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1 Why Interview?
Exploring Scientists’ Knowledge Beyond Papers

When I interview a scientist, I am most
interested in the scientist as a pro-
ducer of a body of work, and as a
member of a greater scientific com-
munity producing the work that con-
stitutes a field of research.

A scientist’s works are published indi-
vidually or jointly, often through vari-
ous journals or publishers, and via var-
ious formats: journal articles, books,
proceedings, working papers, mono-
graphs, preprints.

Nevertheless, what gives rise to each
publication is a scientific labor that
one doesn’t see. Between the publi-
cation of papers, scientists are work-
ing on them. In fact, they are do-
ing more. They are doing science.
They are speaking with colleagues.
They are enduring false starts and revi-
sions. They are, perhaps, making aca-
demic visits or attending conferences.
They’re at the bench in the lab, at the
chalkboard, or in a code notebook.

Much transpires between publica-
tions. Eventually, scientists allot time to
write. The science that they do is given
representation in a publication. How-
ever, the more one speaks with scien-
tists about their research, the clearer
it becomes that papers are no more
than representations. One becomes
more convinced – at least, I became
more so – that a scientific field is much
more than its literature. It’s repre-
sented by the literature.

Whereas publishers are keepers of
the written record, the scientist is the
keeper of the greater working or folk
knowledge that guides scientific la-
bor and strategy. Scientific commu-
nities are distributed, living archives
of the actual practice of science.
Their knowledge is what constitutes
the field; that’s what the papers rep-
resent. An interview, if sufficiently thor-
oughgoing, can occasion an inter-
face with the greater body of knowl-
edge held by a community.

Even if one reads everything a scientist
has published in full, when speaking
with them, one might quickly come to
find that there is much that they know
– novel to their own research – that
wasn’t conveyed in the publications.
Such knowledgemight not have even
been known to their colleagues; sci-
entists only share so much.

Thus, I take great interest in interview-
ing members of scientific communi-
ties, for they are the ones who carry
the greater knowledge of contempo-
rary science. In the most virtuous sce-
nario, however, one isn’t merely drink-
ing knowledge from this reservoir for
personal edification; the knowledge
that one receives is itself unevenly dis-
tributed within the community. One
can speak with a scientist and then –
so long as the conditions are right and
everyone agrees – share that knowl-
edge with the community. Although
internal knowledge is often unevenly
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distributed, there are sometimes op-
portunities for redistribution, and an
interview-driven medium might some-
times be able to play a role, if invited
to do so.
In principle, a deep interview can
uncover and (re-)distribute valuable
knowledge beyond the published

record. The prospect of deepen-
ing an organizational capacity to
give representation to such knowl-
edge is, for me, an interesting one.
In the following piece, I will discuss this
prospect, and the techniques SciSci
Research has deployed to date in at-
tempts to explore it.
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2 Consider the Interviewee:
Why Do Scientists Do What They Do?

One can pose many questions re-
garding the behind-the-scenes pro-
cesses of labor and strategy that
guide science.
Before we begin with greater method-
ological commentary, an initial exer-
cise might be helpful. Let’s begin
with a relatively simple question: after
completing a study, how does the sci-
entist go about choosing their next re-
search topic?
Now, put yourself in the position of the
scientist, the interviewee. They might
begin to recall the factors that moti-
vated their choice. Were they con-
tent with their last paper, seeking af-
terward to build upon it? Did they fore-
see the need for amendment, or feel
the need to take the research in a new
direction? Alternatively, was their next
piece of research a parallel develop-
ment? I can think of real examples of
each of these scenarios.
By considering such scenarios, we
are beginning to think about possi-
blemechanisms of scientific labor and
strategy. In very crude terms, ev-
ery new research endeavor is a kind
of gamble. Although we don’t al-
ways think about matters this way, few
would deny that the scientist is, mate-
rially, allocating capital – be it a grant,
a donation, or their salaried time – to-
wards knowledge production. Some-
times, the scientist hedges over par-
allel pursuits. Sometimes, one is “all-
in”, reinvesting the fruits of previous re-

