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Rejoinder
One Case Study, Many Conversations:
An E-Mail Correspondence on Research

William J. Matthews and Douglas Flemons

Dear Douglas,

I have received and read your and Kristin Wright’s paper, but I
am unclear as to what meaning you place on it. I do not mean this
disrespectfully. As you noted, Loftus, Khilstrom, Lynn, Spanos, and
others have already conducted a considerable number of controlled
research studies. Their work offers convincing empirical support for
the notion that client/hypnotist expectancies and the demand char-
acteristics of the context can create paramnesias that, once created,
have a high likelihood of being believed. Your demonstration, while
interesting and well done, s, as you appreciate, a single case study,
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and it thus allows very little in the way of conclusions. You have
confirmed what we already know empirically, and your method pre-
cludes refutability of your findings. Given these limitations, I can-
not see, at this point, a reason to publish your work.

I also find your concluding paragraph problematic. Why do you
enclose the word truth in quotes? Are you taking an antirealism
stance typical of postmodern therapists? The fallacy of such a posi-
tion is highlighted when we confront issues of sexual abuse and
recovered memory therapy. The client who believes she remembers
being sexually abused in her family of origin is in a definite pre-
dicament. If her belief is correct (that is, if her memory is true), it
will probably help her make significant changes to her relationships
with other family members—appropriately so. However, if her be-
lief is wrong (that is, if her memory is false), then the changes she
may make in her family relationships could produce profound and
irrevocable psychological damage. Without external corroboration
of a memory, therapists should never encourage clients to act on
what they believe to be true. Objective truth is essential if the client
is to take prudent and therapeutic steps. Both the American Psycho-
logical and American Psychiatric Associations specifically warn their
members against practicing so-called recovered memory therapies.

Sincerely,
Bill

Dear Bill,

Thanks for writing. I appreciate your frank comments and your
willingness to talk about the issues. Not surprisingly, though, I dis-
agree with you.

I believe Kristin’s and my article does offer something unique,
something that complements and adds to the work of Loftus et al.
The paper introduces and explains how language contextually shapes
cognitive process and how our implicit assumptions get packaged
in the questions we ask. The demonstration and accompanying com-
mentary illustrate and further nuance these ideas, and they provide a
means for the “client” (Kristin) to have a voice. I know of no other
article that has brought the issues of false memory alive in this way,
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and I think Kristin’s IPR commentary can help therapists better
understand the potential phenomenological effect of their questions
and statements. Kristin explains that she hadn’t “attended to the
presence of a man riding next to her” until the moment I asked her
whether she was alone. She also points out that “the more D. F.
questioned me, the more my awareness developed in focus and
richness of detail.” These comments clearly demonstrate the rela-
tionship between therapists’ questions and clients’ experiences.

You mention the problem of refutability. Are our theoretical ideas,
clinical illustration, and IPR commentary refutable? No, not in the
way the conclusions of a quantitative study can be. But qualitative
research cannot and should not be judged by the same criteria used
for quantitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985), for example,
discuss the various ways qualitative researchers can establish de-
pendability, credibility, transferability, and confirmability, in con-
trast to reliability, internal and external validity, and objectivity.

Your criticism of our final paragraph stems, I think, from a mis-
reading. Perhaps Kristin and I weren’t clear enough. Our enclosing
truth in quotation marks was not an instance of postmodern postur-
ing; we simply wanted to underscore the fallibility of memory. We
meant to say that therapists and clients should not go in search of
an objective and certain truth, because they won’t find it inside the
client’s memories. They may not even find it with “external” cor-
roboration. A client recently asked me to help her remember whether
her father had séxually abused her. Her sister believed herself to be
a victim, and my client was hoping that hypnosis could confirm
whether she too had been abused. But the sister’s memory came to
her with the “help” of a therapist, so could we reliably use it as an
external benchmark to measure the veracity of whatever my client
might recall? I thought not, and I told her as much.

You asked me about the meaning I place on the paper. I believe
our work offers useful ideas about and illustrations of the relation-
ship between a therapist’s language practices and a client’s experi-
ence. It also demonstrates the use of an interesting qualitative re-
search method.

