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Research problems are usually assumed
to play animportant role in the research
process and different authors have given
testimony to the importance of such
problems. For example, Wertheimer
(1945:123) stated “Often, in great discov-
ery the most important thing is that a
certain question is found.” Another ex-
ample is Kantorovich (1993: 29) who
concurred: “A discovery of a new prob-
lem may lead to a significant progress of
science, sometimes more s0 than a dis-
covery of a solution of a known problem;
such a new problem may open up a
whole new field of investigation.”
Merton (1973: 453) reported from inter-
views with Nobel laureates (carried out
by Harriet Zuckerman) that “They uni-
formly express the strong conviction
that what matters most in their work is a
developing sense of taste, of judgment,
inseizing upon problems that are of fun-
damental importance.”

These remarks, not all of them based
on any reported systematic empirical
observations, primarily concern great
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and maybe rare events in science. How-
ever, research problems are of interest
also in connection with more mundane
every-day science. In addition, Ziman
(1995) noted that what is important is
not just to formulate an original ques-
tion, but to have enough faith in it to take
it on in one’s research. What role do re-
search problems play in the production
of scientific knowledge?

To what extent do researchers look for
fundamental problems and to what ex-
tent are they driven by other goals in
their search for research problems to fo-
cus their research on? Where do research
problems come from and how are they
handled in the research process? In this
article the nature and function of re-
search problems in a few disciplines
within the social sciences are explored
through interviews with experienced re-
searchers, The disciplines in question
are psychology, social anthropology and
ethnology.

The concept of a research problem is
often taken for granted, but it is appro-
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priate to provide at least an initial defi-
nition. A minimal definition of a re-
search problem is that the researcher has
a goal for his or her understanding but
does not know immediately how to
reach this goal. A problem involves
meaning and is represented in terms of
a conceptual framework or frame of ref-
erence available to the researcher and
accepted by him/her to be suitable for
representing the problem. Most or all of
the conceptual framework is usually
taken from the discipline or specialism
that the researcher is acquainted with.
Even if the early formulations of the
problem are done in every-day com-
mon-sense terminology, it will later be
reformulated in order to fit the concep-
tual framework of the research commu-
nity that the researcher aims to commu-
nicate with. The problem is expressed
froma perspective, a“view point”, which
to some extent will determine which as-
sociations are easy for the researcher to
make. Expectations for how the problem
can be solved usually also come as part
and parcel with the conceptual frame-
work. The theoretical concepts in the
conceptual framework used are usually
defined partly through use of a certain
methodology (Fleck, 1935/1997). It may
be seen as a natural default expectation
that solutions to a new problem ex-
pressed in an established conceptual
framework will be solved by use of simi-
lar or compatible methods.

Research problems belong to those
parts of the research process which are
the least investigated. This is not simply
because the initial stages of the research
process are less investigated; research
problems may be present at any stage of
the research process. Another reason
may be that research problems are an

ephemeral kind of entity. Their identity
is constantly negotiable as pointed out
by Fuller (1993: 108) “Indeed, such ba-
sic identity questions as ‘Which problem
was solved’ are settled only when the
results are being written up for publica-
tion” Problems come in many forms,
from vague and unarticulated to well
specified and structured. Furthermore,
they vary from very broad and general
to very specific and local. Given that re-
search problems have a genesis, and a
developmental process, their presence
may be particularly difficult to establish
in their early stages.

During the hey-days of logical positiv-
ism research problems (hereafter simply
“problems”), if treated at all, were often
treated in a mixed descriptive-norma-
tive perspective. A common stance
among writers in the logical empiricist
tradition has been to reify problems and
to claim that they are present from the
beginning in the research process
(Allwood & Birmark, 1996a). Thus, for
example, Bunge (1967: 165) stated: “Itis
not just that research begins with prob-
lems: research consists in dealing with
problems all the way long” Likewise,
Popper (e.g. 1972) in his famous model
of the growth ofknowledge (Problem —
Tentative theory —> Error elimination)
gives the problem an initial position in
the research process. Exactly how prob-
lems appear in this position is not
treated, nor considered to be of impor-
tance by Popper, except that he notes
that new problems occur as a result of
the error elimination phase. However, as
Popper clearly would have been aware,
this is not the only way that problems
can occur. The same standpoint, that
problems occur first in the research pro-
cess, was formulated by for example
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Grinnell (1992) when describing re-
search in biology.

A number of other writers have made
statements about the origin, selection
and handling of problems. In a classic
study, the psychologist Roe (1953)
through use of various psychological
tests attempted to provide evidence for
a linkage between early childhood
events, personality structure and choice
of research themes. More recently,
Campbell (1994) provided speculations
along the same lines. However, Roe only
provided empirical evidence inthe form
of correlations and trends. Although
these linkages may have some intuitive
credibility onageneral level, onthe more
detailed level they can only remain
speculations. It is, however, of interest
that her results showed a clear relation
between eminence as a researcher and
having personality properties such as
curiosity, and a need for independence.
Roe (1953: 49) also stated that “It is of
crucial importance that these men set
their own problems and investigate what
interests them. No one tells them what
tothinkabout, orwhen, orhow. Here they
have almost perfect freedom.” It seems
that Roe here totally misses out on the
social collective dimension of science.

Science is a social enterprise and the
specific social context in which research
takes place sets conditions for re-
searcher’s problem formation and prob-
lem handling. Mulkay (1972) is an ex-
ample of a writer who, in contrast to Roe
(1953), emphasizes the social dimension
of science. He notes, following Hag-
strom, that scientists strive for recogni-
tion by the scientific community and
that they want other researchers to take
an interest in their work (see also
Campbell, 1974). For these reasons they
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need to consider which problems are
legitimate within the research commu-
nityaddressed (Mulkay 1972: 15). Within
the science community there also exists
cognitive and technical norms for prob-
lem selection which researchers violate
at the risk of being ignored by the other
researchers. Thus, legitimacy is put forth
as a norm for choice of a problem to
work with. A similar view is expressed by
Fuller (1992: 450), who characterizes the
“constructivist” point of view in the fol-
lowing way: “... most of the real cogni-
tive work occurs at the planning stages
of scientific research, during which the
team director determines the best way
to mobilize all of her or his resources to
make the biggest impact on the scien-
tific community.” However, this remark
just as those by Mulkay, above, appears
to relate less to the formation of prob-
lems and more to the handling (includ-
ing the selection) of problems once they
have been identified.

The training of graduate students is
seen by Mulkay, just as by Kuhn (1970)
and Hill (1995), as providing them with
an ability to discriminate which part of
the conceptual framework of the spe-
cialism is seen by the community as in-
secure and may be problematized and
which parts may not. Experienced re-
searchers, in the role of supervisors, are
assumed to provide the necessary guid-
ance in this connection. Ziman (1995)
pointed out that the natural sciences dif-
fer from many of the humanistic and
social sciences in that Ph.D. students in
the latter two types of sciences are often
given more freedom to pick their own
problems. In a never ending search for
recognition researchers will opportunis-
tically look for “topics available” in a spe-
cificresearch domain and move to a new
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domain as “the current paradigmiis filled
in” (Mulkay, 1972: 34; see also Kanto-
rovich, 1993). Each territory has its “rec-
ognition-relevant” properties. On the
one hand the territory must not be too
crowded with researchers because this
indicates hard competition. On the
other hand it must not be too empty be-
cause then there is “the risk that fellow
scientists would pay no attention.”
(Campbell, 1988: 521).