search. Sometimes, one is recovering
from a disappointing outcome.
However – and I think this is what
makes science so honorable a pur-
suit – in many cases, the scientist is
not assessing risk according to eco-
nomic or market parameters. What I
mean is: although the scientist is al-
locating capital, the degree of suc-
cess or failure that they enjoy is not,
in many cases, related to profit or re-
turn; success is actually defined by sci-
entific communities.
Thus, although the input to scientific
labor is capital, the output is knowl-
edge; and assignment of scientific
value to produced knowledge is very
much a community affair, which can
be hard for outsiders to understand.
A scientist’s labor and strategy is in
many cases in correspondence with
the greater folk knowledge, aspira-
tions, and culture of their community,
which help to inform the valuation of
scientific work. Community dynamics
as such are often not made explicit
in publications (and, indeed, under-
standably so).
Those with scientist friends may find
that they speak of such dynamics of-
ten. One might have presumed that
scientists would spend more of their
time, during casual conversation, talk-
ing about theories, concepts, data,
results. That’s their work; and that’s
what is shown in their papers. Indeed,
the first thing that happens to their
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work, often, is publication. That’s what
we see. The greater fate of their work,
however, is communal. Thus, one can
understandwhy scientists might speak
at length about community dynam-
ics; they often have a vested interest
in what becomes of their research.
Let’s return to the question of a sci-
entist selecting their next research
topic. One can consider various fac-
tors, but how they are made func-
tional in decision-making is another
matter. In many cases, the scientist’s
choice will depend on some evalua-
tion of the “success” of their previous
efforts, or those of others. So, we can
ask: how does the scientist evaluate
success? What renders an outcome
satisfying or disappointing?
Perhaps the greater community has
agreed, at least majority-wise, on cer-
tain strategic goals. If the paper
makes acontribution theretoward, the
scientist might take satisfaction in the
paper. On the other hand, goals are
regularly updated. Perhaps achieve-
ment of a research goal, shockingly,
reveals the goal itself to be based on

a partial understanding of the topic.
Perhaps the acquisition of knowledge
reveals darkness deeper than the light
it sheds. Perhaps the scientist’s own
work is, even if respected, understood
by few, and has inspired a more per-
sonal set of goals that are different
from, though not necessarily incom-
patible with, those of the community.

Again, I can think of real examples of
each of the above scenarios.

Various outcomes follow. Sometimes,
a paper will achieve a certain stand-
ing, only for its reputation to change
later. It may have been a cause
for celebration, only later to be re-
gardedas contingently wedded to an
outmoded paradigm. It may have
amounted to no more than a whisper
upon its release, only to achieve reso-
nance later. Furthermore, valuation of
a piece of science can be heteroge-
neous within a community. Thus, un-
derstanding a scientist’s work may re-
quire grasping the longer-term valua-
tion of research; theirs and others’.
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3 Serving Scientist Communities:
The Insider-Outsider Relationship

Sometimes, shorthand terminology
can be convenient. Nonetheless,
where terminologicalmatters are con-
cerned, what is shorthanded for some
is heavy-handed for others. Thus,
I beseech the reader to make an
allowance for one, possibly heavy-
handed, terminological play. I’d like
to subsume the community knowl-
edge discussed above – to include,
for instance, the evolving strategic
sensibilities of communities; the facul-
ties of communal reception determin-
ing the valuation of research in com-
munities; and the auxiliary, behind-
the-scenes knowledge regarding sci-
entific labor, strategy, and valuation
– under the cheap umbrella term of
“meta-scientific knowledge”. This can
be knowledge used by communities
when making research decisions, ap-
praising each other’s findings with re-
spect to goals, or organizing work. I
am interested in such meta-scientific
knowledgebecause it rarelymanifests
itself fully in papers but is often the first
thing a scientist talks about when one
discusses work with them.
At the risk of irony, it will be mentioned
here that the use of the term "meta-
scientific" is employed in a manner
that is mostly indifferent to certain on-
going discourses on "meta-science".
SciSci is aware of numerous think-tanks
and groups raising funding and pro-
ducing works as authorities on "meta-
science", which is often a kind of
policy-making discourse on questions

of progress in science. SciSci seeks
no such bestowal of authority. Rather,
"meta-science" is, for us, simply an ex-
pedient residual category by which
one candistinguish the types of knowl-
edge discussed previously from that
conveyed by the scientific record it-
self. Nonetheless, one might ask why
SciSci uses the same term, whilst also
expressing our disinterest in calling our-
selves "meta-scientists" or authorities
on meta-science or progress.
The SciSci view is that scientists them-
selves are the meta-scientific author-
ities; that’s why we assign such sig-
nificance to interviews. The best role
for an outsider is not to vie for au-
thority, but to help redistribute the
knowledge that meta-scientific au-
thorities hold within communities. It
may not be necessary to pay outside
meta-scientist policy scholars to write
white papers on trends or progress
in science. One might instead sim-
ply find a way to give fuller expres-
sion and representation to the meta-
scientific knowledge that all scien-
tists and communities already hold
but infrequently communicate. Sci-
entists are the meta-scientific authori-
ties, and they are the ones for whom
rarefied metascientific information is
directly actionable. Outsiders obvi-
ously can’t direct communities based
on their own external progress the-
ses. Nonetheless, outsiders can per-
haps play a role in helping communi-
ties communicate with themselves.
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4 Publishing First, Interviewing Later:
Stages of the Research Life Cycle

Indeed, one doesn’t routinely find
meta-scientific knowledge attached
to a publication. After all, a piece of
research, more or less, begins its offi-
cial life cycle as a paper (or preprint)
in a community. One doesn’t know,
reading a paper, how it will be re-
ceived, because it is received only
after it is published and circulated.
On the other hand, one could find
out, later, through interviews. Thus,
a greater practice of technical inter-
viewing can help to lend expression or
representation to the greater life cycle
of a piece of work.