Yours,
Douglas
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Dear Douglas,

I have not ruled out publication, but I am still not convinced.
You carried out a one-shot case study—the very design that Campbell
and Stanley (1963) considered the least reliable and valid. Such a
design undermines the legitimacy of what you wish to claim_al}d
gives no certainty about what was happening in the situation. Kristin
was a student who volunteered to participate in a hypnotic demon-
stration with you, her professor. You subsequently asked her to
review a tape of the session and retrospectively to describe what
she was thinking and feeling. What about the demand characteris-
tics in these two activities? Would some other student have re-
sponded in a similar manner? Given the possible confounds, we
can’t be sure what was influencing/causing what. I did a similar
study (Matthews & Langdell, 1984), a qualitative design in which
we used 10 clinical cases. I could at least claim a consistent observ-
able pattern of behavior over 10 subjects. o

Ultimately, all research must be judged by the simple criterion of
causality, or predictability, while ruling out alternative hypothcsels.
Qualitative research, in general, fairs poorly when evaluated in this

manner. . ‘
Your method (the one-shot case study) is shaky to start with, but

even if we were to accept your conclusions, what have you said that
hasn’t already been demonstrated by the empirical researchers—
Loftus (1993), Lynn (Lynn & Spanos, 1998), Khilstrom (1994, 1995),
and so forth?

Sincerely,
Bill

Dear Bill, o
Campbell and Stanley (1963) are great, aren’t they? Their little
book ranks up there with Strunk and White’s (1979) The Elements
of Style as a guide for clear thinking.
Yes, if you view our paper from their perspective, you should
probably dismiss it, since “[one-shot case] studies have such a total
absence of control as to be of almost no scientific value” (Campbell

MANY LIVES, MANY TRAUMAS 199

& Stanley, p. 6). And what is their perspective? Remember that
they were writing about experimental design, where “variables are
manipulated and their effects upon other variables observed” (Camp-
bell & Stanley, p. 1). According to Moon and Trepper (1996), “Ex-
perimental researchers [have for a long time] incorrectly equated
the case study with one of the weakest types of quasiexperimental
designs: the one-shot case study. . . . Recently, however, there has
been a revival of interest in case study research in several fields”
(p. 393).

I am suggesting, then, that you not evaluate our work from an
experimental-design perspective. Kirk and Miller (1986) point out
that “hypothesis testing is not the only research activity in any sci-
entific discipline. . . . Qualitative research[,] . . . in being intrinsi-
cally exploratory, . . . explicitly departs from certain strictures of
the hypothetico-deductive model” (p. 17). Moon and Trepper (1996)
explain that “informal case study research usually is descriptive and
discovery-oriented” (p. 395). According to Patton (1990), “Case studies
... become particularly useful where one needs to understand some
special people, particular problem, or unique situation in great depth,
and where one can identify cases rich in information—rich in the
sense that a great deal can be learned from a few exemplars of the
phenomenon in question” (p. 54).

My demonstration with Kristin was a unique situation. She is an
articulate, thoughtful person who was open to the experience and
interested in phenomenologically examining and theoretically ex-
ploring what happened to her. I have done similar “past-life” dem-
onstrations with a number of other people (two of which are de-
scribed at the end of the paper and which offer some degree of
comparison), but these other participants weren’t able—for what-
ever reason—to examine their experience both passionately and dis-
passionately. Recognizing Kristin’s unique gifts, I suggested we team
up to examine, via an IPR-informed method of investigation, what
had happened and why.

Of course, case studies have limitations: “Without control, general-

izability is limited. . . . Without control, replicability is difficult.
And without control, . . . the validity of the findings comes into
question. . . . [Therefore, case-study] researchers must be humble

in their presentations, . . . and they must at all times communicate
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the limitations of [their] approach” (Moon & Trepper, 1996, p.
400).

I believe we have properly acknowledged the limitations of our
‘work, but we also haven’t let such limitations keep us from ac-
knowledging and prizing the unique circumstances that made our
work possible. We have taken the opportunity to explore how “words
do things and are used by speakers to achieve particular results”
(Austin, 1962, cited in Gale, 1996).

You say that “ultimately all research must be judged by the simple
criterion of causality, or predictability, while ruling out alternative
hypotheses.” Well, perhaps all hypotheses need ultimately to be
judged this way, but as researchers, we need to be able to engage in
both strict and loose thinking (Bateson, 1972). “From case reports
we learn both propositional and experiential knowledge. . . . When
the researcher’s narrative provides opportunity for vicarious experi-
ence, readers extend their memories of happenings. Naturalistic, ethno-
graphic case materials, to some extent, parallel actual experience,
feeding into the most fundamental processes of awareness and under-
standing. . . . Case study researchers assist readers in the construc-
tion of knowledge” (Stake, 1994, p. 240).