Due to the assumed cognitive rigid-
ity, “strong mental sets”, of experienced
researchers and the career strivings of
the middle status level researchers (as-
sumed to be most conservative) Mulkay
(1972: 50) speculated that young re-
searchers are the ones most prone to
take the risk to be very innovative. Al-
though not covered by the empirical
material presented in this article, for
various reasons this does not seem to be
fully credible, except maybe for the most
brilliant researchers who can be ex-
pected to show their brilliance early in
their research career. Most of the young
researchers will more likely be busy es-
tablishing their reputation in a way that
heeds the established norms in the com-
muunity. In this picture, the important
basis for the formation of problems is the
conceptual structure of the research dis-
cipline. Implicit in what Mulkay writes
is that it is the gaps and other possibili-
ties of this framework which provide ex-
ploitation opportunities for the re-
searcher. Features of the individual re-
searcher do not contribute much.

Other writers on the theme of prob-
lems have also to a large extent focused
on the conceptual structure of the disci-
pline or the specialism as the important
resource for problem formation (e.g.
Nickles 1980a, b). Ziman (1995) wrote

about (natural) scientists’ rationale
when choosing between different re-
search plans, mostly paying attention to
the cognitive, material (apparatus) and
social aspects (the research commu-
nity). Ziman (1987) presented results
from his research on middle-career re-
searchers in natural science and tech-
nology R&D institutions. The results re-
lated mainly to the researchers’ experi-
ences and thoughts about the intellec-
tual costs and benefits of change in their
careers and research areas.

In the present study experienced re-
searchers from parts of psychology
(mainly cognitive psychology) and from
social anthropology/ethnology are inter-
viewed about their problem formation
and handling of problems. The disci-
plines of psychology and social anthro-
pology differ with respect to content and
are also, at least somewhat, different
with respect to the researchers’ attitude
to method. In most of psychology
(clearly in those areas the researchers
interviewed in the present study came
from), when making claims about effects
and differences between groups, the de-
mands are often stricter with respect to
reliability, research design and use of sta-
tistical methods. In social anthropology
and ethnology the methodological de-
mands may be said to be stricter in other
senses, for example, the researcher is
expected to have had more in-depth
contact over longer time periods with
his/her research field before drawing
conclusions. Given these differences
between the two subjects, it is of inter-
est to investigate whether the research-
ers from the two subjects will also show
evidence of differences in their attitudes
to and experiences of problems in their
own research.
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Method
Informants

Fifteen experienced researchers in psy-
chology (most of them from cognitive
psychology, but two of them came from
developmental psychology and one
from health psychology) and 15 experi-
enced researchers in social anthropol-
ogy and ethnology (8 from social anthro-
pology and 7 from ethnology) were in-
terviewed between December 1995 and
February 1997. The informants came
from all five of the “old” universities in
Sweden (Uppsala, Lund, Stockholm,
Goteborg and Umead) and in addition
from two other research institutes in the
Stockholm area. All, except one re-
searcher in psychology and three re-
searchers in social anthropology/eth-
nology, were full professors. The remain-
ing four researchers were also senior re-
searchers, well above the docent level in
their research careers. This means that
nearly all full professors in Swedish psy-
chology with a cognitive orientation and
more or less all full professors in social
anthropology and ethnology in Sweden
were interviewed. None of the inter-
viewed psychologists were females and
five of the informants from social an-
thropology/ethnology were females.!

In order to simplify the text, social
anthropologists and ethnologists will,
below, be called anthropologists. The
main difference between social anthro-
pology and ethnology in Sweden is that
researchers in ethnology mainly con-
duct their fieldwork in Sweden and in
social anthropology mainly outside of
Sweden. The theoretical literature over-
laps to a large extent between the two
disciplines.
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Interview questions

The interview questions were con-
structed with the purpose of covering
three areas in connection with prob-
lems. First, questions were asked about
the development, over the researcher’s
career, of his/her problems. The second
area concerned the researcher’s stance
with respect to various aspects of prob-
lems in his/her current research activi-
ties. Finally, some more general aspects
of problems were covered. Only the an-
swers in connection with the second
area and one question in the third area
will be reported here due to space limi-
tations. The questions are listed in Table
1. Earlier versions of the interview ques-
tions were tried out in pilot interviews
with ten researchers (from psychology,
social anthropology, theory of science,
history of ideas and one informant from
a research-funding agency). Allwood
and Barmark (1996b) have published
edited versions of some of these inter-
views,

Results

The results from psychologists and an-
thropologists will only be presented
separately when they differ substantially,
or in the case of results from individual
researchers.

Research without Problems?

The researchers’ answers to the question
if research can be conducted without
problems varied. Two researchers
pointed out that the answer to the ques-
tion depends on the definition of prob-
lems. Ten other researchers noted that
problems might be more or less articu-
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Table 1. Reported interview questions, listed in the order they were asked.

which aspects was it unrealistic?

problems?)*

process?

1. Can you imagine that research can be conducted without research problems?
If so, when, under what circumstances?

2. When do you consider a research problem to be promising?

3. When do you consider a research problem to be researchable?

4. Can you give an example of a research problem which you have viewed as
exciting but have put aside because you have found it to be unrealistic? In

5. Do you use any special strategies in order to generate and formulate research
problems? If so, describe these strategies. When are the strategies used?

6. Do you at the present time have a research problem that you could consider
researching but concerning which you have not yet made up your mind?
What are the arguments for? What are the arguments against?

(7. Which changes in the academic environment do you think would improve
the effects of this environment in connection with the formation of research

8. Inyour opinion which are the functions for research problems in the research

* The answers to this question are not reported due to space limitations,

lated (also including answers to question
8, in Table 1). Sometimes problems are
nothing but a “theme”, or “topic”, some-
times more implicitly and sometimes
more explicitly defined. One psycholo-
gist rejected that getting to know a phe-
nomenon could be seen as a problem.
On a more general level, another psy-
chologist noted that it is presumably
possible to formulate a problem in rela-
tion to anything.

Research without problems is impos-
sible. Combined with the researchers’
answers to the later question about the
functions of problems {(question 8, in
Table 1), 25 researchers thought that
problems are necessary in the research
process. However, as will be described
below, three psychologists in this group
recognized that explorative research

could sometimes be worthwhile at least
in early stages of research.

Most of these researchers were very
emphatic in their “no” to this question.
One of the psychologists said “you al-
ways have a research problem even if
you have not clarified it to yourself” and
an anthropologist, argued that “you are
not just openly searching for material,
you never observe in a completely un-
structured way”. One further psycholo-
gist stated that research without prob-
lems is difficult “even if the problem is
very unarticulated and vague, for ex-
ample that I would like to have better
insight into this phenomenon.”

