial format. Many inexperienced interviewers. formulating ques-
tions without preparation, will exhibit a bookish lexicon and grammar, or show the
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influence of survey methodology. The questions formulated in our modules provide
a guide to colloquial style, which may then be further modified to fit the particular
style of the interviewer and the current lexicon of the speech community.

c. Shortening. Questions formulated without preparation tend to be quite
long, with many re-starts. One governing principle is that module questions should
take less than five seconds to deliver and in many cases, less than one second.

d. Feedback. Questions may first be formulated from an outsider’s point of
view, as in “Do you play the numbers around here?” But information from many
speakers is accumulated to transform the question into one that presupposes a
generalized state of affairs, and looks to the particular issues of interest.

All three of these formatting processes have operated effectively to produce the
central question from our Module 9. on Family:

Did you ever get blamed for something you didn’t do?

The normal practice is for an interviewer to become intimately accquainted
with a module format, and to adapt questions to his own colloquial style. However,
some questions are marked with a double asterisk (**) to indicate that they should
be asked in exactly the words indicated, first to achieve comparability, and second
because experience has shown that the wording is close to optimal.

Modules show a certain degree of hierarchical structure. A section usually
begins with a general question, and then proceeds to more detailed issues. which
may be penetrated to the extent the interviewer’s and speaker’s interests allow.
Others contain check lists, as in Module 2, Children's Games, which are to be run
through rapidly to test the subject’s recognition of certain items.

2.4.2. The network. The modules are combined into a conversational
network by the interviewer. Modules are selected by the interviewer from the
general resource file Q-GEN-II to construct a conversational network. in which
modules are connected at transitional points through close associations. Most
modules begin and end with transitional questions which permit links to many other
networks. This Module 3, Fights, begins with the question:

0. What did (do) fights start about around here?

with choice of past or present form dictated by the age of the speaker. This may be
linked with Module 2, Games, where arguments start over tough tackles, or with
Module 11, Peer Groups, in the discussion of friends getting mad at each other.
Module 3 ends with

5. Do girls fight around here?
.1. Did you ever get into a fight with a girl?

and can lead into Module 4.1, Dating patterns, going steady, etc., which can begin
with the question *“What are the girls really like around here?” Such transitions can
be initiated by the interviewer or may occur naturally in the course of the
conversation. Generalized networks for particular communities are sometimes
created, showing various points of entry into the network depending on the age. sex.
and social class of the subjects. ‘
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FIGURE 1. Characteristic network of modules for adolescent or young adult speaker.

_ Figure 1 shows a typical network of topics used with worki 3 i
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FIGURE 2. Topic shifting in a sociolinguistic interview with Diane S., 21, Kensington.
Interviewer: Anne Bower.

aforementioned goals 1-10. The network is a guide for the interviewer as he or she
constructs a simulated conversation which follows principles quite similar to the
unfocused conversations of everyday life. The interviewer does initiate topics, often
with questions; this is an expected role. But there is no rigid insistence upon a pre-

set order of topics, and ideally the interviewer plays a part in the conversation which
’ - “. s maricinane unlunteering experience. responding (o
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new issues, and following the subject’s main interests and ideas wherever they go
(see 2.4.4 below). Interviewers vary in the degree to which they utilize the structure
of the network, but the most successful interviews follow a path which is both
natural to the speaker and comparable to other paths. Figure 2 shows the networks
of interview topics followed in an interview between A. Bower of LCV and
Diane S.. 21, of Kensington. An hour and a half of conversation began with child
raising, then shifted to demographic data, to Diane’s job (Mod. 16) and then to
family (Mod. 9). The discussion of dating (Mod. 4) then turned back to family in the
form of daughter-mother relationships, which allowed the interviewer to include the
central question on blame (“Did you ever get blamed for something you didn’t
do?"), particularly valuable for stimulating narratives centered on moral indigna-
tion. The interviewer then returned to demographic questions and obtained a large
amount of data on the family as a whole before shifting rather abruptly to girls’
games (Mod. 2.3), which led to narmratives of fights and the rules for fair fights
(Mod. 3) and back to family relationships as the question of punishment came up.