You note that Loftus, Lynn, and Khilstrom have demonstrated
empirically what Kristin and I demonstrate clinically—implying,
then, that our research is not important because the testable hypoth-
eses have already been formulated and tested. Denzin (1978) dis-
cussed the importance of triangulation of data for establishing the
trustworthiness of research results. He differentiated four ways that
triangulation can and should be done: using multiple and different
sources, methods, investigators, and theories (cited in Lincoln &
Guba, 1985, p. 305). So, minimally, we provide some triangulation
for the empiricists’ results: We look at false memory with a differ-
ent method, we are different investigators, and we offer a different
theory to explain the phenomenon. But I think we do much more
than this. As I said earlier, we provide a first-hand account of the
experience of a recipient of hypnosis, we include a detailed com-
mentary by the hypnotist of how he was “doing things with words,”
and we tie these two commentaries together. Readers are thus
given a theoretical template with which to follow the unfolding of
the demonstration and the moment-to-moment relaticnship between
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suggestion and experience. This should have direct relevance for
clinicians, and it might even tickle the imagination of an experi-
mental researcher or two.

Yours,
Douglas

Dear Douglas,

You are right—you did acknowledge limitations in your study.
But this does not overcome or negate them. In my reading of your
case example, Kristin did not seem to actually believe her experi-
ence. Yet even if she did believe it, I don’t see what we get com-
pared to the existing body of empirical research on this issue,

Patton (1990) and Moon and Trepper (1996) offer some interest-
ing ideas about case studies, but they say nothing (at least in the
passages you quote) about how to overcome the weaknesses articu-
lated by Campbell and Stanley (1963). Increased intensity (i.e., rich-
ness, etc.) of the case material certainly does not overcome the
design problems. If anything (as amply demonstrated by Freud) in-
tense case studies increase confirmatory bias. At best, a case study,
particularly if it is repeated with other cases, should give rise to a
refutable hypothesis, testable by an appropriate experimental de-
sign. If you were to do a series of demonstrations that resulted in
similar experiences for the subjects, the cumulative effect would, in
my opinion, provide stronger support for some of your assertions.

At this point, Douglas, I can’t see publishing the article, but I am
still pondering, and I appreciate your arguments.

Sincerely,

 Bill

Dear Bill,

Since you like my arguments, allow me to give you a few more.
As I mentioned in an earlier post, Lincoln and Guba (1985) provide
guidelines for how researchers can ensure the trustworthiness of
their studies. Some of the ways they suggest doing this involve the
following.



202 CONVERSATIONS

‘1. Member checking: going back to the people involved in the
study and asking them for their assessments of your results.

Kristin and I provided member checking for each other, but
we also had students in the class read our paper and provide
feedback. They helped to determine that we weren’t just “mak-
ing it up.”

Near the end of the manuscript, we discuss two of my other
demonstrations, Before sending our paper to you, I sent a draft
of my descriptions of them to the two individuals invelved. I
subsequently went through two rounds of revisions with the
woman who heard bagpipes, until she said, “Yes, that accu-
rately reflects my experience.” The woman who thought me
not “New-Agey” enough similarly helped me refine my de-
scription, though it took only one draft until she thought I had
it right. ‘

2. Peer debriefing: “exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a
manner paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose of
exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain
only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (Lincoln & Guba,
1985, p. 308).

We had a number of colleagues read and critique the paper,
our ideas, and our conclusions.

3. The audit trail: keeping track of decisions and choices made at
each stage of the inquiry so that subsequent researchers can
evaluate what the authors did.

We maintained a record of our choices and decisions in
what Lincoln and Guba call a reflexive journal.

4. Thick description: I'm sure you’re familiar with Geertz’s term.

You make reference to Freud’s in-depth case studies as an ex-
ample of how increased levels of description don’t take care of (and
perhaps even exacerbate) the problem of confirmatory bias. Note,
though, that Freud didn’t study transcriptions of audiotaped interac-
tions. He stayed inside his head, giving his version of what hap-
pened and his theoretical spin on it. We do nothing of the sort. The
data we draw from can be checked against the tape, the interaction
can be followed by reading the transcript, and our conclusions can
be evaluated according to the criteria above. You make the point
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that acknowledging the limitations of the study does not overcome
or negate them. True, but there are limitations in all studies. If you
get great reliability, you do it at the expense of contextual relevance.
Yet how many editors say, “I can’t publish this because error vari-
ance was controlled for too successfully?”’