Some of these informants gave argu-
ments for their opinion by referringto a
definition of science. Among the psy-
chologists, one informant said that a
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general search, “just feeling around”, can
not, nor should, be considered research,
Another stated that empirical science is
characterized by the fact that the re-
searcher tries to control and knowing
what to control dermnands a problem. Yet
another informant said: “No. It is always
the problem the research concerns.”
One of the anthrapologists who thought
problems were necessary noted, how-
ever, that the problems do not necessar-
ily need to get answered, the important
thing is that an interesting line of reason-
ing exists.

Among the anthropologists, one in-
formant stated that the task of research
is to “problematize”. “The problem is the
first and the last thing an ethnologist
works with ... you have to ‘polish’ the
problem up to the veryend.” Two further
voices said: “Research without research
problems is not research” and “That
would be documentation activity and I
don't see that as research.” Two other
informants concurred, both by contrast-
ing research and shallow registration,
one of them also depreciating “only tell-
ing stories from where you have trav-
eled.”

Some further arguments given for the
necessity of problems were the follow-
ing: Three psychologists argued that re-
search has to be problem-driven in or-
der to promote research which is “quali-
fied”, “of lasting value”, and “successful”,
respectively. An anthropologist said
“There exists a wonder which directs you
towards the whole thing”. The same per-
son also said “Problems and hypotheses
are there, otherwise I would not have
started the research.” Another anthro-
pologist meant that problems are just as
necessary for research as the empirical
part is. Two anthropologists argued that

56

in a minimal case, problems picked up
from the literature or from previous re-
search will direct the researcher’s atten-
tion,

Research without problems is possible.
Five researchers said that research with-
out problems is possible, one way or
another. A psychologist said that he pre-
ferred to work with a very broad explor-
ative attitude. The two reasons he men-
tioned for this was that the important
factors often are not those that one had
expected to be important and that it is
best to learn to know the phenomenon
first and then to ask questions. Another
psychologist simply stated another cri-
terion which research activity should
satisfy; it should have “a direction”. An
anthropologist said that research with-
out problems was only possible during
fieldwork when “most” anthropologists
work in a very open way. According to
another anthropologist, simply wanting
to find out about something is sufficient
and a third anthropologist in response
to the question noted “No. Is that too
short?, But it happens anyway. ... but
competent research can be carried out
without a clear problem, within a para-
digm.” In addition, one psychologist
stated a seemingly contradictory view.
He, on the one hand, suggested that re-
search has to fulfill a minimum level with
respect to problems in that it has to at-
tempt to discover patterns in the data.
On the other hand, he stated that he of-
ten would “go out” and attempt to make
an inventory in an assumption-free way,
“it is very much a discovery oriented re-
search we are conducting.”

Furthermore, four researchers who
had previously stated that research with-
out problems was impossible, agreed,
after some interaction from the inter-
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viewer, that such research is possible and
can be of value, Three of these research-
ers gave examples from their own re-
search. Of these, an anthropologist
stated “but then I had to work towards a
problematization, the problems had to
be created from the material.” Another
anthropologist stated that attempts at
emic descriptive research could be used
as contributions to a meta-theoretical
debate.

Research without problems is possible
as an indication of an early developmen-
tal stage. Three further informants in
psychology, along the same line, after
interaction from the interviewer later in
the interview, noted that research with-
out problems can be possible in early
stages of research or in a research area,
in order to get to know the phenomena.,
One of these also mentioned that it
could be possible in another discipline,
such as anthropology. Three anthropolo-
gists saw research without problems as
indicative of an earlier developmental
stage in anthropology. A further anthro-
pologist noted that research without
problems is not possible in anthropol-
ogy but could be possible in history.

Other remarks. Three anthropologists
noted that initial problems will change
in the research process and that this is
howit ought tobe.Two researchers noted
that although problems do not always
drive the research process, they them-
selves teach their students that problems
should have this function. Finally, two
anthropologists recommended open-
ness with respect to what is given by the
empirical world and warned against be-
ing too attached to one’s problems. How-
ever, one of them also noted that “re-
search problems can help you.”

Functions of Problems

The researchers were also asked to state
what they considered to be the functions
of problems in the research process. If
the interviewees reiterated what they
had already said in response to the ques-
tion about the necessity of problems,
their answers are not repeated here. The
functions allotted to problems were
many and varied.

Emotional or motivational function.
Afewresearchers stressed the emotional
or motivational function of problems.
Two researchers said that the problem
provides motivation, or “energy”. An an-
thropologist said that they provide ex-
citement and interest, and another char-
acterized problems as a form of security.

Problems structure, organize, or drive
the research process. Seventeen research-
ers said that problems structure, orga-
nize, drive {or some similar expression)
the research process. This happens, for
example, because problems provide a
conceptual frame for the research or a
focus for activities. An anthropologist
argued that problems are what “make it
a process.” Two informants used more
creative metaphors: “problems are the
spine of the research process”, and “... are
the motor” in the research process.” Four
informants used the expression “orient”
or described the same concept for ex-
ample by using the metaphor “... are the
rudder.” Other words and expressions
used were, for example, “steer”, and “de-
fine” the research process.

In this context, two researchers saw a
danger in “too well specified problems”
because “you risk not being open to the
unexpected.” One anthropologist explic-
itly denied that problems steer the re-
search process, “at least not in my case.”
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This informant also argued that theories
provide understanding of something
you find interesting in a field, no area is
interesting only because it gives better
understanding of some theory.

Other functions. Other descriptions of
the function of problems were more spe-
cific. Two researchers stated that the
function of problems was to start re-
search, to get the research process go-
ing. A psychologist noted that problems
create an opportunity for the researcher
to articulate his or her own values with
respect to what is worthwhile to re-
search. Two anthropologists suggested
that problems decide the practical mea-
sures taken, such as which social con-
tacts you make and where you apply for
research money. One of these infor-
mants suggested that this was the only
function of problems. Two anthropolo-
gists said that one function is to make
possible the generation of sub-problems
or sub-goals.

A psychologist suggested that prob-
lems have an important function when
it comes to formulating ideas and hy-
potheses that later can be tried empiri-
cally. Likewise, two researchers de-
scribed the function of problems as
making it possible to relate concepts and
theories to the empirical level. Similarly,
for one anthropologist the function was
to provide understanding of empirical
phenomena. Another three anthropolo-
gists suggested that the function of prob-
lems is to support conceptual and theo-
retical development, to make the re-
search something more than just “docu-
mentation”, Finally, two anthropologists
stated the function of problems in con-
nection with writing research texts, “as
themes for writing” and “texts have to
have some organization”, as they ex-
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pressed it.

Emphasis on variation. Other answers
emphasized some aspects of the fact that
the functions of problems may vary. Two
psychologists noted that the importance
of problems can vary; sometimes prob-
Iems are very important and at other
times they are more of an ad-hoc nature.
As one of them said: “one sort of throws
in the jest after the dough and makes a
virtue out of a situation you have got
your self into”. Three psychologists and
seven anthropologists also noted that
problems can change character as the
research cycle proceeds. “You start with
some problems, but it is not these prob-
lems which you answer” and “You make
initial problem formulations which you
then continuously alter.” One psycholo-
gist noted that researchers differ with
respect to the function which problems
play in their research.