The interviewer sensed that Diane had a strong interest in children’s games,
and returned many times to this theme . . .back to the games you played as a kid™;
cach time, this theme led in a new direction by a different set of associations. The
second discussion of games led to a discussion of friends, their teen-age games, and
back to dating, which involved a side discussion of Diane’s philosophy of life, and
then a natural extension to marriage (Mod. S), ethnic differences (Mod. 12), and
back to jobs, school (Mod. 15), crime in the neighborhood (Mod. 14). Diane’s job
again, and her philosophy of life again. The interviewer returned a third time to the
theme of Diane’s childhood:

“Getting back to when you were a kid, was there anyone you didn't like?”

This led to a general discussion of the block, and a discussion of the meaning of
“step™ vs. “stoop”, and then into language (Mod. 20). A fourth return to childhood
games, and “Mischief Night” in particular, led to a much wider variety of topics,
ending with more family information and a discussion of family relationships on the
block.

The associational network of this interview was similar to that of the
spontaneous conversations we monitored for topic structure. At the same time, it
was guided by the interviewer to gradually build up a complete view of Diane’s
family relationships and the residential, educational, and job history of the other
people in her social network, and a great deal of information on social relations in
the neighborhood (goal 2). The interviewer is particularly alert to Diane’s display of
interest (goal 6), and recognized that pre-adolescent and adolescent activities
formed an “ultra-rich” topic which could be used again and again without
exhausting interest. Figure 2 shows by the letter N the location of narratives of
personal experience (goal 4). All in all, nine of the ten aims of the interview process
were well developed in this interview.

A 2.4.4. The principle of tangential shifting.’ Throughout the sociolinguistic
interview, there is careful attention to any contribution by the speaker which
Tepresents a tangent or shift of topic away from the topic which the interviewer

! This terminology and the principle are the work of Ivan Sag and Group 3 of the Linguistics 560
class, “Study of the Speech Community,” from 1972 to 1973.
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initiated. The sociolinguistic interview is considered a failure if the speaker does no
more than answer questions. It is the additional material that the speaker provides,
beyond the initial question, which provides the main substance of the interview,
Figure 3 explains the notational system used in transcribing the interview illustrated
in Figure 4. The square brackets enclose topics initiated by the interviewer, and the
circles the responses of the speaker on a given topic. Arrows that lead to new topics
without intervention of square brackets show initiation of new topics by the speaker.
In some cases, a dashed circle follows a formal question; this indicates a shon
interchange of questions between interviewer and subject, which led the speaker
herself to initiate a new topic. Dashed lines between topics indicate indirect
guidance of the interviewer, encouraging the speaker to shift tangentially to a new
topic.
If we examine all of the topical transitions in Figure 4, we obtain the
following proportions:

Topics initiated by a question of the interviewer 38
Topics initiated by the speaker 42
Tangential shifts encouraged by the interviewer 9
Question-and-answer series terminated by a new topic introduced by speaker 9

We can see in this interview a balance between the impetus provided by the
interviewer and that provided by the subject. Figure 4 also shows that the latter pant
of the interview clearly marked a shift towards speaker-initiation, as we would

expect.

FIGURE 3. Notational key for transcription of topic shifting in the interview with Diane S., 21, Kensington
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2.4.5. Power relationships in the interview setting. One of the crucial
elements that determine the course of a sociolinguistic interview and further
contacts is the relative degree of authority of the interviewer and speaker. The
“observer's paradox” is not to be seen as absolute, but closely linked to the
perceived relationship of an outside observer in a dominating class (Encrevé 1976).
The interviewer is engaged in an occupation that clearly points to membership in a
middle-class institution of some kind—research or journalism. Any identification
of the interviewer as a teacher would stress the fact that he is a person that
information flows from, not to.’ The basic counter-strategy of the sociolinguistic
interview is to emphasize the position of the interviewer as a learner, in a position of
lower authority than the person he is talking to.

This favorable interactive position can only be achieved by a thoroughgoing
rejection of the authority that stems from association with the dominating social
class. Sociolinguistic interviewers must continually monitor their behavior for any
signs of this authority. They must review their lexical and grammatical choices to
remove any evidence of bookishness or influence of literary language, and
ruthlessly plane away all remains of conspicuous ostentation to achieve a plain,
unvarnished style. On the positive side, the sociolinguistic interviewer will develop
his own use of colloquial idiom, even at the expense of generalized intelligibility.
The extent and style of morphological condensation will show similar adjustments,
in the direction of the local dialect. It is not uncommon for interviewers to make
partial phonetic shifts towards a local dialect; as long as this is not so extreme as to
be seen as an imitation of that dialect, it will be accepted as a symbolic entry into the
local value system.