You say you still don’t see how our study can measure up to the
existing empirical research on the issue of false memory. Empirical
research allows you to compare abstractions within and between
groups. This can be useful, of course. But it, too, is limited. Even
Campbell and Stanley (1963) point out that if we decide that only
data generated via the Solomon Four-Group design is worth our
attention, we will miss a hell of a lot. As Leibniz put it, “Those
pure mathematicians and physicists, who are ignorant of and de-
spise all other forms of knowledge, are wrong” (in Grafton, 1997,
p. 63). I think we have to give credit to readers, letting them decide
(after we have forthrightly explained the limitations of our work)
how much or little stock to put into the studies they read.

So what do you get from our study? You get the client’s perspec-
tive, transcribed verbatim; you get the hypnotist’s ideas and his
techniques; you get to see the interaction between the hypnotist and
the client, and you get a theoretical discussion that ties it all to-
gether. I consider the package valuable and important. If you don’t,
I'm sure there is nothing more at this point that I can say to con-
vince you. I can’t make you think like a qualitative researcher.

I agree with your recommendation regarding my including addi-
tional case studies as a way of providing stronger support for our as-
sertions. However, further investigations of this sort may well be im-
possible to conduct, which is why I think this study, with all its faults,
represents something singularly valuable. Let me explain a little.

I bend over backwards to treat clients and demonstration partici-
pants (and students, etc.) with respect. I have performed various
“past-life” memory-creating demonstrations over the past five years,
and they have consistently provided the participants and the observ-
ers with great opportunities for learning. However, the person who
ends up experiencing a vivid “memory” typically feels put on the
spot. Kristin was unique because she could go through the experi-
ence and then listen to me talk, without getting insulted or upset,
about how I contrived, with language, to determine her experience.
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The woman who heard the bagpipes knew from previous classes
she had had with me where I stood on the issue of past-life regres-
sion. Yet she was surprised, after our demonstration, when I started
talking about what I had done to shape her “memory.” If you remem-
ber, we say in the paper that she believed I had no influence on
what happened to her. She still has no sense of my having influenced
her “memory.” Despite my best efforts at the time to be respectful,
despite my carefully chosen words, she felt that I was discounting
her experience. She believed she had gotten in touch with a geneti-
cally inherited memory that had been buried in her unconscious. The
demonstration provided or confirmed for her an understanding of
why she had never liked the sound of bagpipes. But my postdemon-
stration commentary directly contradicted her experience, and she
felt betrayed. When I was writing the paper, I contacted her, and
we had some long talks that eventually repaired (I think, I hope) our
teacher-student relationship, and she gave me permission to describe
what had happened. As I said earlier, she then, at my urging, cri-
tiqued my descriptions until I had, in her words, “got it right.”

Sure, a study that described the results of 10 demonstrations would
be an improvement. But the one detailed here (plus the two brief
descriptions of demonstrations that are juxtaposed to it) offers a
unique glimpse into a therapist-client relationship and the language
practices and phenomenological experiences that go along with it.
The readers are damn lucky to have at least that. No, we didn’t use
a Solomon Four-Group design, but our research can help readers
think more clearly about what they do and the assumptions they
hold. And if that isn’t relevant, I don’t know what is. Have you
never learned something important from only one experience? Per-
haps you can’t put a “refutable” stamp of approval on it, but you
can say, “My, that’s worth paying attention to, particularly given
what I know about this from other people.”

One more point: Single case studies don’t afford cross-case com-
parisons, but they do make possible, because of their intensive
focus, cross-instance comparisons. We highlight language practices
that produce similar effects at different times in the demonstration.

Yours,
Douglas
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Dear Douglas,

While we have been writing back and forth over the past few
weeks, I have been reading a piece by Schneider (1998) that argues
for t_he revival of romanticism in psychology. Although I find much
of his discussion to be a call for fuzzy thinking, he cogently defends
Fhe validity of multiple case studies for testing rival hypotheses. This
1dea_, consonant with your notion of triangulation, has helped sway
me in favor of your position. After thinking long and hard about your
paper, John and I have decided to publish it, because we think
tgken as a whole, the strengths outweigh the weaknesses. I think yod
dlgi a good job in stating your case (no pun intended). As you
said earlier, let’s let the readers judge for themselves.

Sincerely,
Bill
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