Other remarks. Five researchers noted
that their Ph.D. students are tought that
problems are very important in the re-
search process, but some of them also
noted that this was not always so in their
own case. Three anthropologists saw it
as very important that problems are for-
mulated in such a way that they fit the
area investigated, that they are exciting
to work with, that they should work as
an “anchor” in the research process, and
that they should be thoroughly fixated
when the research process is completed
(at this point they should be “carved out
of stone”). One psychologist found that
problems sometimes were allowed to
play too small arole in the research pro-
Cess.

Use of Strategies to Generate Problems

The researchers were also asked if they
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use any special strategies in order to gen-
erate and formulate problems. If they
did, they were asked to describe these
strategies and when they were used. The
researchers differed with respect to the
extent to which they used strategies to
generate problems and also with respect
to the extent to which they appeared to
pay attention to this aspect of the re-
search process.

Alarge range of different contexts and
strategies were reported. In practice it is
presumably not possible to make a clear
distinction between when problems are
generated as a result of the researcher
using a particular strategy and when
they occur spontaneously. For example,
a specific situation where problems may
be identified, such as reading research
reports, may for the same researcher
sometimes be used intentionally as a
means to generate problems and on
other occasions be the context in which
problems occur spontaneously. Further-
more, it is unclear whether specific atti-
tudes or stances which might facilitate
the identification of problems, such as
being interested or open towards events
in everyday life, should be seen as inten-
tional or spontaneous. Clearly, they can
on different occasions be both. Thus, in
what follows no attempts will be made
to distinguish between intentional strat-
egies and spontaneous identifications.
Furthermore, the researchers’ state-
ments varied in that they sometimes
concerned early stages in the research
process, the formation of research
themes, and sometimes concerned
somewhat later stages, the generation of
new perspectives on an already localized
theme or the development of a sub-
problem or maybe even a new analysis
within an ongoing research work, Fi-

nally, many of the contexts or strategies
described below can occur together,
such as drawing on your own research
when writing grant proposals.

Problems originating in one's own re-
search. Five psychologists mentioned
that problem formation often occurred
in relation to research that they had al-
ready conducted. For example, earlier
experiments gave rise to new questions.
Differences between your own results
and your hypotheses or other research-
ers’ results were mentioned. To go back
and think through your own research, for
example by trying to see patterns in your
results, was mentioned by these re-
searchers as a more thought-through
version of this type of strategy.

Problems originating in writing re-
search applications. The writing of re-
search applications was stated by seven
psychologists and one anthropologist as
a natural context for generating prob-
lems. Some of the informants expressed
it like this: “I'm always alert, especially
before grant proposals”, “grant propos-
als affect problem generation sincelam
then forced to make my ideas more con-
crete” and “... collect what you have done
every third year, at the prospect of grant
proposals, to see an understandable pat-
tern”. One psychologist said “ifit had not
been for the time pressure writing grant
proposals would actually be counted
among the finest moments in the re-
search process”. It is likely that more of
the researchers would have agreed if the
interviewer had asked them explicitly
about this particular context. It seems
reasonable to be especially alert, pre-
pared to pick up, or to identify problems
when an important research-funding
agency’s deadline for proposals is ap-
proaching.
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Problem formation relating to the dis-
ciplinary content. Eleven researchers
talked about different ways of using the
disciplinary content as means of gener-
ating or identifying problems. Examples
of such approaches, mentioned by the
psychologists, are to keep the original
problem in mind, to find a theoretical
basis for applied problems, to attempt
to find factors which will explain a large
part of the variation in a phenomenon,
to search for gaps in the research that has
been done, to apply a special perspec-
tive, to generate questions by applying
a particular perspective on different
groups, to take ‘a bird's eye’ view and try
get a larger perspective on the problem,
to try to find new methods in a field or
to find a new approach, and to try to
develop one’s own theory by taking as-
pects of other researchers’ theories into
consideration. Somewhat similarly, the
anthropologists mentioned:; to apply a

special anthropological-ethnological
approach, to try to get at a phenomenon
from the side - the ‘kitchen door-way
approach, to consider what is research-
able and what is interesting, to see a
large phenomenon through the per-
spective of small phenomena (“such as
understanding the early bourgeoisie
through its societies for animal protec-
tion”), to study early phases in the de-
velopment of a phenomenon, to merge
yourself in the material, and to work
though “concrete data”.

Reading the research literature. Nine
researchers stated that they find prob-
lems when reading the research litera-
ture. Some researchers reported this to
be a more planned, intentional ap-
proach to problem generation and other
researchers reported reading the re-
search literature as a common occasion
forspontaneously identifying problems.

Communication with other research-

Table 2. Individually oriented steps and measures taken in order to generate problems.

(5 informants)
» Start to write (2 informants)
* Try torelax (2 informants)

(2 informants)
* Brainstorm on a blank paper

* Be prepared to identify problems or research themes
¢ Attempt to think on one’s own (3 informants)
+ Be observant in everyday life (2 informants)

¢ Place oneself in different environments

¢+ Think of what it is one really wants to do

* Start from one’s existential situation

* Choose areas that feel important

* Deadlines for delivery of written products

* Occupy oneself with new, challenging, and fun things

+ Have as many things going on at the same time as possible
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ers or interested persons. Six researchers
mentioned talking to other colleagues as
occasions for problem generation. A fur-
ther anthropologist mentioned partici-
pation in seminars as a means of gener-
ating problems. Three researchers men-
tioned building on others’ initiatives as
a strategy. These initiatives could come
from students seeking advice in connec-
tion with essay or thesis writing or from
other researchers or practitioners seek-
ing collaboration.

Individually oriented steps and mea-
sures. Eleven researchers reported differ-
ent kinds of individually oriented steps
and measures taken. These are listed in
Table 2.

In addition to the strategies listed in
Table 2, seven researchers mentioned
saving ideas in notebooks or in other
ways as a strategy. An anthropologist
described an elaborate system with fold-
ers and computer files (hereafter: fold-
ers) where he had stored 20-30 ideas and
suggestions for research. He continu-
ously fed these folders with new mate-
rial, such as texts or pictures, when he
encountered it. He described the folders
as “waiting for hatching”. This occurred
when he felt that “now I would like to
take on this folder/topic.”

Other strategies. Three researchers
mentioned trying to find out what areas
it would be possible to get research money
for and then formulating problems in
these areas as a strategy. One psycholo-
gist said that he got many problems from
practical problems.

No special strategies. Fourteen re-
searchers said they did not use any par-
ticular strategy to generate problems.
Two informants volunteered that they
had never experienced a lack of prob-
lems. In contrast, one other informant

said that he had not, in his research ca-
reer, experienced a richness of problems.

Promising Problems

The informants were asked to state when
they see a research problem as promis-
ingand when they see it as researchable.
First the answers with respect to when a
problem is promising are described. In
general, the answers were quite differ-
entiated. On a general level, four re-
searchers volunteered that promising
problems are detected by some kind of
intuition and an anthropologist noted
that what makes a problem promising
depends on what you expect from re-
search. The answers to this question
ranged from answers stressing theory to
those emphasizing the connection with
empirical data. Below, the categories will
be presented in this order. Finally, an-
swers stressing motivational features are
presented.