On the interactive level, the interviewer will work to develop a position of
lower authority and lesser consequence in the conversation. One pan of this
behavior is a consequence of the principles already developed. In monitoring the
rise and fall of interest shown by the speaker, he naturally attends closely to
everything being said, and gives the other more than the time needed to finish one
idea and launch into a new one. His interest must not be a mechanical one, and he
must not be distracted from the content of what is being said by too much attention
to the speaker’s phonology or syntax. The interviewer must have a keen appreciation
of the strengths and expertise of the speaker: a genuine and profound interest in what
the speaker knows. If he pays attention, he is bound to learn and absorb knowledge
that will be fed back into future interviews, and raise his discussions with others to a
higher level of interest and expertise. ‘

Experienced interviewers work towards steadily removing themselves from a
position of consequence in the conversation being conducted. When a third or fourth
person appears, their attention will then not be drawn to the interviewer and what he
is doing, but rather to the subject of the conversation, and it is quite possible for a
face-to-face conversation between the interviewer and speaker to gradually shift o a
general conversation where the interviewer plays a very small part.

In one respect, the interviewer should retain his authority: in his own arca of
expertise in making recordings. He should feel free to suggest where the others

' This impression is confirmed by the concrete experience of two graduate students who spent 2
summer interviewing in two areas of Philadelphia to obtain data on the use of tense markers in narrative.
They presented themselves as school teachers who wanted to know more about the community. Though
they met with the usual warm reception in working-class areas, they obtained very few personal
narratives and very little relevant data as a consequence.
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might sit sO that he can get the best sound: if outdoors, to move out of the wind or
away from the street; if indoors, to turn off the sound on the television set, turn off
clectric fans, or move away from a noisy motor. Once subjects have agreed to make
4 recording, they have the same investment in obtaining good results as the
interviewer, and they will be even more disappointed if the playback is distorted by
reverberation or outside noise.

2.4.6. Continued interviews. Given the nature of our neighborhood studies
Js continuous contact with the speech community, there is no -imperative to
complete an interview schedule in a single session. In many cases, the goals 1-10
are carried out in several sessions. In fact, the recording of group interaction under
poal § is best carried out by participant-observation in the months following the
initial interview (see the discussion of group sessions in section 4, below). But the
goals of the individual interview are quite distinct from those of group sessions, and
itis therefore necessary and desirable to continue the format of the initial interview
i second or third meetings with subjects as individuals or pairs. The familiarization
process which is evident throughout the individual interview (Labov 1972:97-98)
continues to reduce the level of formal constraints in these continued sessions, but
the fundamental dynamics are the same as those sketched above.

In current neighborhood studies of Philadelphia, a second complete series of
individual interviews was carried out centered around a group of communication
modules. These modules outline the location of the speaker’s social networks—
both family and friends—in relation to the block. They investigate the kinds of help
that neighborhood people give each other that bring them into social relations —re-
directing mail, baby-sitting, relaying maternity clothes. emergencies, and sickness.
A second arca deals with socializing—sports, afternoon and evening gatherings. A
third module deals with the telephone, of special interest to us in obtaining data that
relates the neighborhood studies to telephone interviews (see section 3, below). A
tourth module concerns privacy and the lack of it: gossip, friendship, and the
hreaking off of social relations.

The ultimate extension of such continued interviews is a series of confidential
conversations that the field worker recorded with the central informant in each
neighborhood: She obtained a sketch of the social position and history of each
resident on the block, from the point of view of her informant. After several years of
intimacy and familiarization, this catalogue laid bare many of the determinants of
social behavior that would have been hidden from view in initial interviews.
Because such data is charged with strong social significance, the recordings are
separated from the normal archiving procedures and are not available even to
members of the research staff without special precautions (see section 7, below).

Continued interviews allow us to resolve part of the contradiction inherent in
the interview format: The need to follow the principles of unfocused conversation
and tangential shifting conflicts with the need to acquire comparable data. As we
review first interviews, we find that questions needed for comparability (such as
attitudes towards fate or educational aspirations) were sometimes passed by in the
course of following the speaker’s natural interests, and for one reason or another, the
mlcr\{icwer never returned through the conversational network to that area. These
Ommissions are then systematically repaired in the second interview.

The construction of effective subjective reaction, self-report, and family
background tests often requires long familiarity with the speech community, and it
