Emphasis on theory. Nine researchers
stressed the importance of the problem
having theoretical connections and im-
plications. For example, one psycholo-
gist stated the importance of the crite-
rion of “what one would gain under-
standing of if the problem was answered,
theoretical depth” and another that the
problem “appears to be able to explain
something in a good way” and an an-
thropologist concurred “addition be-
yond the empirical contribution.”

Gives associations. Some further an-
swers also focused on the conceptual
side of research, but in a somewhat more
unconstrained fashion. Eight infor-
mants stressed the potential of the prob-
lem to give associations. Examples of
answers are: “loaded with possibilities”,
“rich, not a thin problem, rich problem
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formulation, many sub-problems” (psy-
chologists) and “feeds me with many
ideas”, “when something starts to give
many associations, feels intuitive, you
get new metaphors, new connections”,
“when it wakes up an energy ... a prob-
lem which is loaded in various ways” and
“a problem which gives occasion for sci-
entific reflection” (anthropologists). One
of the anthropologists stressed it as im-
portant seeing the problem as possible
to develop.

Possible to relate the theoretical and
the empirical level. Five psychologists
and one anthropologist gave answers
which emphasized the possibility of
connecting the theoretical and the em-
pirical level as a feature of promising
problems. For example, “when you have
brought together theory and method”,
“when you have an idea of how you can
study it, otherwise it is not promising
even if it is interesting”, “it can support
or confirm or could falsify”, “I don't think
there exists any problem which is disen-
gaged from at least some idea of how it
should be solved”, “answers ... which will
lead my thoughts further” (psycholo-
gists) and “... when I can get surprised”
(anthropologist),

News-value. Seven researchers fo-
cused on the news value, on the innova-
tive, when describing what they meant
by a promising problem. The potential
for giving new answers was most com-
monly mentioned but also giving new
means of accessing the phenomena. One
psychologist stated that repeating pre-
vious research in the sense of doing
“variations on a theme” was not prom-
ising. Some further examples are “when
the research can give new answers” (psy-
chologist), “it is the innovative which is

TS

the indicator being promising”, “it gives
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knowledge about something I didn’t
know about before” and “when one can
get at a phenomenon from another
angle, to find an alternative entry to it”
{(social anthropologists).

Phenomenological criteria. Another
group of answers stressed the phenom-
enological aspects of promising prob-
lems, i.e. the type of sensations or feel-
ings such problems create in the re-
searcher. Two psychologists and seven
anthropologists gave answers of this
kind. Here expressions such as “interest-
ing”, “exciting”, “creates curiosity” and
“creates the right feeling” were used. For
example, “interesting, will give some-
thing” (psychologist), “nearly as: if I find
this fun thenitis good”, “the problem has
almost a form of a paradox, so that one
thinks: ‘this must be solved’” and “a feel-
ing of this being interesting.” Only one
of the nine researchers who stressed the
importance of theory in connection with
promising problems talked about sen-
sory features of promising problems.

Promising implies researchable. Five
psychologists and two anthropologists
argued that a problem has to be re-
searchable in order to be promising. One
of these psychologists noted, however,
thata problem can be researchable with-
out being promising, In contrast to these
researchers, two informants explicitly
denied that promising problems have to
be researchable.

Other answers. In addition, a number
of more diverse answers were given. One
psychologist noted that a promising
problem gives rise to hopes that it will
have a great importance. One anthro-
pologist noted that “promising” meant
that it was possible to get research money
to study the problem but the feature of
being promising had no relevance for
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this researcher, the important thing was
whether the researcher found the prob-
lem interesting. Another anthropologist
argued that “promising” should not only
mean a demand for positive results,
negative results should also be accept-
able, and yet another anthropologist
connected “promising” with a particu-
lar problem content, -problems dealing
with processes of change in today’s
world.

Researchable Problems

In similarity to their answers to the ques-
tion about promising problems, the in-
formants’ answers to when they con-
sider a problem as researchable also var-
ied with respect to whether conceptual
(theoretical) aspects or empirical as-
pects were stressed.

Conceptual demands. One psycholo-
gist and four anthropologists mentioned
theoretical or conceptual demands
when characterizing a researchable
problem. For example, one anthropolo-
gist demanded that the theorizing in the
area should be sufficiently ripe and an-
other that the formulation of the prob-
lem should be such that it could give new
perspectives. A third anthropologist con-
sidered the research question to be part
of the discovery; “a theme to unwind”
and the fourth added that research-
ability was “a problematic category”.

Relating the theoretical level to the
empirical level. Other answers focused
on the relation between the theoretical
and empirical level. A psychologist men-
tioned that the presence of a reference
from the problem to the empirical level
was necessary for a problem to be re-
searchable. Five researchers talked, on
a general level, about a correspondence

between the theoretical and the empiri-
cal level. One of them, in this context,
talked about the necessity of being able
to operationalize your concepts. An an-
thropologist more specifically de-
manded that the empirical units should
be demarcable in emic terms, i.e., in so-
cial units “that people can recognize”.
One psychologist had difficulties ex-
pressing himself on this issue but
seemed to associate researchable with
being able to conduct ‘peer-acceptable’
empirical investigations.

Availability of methods. In the same
vein five researchers requested that
methods should be available which
could be used to handle the problem.
One of the psychologists regarded it to
be absolutely necessary that some form
of systematic data collection was pos-
sible to perform. Furthermore, one
should be able to exert some kind of con-
trol over “the conditions”. Another psy-
chologist argued that the problem
should be possible to handle within the
limits of the knowledge and techniques
one have available.

Availability of appropriate data. Six
researchers stressed the necessity to be
able to collect appropriate datato answer
the problem. Four researchers stressed
the importance of being able to solve the
practical problems in connection with
getting access to data. Two further an-
thropologists stressed the necessity of
being able to carry out research on the
problem on the practical level.

Other aspects. An anthropologist sug-
gested that demands on researchability
should allow unsure results and another
argued that “researchable” meant that
people should be able to recognize the
results of the research from their own ex-
perience. Two further anthropologists
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talked about ethical demands and one of
these also somewhat jokingly talked
about the desire to survive when the re-
sults had been reported. One psycholo-
gist thought that most “things” are re-
searchable.

When Exciting Problems Are Perceived
as Unrealistic

The researchers were asked to give an
example of a problem that they had re-
garded as exciting but which they had
put to the side because they had seen it
as unrealistic. They were also asked to
state in which respects they had seen the
problem as unrealistic. Six researchers
could not give any examples. Of these,
an anthropologist said that he didn't
think there are any unrealistic problems.
A further anthropologist said that there
had been very few problems that he had
put to the side as being unrealistic, in-
stead his approach was to put themin a
“waiting position.” Many of the other
informants gave more than one example
of the kind of problem asked for, The
various difficulties seen with the identi-
fied problem ranged from having to do
with demands of a disciplinary kind to
aspects having to do with practicalities
such as the researcher not having suffi-
cient time for the research.

Motivational deficits. Two anthro-
pologists brought up motivational prob-
lems, one of them could not get the right
“feel” for a project which might have
been financed and the other thought
that the phenomenon that was to be the
object of the study was too dreary to
work with for four years (street alcohol-
ics).

Ethical problems. Five researchers
mentioned ethical problems as a hin-
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drance. However, two of the psycholo-
gists in this group only mentioned this
possibility on a generallevel. One of the
anthropologists found ethical problems
in studying how gypsies can be assimi-
lated to the larger society. The other was
stopped by ethical concerns from study-
ing what happens when, due to a star-
vation situation, men in a specific cul-
tural group could not fulfill their social
obligation to act as hosts.

No access to data. Five researchers re-
ported that they had puta problem aside
due to the fact that they, within the range
of acceptable efforts, could not get ac-
cess (o data concerning the phenom-
enon they wanted to study. One of the
psychologists wanted to study brains
from dead dyslectics but could not get
access to brains and another wanted to
study parliamentary members’ percep-
tion of risk but felt that they would not
agree to provide data. A further psy-
chologist could not find methods to
record meal situations in a sufficiently
unobtrusive way. One of the anthropolo-
gists felt that the way he had presented
himself to his informants did not allow
him to collect the data needed since to
collect data of this kind would militate
against his presented identity. The other
anthropologist had found that her iden-
tity (or lack of clear identity) was not ac-
ceptable to the group she wanted to
work with. Two further psychologists
had experienced the data access prob-
lem by not being able to construct the
technical apparatus considered neces-
sary to study the problem. For example,
one of these psychologists reported that
at the time it had not been possible to
construct an EEG-measuring device
stable enough to be carried around in
everyday life.
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Difficulties in operationalizing vari-
ables. Similarly, four informants re-
ported insurmountable difficulties
when attempting to operationalize inde-
pendent or dependent variables in their
studies. For example, one psychologist
reported difficulties constructing recog-
nition memory tests for TV-material.
Another psychologist said that he had
not been able to construct natural-lan-
guage conversation of the kind needed
to test peoples’ ability to separate things
you have said from things you have not
said. An anthropologist had not been
able to find ways how to get access to
“the mental landscapes” of tourists. A
further anthropologist had put a prob-
lem aside when he realized that data he
had collected in another context was not
appropriate for the analyses he now
wanted to conduct.

Too high complexity. Seven research-
ers reported having given up a problem
due to its complexity. One psychologist
had wanted to study physiological reac-
tions of persons with heart afflictions
when they interacted with family mem-
bers. A second psychologist had put a
problem to the side because he got stuck
in the mathematical calculations. The
third had found the task to find the ge-
netic substrate for the inherited compo-
nent in dyslexia too complex. The last of
the psychologists had given up studies
of the relation between motivation and
memory because he had not been able
to satisfactorily solve the task of study-
ing motivation experimentally. One of
the social anthropologists had at-
tempted to write a world history but had
found it too complex, and the second
had failed to quantify “thermodynamic
flows”. Furthermore, one of the three
anthropologists had also given up the

study of how societies and cultures be-
have when they are in deep crises, be-
cause the whole thing simply became
too difficult to handle. Finally, one of the
anthropologists had interviewed re-
searchers about why they became re-
searchers in their chosen discipline but
had found it difficult to report the results
as a scientific text, i.e. as “generalizable
patterns,”

Time and money. Two anthropologists
reported having put a problem away due
tolack of time to pursue it and three psy-
chologists and one anthropologist re-
ported abstaining from studying a prob-
lem because the necessary costs for the
research were judged to be so large that
they had felt it would have been unreal-
istic to get funding.

Other difficulties. One psychologist
had put a problem to the side because
he experienced lack of competence in
the problem area. Another psychologist
had been interested in studying the ef-
fect of climate on choice of means of
transportation but had left the problem
since he could see no practical implica-
tions of solving it since “one can't con-
trol the weather.” A third psychologist
reported that he on two occasions had
put a problem aside when he had found
out that another researcher had already
published a study on the same problem.

Possible Problems

The researchers were also asked to de-
scribe a problem which they at present
could consider researching but with re-
spect to which they had not yet made up
their mind. In this connection they were
asked to state the arguments for and
against researching the problem. Three
researchers could not mention any
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problem of the type asked for.

Many of the researchers described
more than one possible problem. Due to
space limitations, no description will be
given of the actual problems, only of the
arguments given for and against taking
them on. The purpose of asking for the
description of the problems as such was
to activate the specific reasons for or
against these specific problems and to
avoid that the researchers talked on a
general abstract level. The researchers’
arguments iz favor of pursuing the prob-
lem will be presented first,

Exciting or important. Fifteen re-
searchers mentioned that their problem
was exciting or important. One addi-
tional psychologist saw that the problem
would give him a chance to conduct
cross-disciplinary research that he
found exciting and one further anthro-
pologist felt that his problem was a good
example of a relevant topic.

Availability of possibilities and re-
sources. A number of the researchers’
reasons centered on the presence of pos-
sibilities and availability of resources for
the research. Two psychologists noted
that very little research had previously
been conducted in the area they were
considering. One of these psychologists
alsonoted that he had an interested and
suitable graduate student available and
furthermore that he had access to pa-
tients to study. Furthermore, he “had
some ideas that one could conduct re-
search on in relation to this problem”.
Three anthropologists in connection
with their problem also noted the avail-
ability of ideas. Another psychologist
said that he had access to good tech-
niques for studying the problem. Two
anthropologists saw the problem as
“fully researchable” and one noted that
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research on the problem was compatible
with his other work tasks. One psycholo-
gistnoted that he already had data avail-
able that could be used when research-
ing the problem. Another type of re-
source argument was given by a psy-
chologist who stated that he had already
spent (mental) resources on the problem,
“I have already familiarized myself with
the problem and thought a lot about jt.”
Finally, two researchers in psychology
mentioned in favor of the problem that
they thought that it would be possible to
get research money to finance research
on the problem.

In line with academic social needs.
Four psychologists and one anthropolo-
gist mentioned as an asset that the re-
search connected with the problem was
in line with their academic social needs.
For example, one psychologist said that
his grants were running out and that he
was thinking about new projects. An-
other psychologist stated as a pro argu-
ment that research on the problem was
a part of the research niche that he offi-
cially represented. A further psychologist
said as an argument in favor that his
present career level allowed him to con-
duct “high risk projects”. Yet another psy-
chologist saw it as positive that he had
found that other researchers were inter-
ested in the problem. Finally, the anthro-
pologist mentioned as an asset that it did
not matter if his research colleagues
were interested or not since he was close
to retirement.

Possibility to work with certain meth-
ods. Finally, with respect to the argu-
ments in favor of taking on the problem,
three informants mentioned in favor of
the problem that researching it would
allow them to work with research meth-
ods which they enjoyed or would like to
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work with. One of the anthropologists
saw a chance to conduct fieldwork and
the other to “work theoretically”. Next,
the arguments presented by the re-
searchers as speaking against taking on
a problem they were attracted by are pre-
sented.

Lack of motivation. Two psychologists
and six anthropologists mentioned vari-
ous types oflacking motivation as deter-
ring them from starting research on the
problem. Two informants simply re-
ported a general negative, heavy feeling
in connection with the problem. An-
other anthropologist said that he felt
tired of the whole research area, “I'm fed
up with it". Three researchers felt they
lacked interest for some specific part of
the research work. For one of them ne-
gotiating with the County Council was
not appealing and one of others did not
feel fully motivated to start “to adminis-
trate a large project with many collabo-
rators, long trips and grant applications.”
An anthropologist mentioned that he
was not sure he felt motivated enough
to conduct the interviewing which re-
searching the problem would involve.
Furthermore, he was unsure about his
motivation in general to conduct empiri-
cal research. Another anthropologist
mentioned as a de-motivating factor
that he was not sure he would like the
people he would encounter in his field-
work. Finally, one anthropologist said
that the problem he was considering was
quite theoretical and that he preferred
research that allowed him to write in a
non-theoretical way.

Disciplinary difficulties. Seven psy-
chologists mentioned disciplinary diffi-
culties as an argument against starting
research on the problem. One of them
experienced difficulties even formulat-

ing more specific problems which were
new and which would lead to new results
in the area. Three of these researchers
experienced conceptual difficulties in
connection with the problem. One
found difficulties conceptualizing the
phenomenon and was unsure how he
could conduct effective research on it.
The second stated that the phenomenon
in which he was interested was very
complex and that there was no good
theory for it. He had experience of a
similar situation in the past that had
given rise to much labor and meager re-
sults. As the present problem involved
much risk he didn't know if he would
dare to take it on. The third researcher
feared that there would be some statis-
tical trap in connection with his prob-
lem that he had not detected. Another
of the seven psychologists did not know
how he should measure his variables.
Finally, for one the difficulties were on
the technical side; he did not know of
any technical possibilities to measure
the phenomena he was interested in on
the time scale necessary.

Lack of knowledge and practical pos-
sibilities. Three researchers reported
lacking competence in the area as with-
holding them from pursuing the prob-
lem. One psychologist and four anthro-
pologists mentioned lack of time as a
deterring factor. Two of the researchers
in this connection also said that they
wanted to complete the research activi-
ties they already had going. Two of the
anthropologists wanted to have time for
non-scientific activities such as writing
and paining. Three researchers men-
tioned practical problems with estab-
lishing contact with co-workers or get-
ting access to subjects. One further psy-
chologist was not sure that it would be

67



Science Studies 2/1997

realistic to carry out the research in prac-
tice since he was not sure if the subjects
would cooperate even though he had
access to them. Four psychologists
feared that they would have difficulties
getting research money for studying the
problem,

Not academically opportunistic. Two
psychologists saw the problem as not
being opportunistic within the academic
setting. One thought that the phenom-
enon he considered studying was not
sufficiently international to create inter-
est among researchers outside of Swe-
den. The other argued that the problem
would lead to very expensive research
with results which would only have small
practical consequences. Furthermore,
this researcher noted that a lot of re-
search had already been conducted in
the area, thereby maybe implying that
there might not be so much more to find
out. Yet another psychologist feared that
the research he was considering had al-
ready been carried out but that he had
missed reading the appropriate articles.

Social, political or ethical conse-
qguences. Three anthropologists men-
tioned that they feared negative conse-
quences of a political and social kind as
a possible result of conducting the re-
search. Finally, two researchers saw ethi-
cal problems as a hindrance.

Discussion

The function and place of problems in
the research process of course depends
on how one defines science. However, if
a minimal definition of science is ac-
cepted which says that research is a so-
cial, collective and communicative en-
terprise, based on systematic, critical
thinking, certain conclusions are pos-
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sible. Although some researchers may
work in isolation, their results have to be
communicated to the research commu-
nity where they are critically evaluated.
Each scientist contributes grist to the
mill, i.e. the concerned community of
researchers which critically evaluates
and possibly integrates the results into
further research,

Problems appear to have many func-
tions in science, not all of which are lo-
cated on the level of the individual re-
searcher. From the results of this study
it appears that there is no necessary role
for problems in the research process,
except as a means of communication.
That is, it is not strictly necessary for a
researcher to have a problem in order to
conduct research. Some of the research-
ers presented accounts of when they
themselves had been in a situation
where they were performing research
without researching a problem that they
were aware of. The most common case
is presumably anthropological field-
work where the task for the researcher,
initially at least, often is to get ac-
quainted with the phenomenon, i.e. to
get to know the culture he or she is to
study, but other contexts were also re-
ported. At the same time, somewhere in
the research process, thoughts have to
be focused on a theme or topic, if no-
where else in the process, then at least
in connection with reporting the re-
search, most commonly in an oral and
written mode.

The communicative function of prob-
lems explains why a problem, if not
identified or formulated before, as a
minimal move, will always be tucked in
at the end of the research; the results
have to be communicated to an audi-
ence, i.e. the scientific community. Thus,
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one could say that it is the social nature
of research which at the end necessitates
the presence of problems in the research
process. Along the same line, one can
argue that problems, by acting as social
communicative glue, help to keep the
research community together. The social
communicative function of problems
also includes allowing the researchers to
formulate grant proposals in order to
secure resources for their research. Prob-
lems also make it possible for research-
ers to communicate about their research
during the research process.

However, at the same time, naturally,
there are of course other possible (and
important) functions for problems in
research. These functions occurboth on
the level of the individual researcher and
on the level of the research community.
Examples of functions on the individual
level, are focusing and structuring the
researchers’ thinking and activities, and
motivating the researcher to conduct the
research activity. Individual researchers
differ with respect to the degree to which
they utilize these functions and with re-
spect to at what stage of the research
process they utilize them. This appears
to be amatter of the demands from cho-
sen research methodology and disciplin-
ary tradition and also a matter of the in-
dividual researcher’s research style.

A function of problems at the level of
the research community is that they ap-
pear to be an important means of social-
ization for undergraduate and graduate
students into the disciplinary tradition.
Some of the researchers stressed that
they always taught their students the
importance of formulating a clear prob-
lem before starting the actual research,
although they did not always do so
themselves.

This study does not primarily focus on
the formation of problems but more on
how problems are dealt with once they
are identified. Atthe same time problem
formation and handling overlap since
the handling of identified problems also
influences their further formation. Fur-
thermore, there are individual variations
in the style of researchers in connection
with their problem formation. Some re-
searchers reported an abundance of
problems; others that problems were a
more scarce resource. Itis also clear that
the generation of problems often is
planned and does not always occur to-
tally spontaneously. Some researchers
trust spontaneous formation processes
to deliver problems, for example out of
their ongoing research, but others take
a more active approach when it comes
to aiding the formation process. This is
done, for example, by purposefully
changing environment in order to get
new ideas, by communicating with other
researchers or by reading the research
literature. It is also clear that research-
ers are aware that on certain occasions
(such as at the time for grant applica-
tions) they have to have a fresh set of re-
search ideas available. Some prepare for
this by collecting problem possibilities
in “folders” or by taking notes in a note-
book or use strategies such as reviewing
their own or their colleagues’ research to
see what is the natural thing to do next.

The interviews give support to the
importance of the profit-calculating way
of thinking among researchers, pointed
out by writers in the sociology of knowl-
edge (e.g., Mulkay, 1972; Fuller, 1992).
The researchers in the present study re-
port taking into consideration whether
the problem will create interest in the
research community, if it has been re-
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searched before, if it will promote the
scientist’s career interests (for example
by bringing in new research money
when the available ones are running out
or by allowing the researcher to fill out
the research niche which he or she feels
obligated to occupy), etc. Thus, itis quite
clear that simply attending to research-
ers’ “psychological properties”, for ex-
ample their early experiences, is com-
pletely insufficient if the agenda is to
understand why certain problems are
selected and not others.

However, there are some components
of how researchers handle problems that
are not well captured by the sociology of
knowledge. The researchers’ motives for
taking on a problem are richer than sim-
ply evaluating the possible profit in the
research community in terms of recog-
nition or mobilization of resources in
one's own direction. Problems are expe-
rienced as interesting, or not, and they
are evaluated with respect to how much
fun the researcher thinks he or she
would have working with them. They are
also evaluated with respect to how much
work the problem will imply and the
amount of work predicted in connection
with a specific problem is compared not
just with other possible problems to
tackle, as might be assumed from a
purely social competitive perspective. It
is also compared with the researcher’s
experienced level of interestin the prob-
lem, his or her other interests and obli-
gations in life and what other fringe ben-
efits (such as getting to work with enjoy-
able research methods, or meeting nice
people) the problem has. Thus, the fact
thatresearchers also have other interests
besides gaining recognition and re-
search resources clearly influences the
way researchers take a stand with re-
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spect to whether to take on a certain
problem or not.

The demand for pleasure may be an
important factor in connection with de-
cisions of whether or not to take on a
problem, This may be particularly im-
portant for experienced and established
researchers but may also to varying de-
grees be important for beginning re-
searchers. It could be that the need for
pleasure should be counted among the
factors which bring creativity and nov-
elty into science since such motives may
make the researcher pay less attention
to which problems can be quickly and
effectively sold to the research commu-
nity, including its grant agencies.

Inbrief, in order to betterunderstand
how researchers handle possible prob-
lems, more perspectives are needed than
those merely focusing on the cognitive
content of the discipline, the dynamic
psychological processes of the research-
ers and on the sociology of knowledge.
For example, we also need to add per-
spectives focused on the particular
researcher’s local, concrete, life situation
and on the researchers’ subjective reac-
tions to the problem they are consider-
ing.

The study of problems may also be
able to provide information about simi-
larities and differences between disci-
plines. In the present study senior re-
searchers from cognitive psychology
{and neighboring areas) and social an-
thropology (including ethnology) were
intetviewed. First of all, it is clear that the
researchers studied here have more free-
dom intheir choice of problems than the
middle career researchers in natural sci-
ence and technical R&D institutions
studied by Ziman (1987). The research-
ers studied by Ziman were part of larger
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groups and used expensive equipment.
The researchers reported often being
told by management which problems to
tackle next. In contrast, the researchers
in the present usually worked with
graduate students or worked alone and,
to a higher extent than Ziman's infor-
mants, themselves took initiatives and
made their own choices, i.e. had more
of the freedom traditionally associated
with university research. The type of dis-
cipline, type of research institutions and
the career level involved may all have
contributed to the difference found in
freedom of problem choice in the two
studies.

In the present study, few differences
between the disciplines of psychology
and social anthropology were found
with respect to the attitudes to problems
evident in the researchers’ answers, For
example, the researchers in both disci-
plines to a relatively equal extent
stressed the importance of problems
being well integrated with theory. Fur-
thermore, no clear differences were
found with respect to how necessary
problems as such were seen to be in the
research process. These results indicate
that the studied disciplines do not differ
substantially on the normative level with
respect to the status given to problems.

With respect to the reported research-
practice some differences were found
between psychology and social anthro-
pology. More psychologists than anthro-
pologists mentioned conceptual and
methodological difficulties as argu-
ments for not taking on a problem they
were tempted to take on. Furthermore,
more psychologists mentioned that
problems were generated out of their
previous research and more anthropolo-
gists stressed that their problems

changed over time in the research pro-
cess.

These findings are compatible with
the notion that the disciplinary content
of (cognitive and related parts of) psy-
chology is more tightly structured with
respect to theory and method and thus
exerts a higher pressure on the re-
searcher compared with the disciplinary
content of anthropology. The further
finding that a minority of about an equal
size in both disciplines reported that
they had conducted research without
problems does not necessarily argue
against this conclusion since these re-
searchers in psychology compared with
anthropology to a higher extent were
oriented towards applied research.

In this study researchers have been
interviewed about certain aspects of
their own work. The question may be
asked if such interviewing is of any use
at all. Maybe, as has been suggested by
some writers, scientists will only relate
such details of the whole picture, and
combine fragments of their stories in a
way that will lead to an increase, or at
least not a decrease, in the recognition
they are seeking. For example, Mulkay
(1976: 214) suggested “A scientist’s typi-
cal account of why he took up a particu-
lar line of research at a particular time
will stress technical considerations, e.g.
‘the problems were scientifically inter-
esting’, ‘suitable techniques were avail-
able’”

However, and in contrast to Mulkay's
suggestion, in this study the researchers
were more outspoken. They freely pro-
vided information about their calcula-
tions about what would pay off in the
scientific community, about their moti-
vational lapses and about parts of their
activities, which were not altogether flat-
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tering for themselves. Furthermore, at
least some of the researchers were anx-
ious that their anonymity would not be
protected. This indicates that they them-
selves may have felt that they had re-
vealed more than it would be socially
recommendable for them to do,

One reason for why the researchers
were less inhibited and less calculating
in their answers than might be expected,
may be that the zeitgeist in general has
become more allowing, This may have
influenced the researchers’ own self-
understanding and their understanding
of what can be said about back-stage
events in science. Twenty years have
passed since Mulkay wrote his chapter,
A further reason may be that the scien-
tists were all social scientists. Thus, they
may be more aware of the kind of pro-
cesses they were asked about than re-
searchers in physics or biology who,
most often are the ones studied in the
sociology of science. Many social scien-
tists are, for example, presumably aware
of the debates occurring in the cultural
sciences concerning the contextual con-
ditions for development of scientific
knowledge.
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Notes

1 Onlyoneintended informant (an anthro-
pologist) declined being interviewed. The
interviews were semi-structured. The
questions were sent in advance to about
half of the informants, to the rest a copy
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of the questions was given at the start of
the interview, Six of the interviews were
conducted by two interviewers (the au-
thor and Jan Barmark) and the rest by one
of these two persons. All interviews were
tape recorded with consent from the in-
formant, usually with the promise that
their anonymity would be respected. The
average duration of an interview was
about two hours (range from one hour
and 15 minutes to two hours and 30 min-
utes). All interviews were transcribed in
full, For afew of the interviews, due to idi-
osyncratic reasons, one or a few questions
were not asked. The answers to about one
third of the questions in the interviews
with two psychologists were lost due to a
faulty tape recorder.
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