Papers, because theyare conversation-
starters, are austere and modest in
style. They’re not blogs. They don’t
belabor in exhaustive detail what a
scientist, colleagues, or the greater
community is thinking. The paper, of-
ten quite economically, tenders a new
contribution to the literature, in accor-
dance with the formalities, conven-
tions, and structure set by the journal.

It’s difficult to say, precisely, why sci-
entific papers are written as they are.
There is, perhaps, a kind of mimetic as-
pect at play; somehow, scientists learn
to write in a style found commonly in
other papers. In many cases, the very
format of journals or the writing cul-
ture of communities does not allow
or inspire heavy meta-scientific detail.
For instance, there is typically no sec-
tion in an article template for narrat-

ing anecdotes of conversations one
had with colleagues about one’s re-
search. (Perhaps, sparingly, one can
make a very brief comment in the ac-
knowledgment section.) If one aban-
doned certain ideas, code, or meth-
ods midway, one does not necessarily
find designated space for articulating
what one discarded.
However, the conventions of journals
may be less influential than certain so-
cial and communal aspects of writing
papers. One can reason that the aus-
terity and modesty of the academic
style also owes to the fact that pa-
pers present new work to the com-
munity. Meta-scientific commentary
necessarily involves longer-term valua-
tion of research; however, papers are
largely presented “pre-valuation”.
It could be sanctimonious for a sci-
entist to embalm each of their works
with thick meta-scientific exposition;
they might risk coming across as over-
historicizing their own work in ad-
vance. After all, if their paper is ulti-
mately deemed unremarkable by col-
leagues, their preemptive efforts to sit-
uate it against the greater corpus of
literature could come across as an un-
earned indulgence.
One consequence of such, entirely
reasonable and laudable, modesty
is that it decouples the valuation of
a work from its written form. Pa-
pers begin their life cycle with pub-
lication; valuation unfolds with time.

SciSci Methods No. 1, Version 1.6 • Published on February 3, 2025 6/31



PUBLISHING FIRST, INTERVIEWING LATER:
STAGES OF THE RESEARCH LIFE CYCLE

One can recall examples of revered
papers originally published with amus-
ingly unassuming titles; one can de-
tect a kind of principle of etiquette
that the paper is by default but a
modest contribution, unless treatedby
the community otherwise. It is with this
assessment in mind, in fact, that I do
not believe that papers can be uni-
formly made more meta-scientific in
style. One doesn’t know in advance
(despite behind-the-scenes conversa-
tions with colleagues) how it will ulti-
mately gel with respect to the field.

The community mediation through
which a work is embedded within
a greater scientific discourse is often
done without documentation. Hints
at its fate might be distributed over
a large number of small, formal com-
ments in papers. The occasional re-
view article may be written, but often
with broad brush strokes, the content
being meta-scientifically "light". There
might be adequate space only for
summary remarks concerning certain
swaths of the literature. Beyond that,
it’s not as though communities main-
tain repositories detailingwhat they’ve
made of papers, or the current repu-
tation of published works.

With time, scientists nevertheless do
acquire reputations. So, one could
consider, or instance, a technical in-
terview with an esteemed scientist
who is 50 years old. At this point, the
scientist can reflect on the outcomes
of their papers. In many cases, ade-
quate time for valuation, of some kind,
has transpired.

Although valuation is, of course, on-
going, one can nevertheless ask, for
instance, the question considered
previously: why did they choose to
conduct a particular piece of re-
search at a particular time? By now,
the scientist may be in a position to
describe both how they viewed their
research at the time and how they
view it now.
If one had asked 20 year prior, the
answer might have been more dif-
ficult to deliver. Perhaps the scien-
tist could not yet form a comprehen-
sive assessment of their work because
they knew that much more related
work needed to be done. Perhaps
they wouldn’t want to assess a pa-
per with respect to a greater strategy,
since much of their strategy remained
to be executed. Perhaps the greater
community was still in the process of
evaluating the work, or engaged in a
greater effort whose character would
determine the valuation.
With time having passed, the research
has proceeded further along its life cy-
cle, whose initiation roughly coincides
with publication.
Granted, a scientist could speak
about their labor much sooner. They
could talk about why they chose to
conduct a particular piece of re-
search. Nevertheless, a fuller descrip-
tion of their labor, and the choices
made in their careers, will often relate
to some notion of value. In certain
cases, the scientist’s understanding of
value is highly personal. Nevertheless,
it is difficult to discuss scientific value in-
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dependently of community, and the
relationship between works, careers,
and communities takes time to form.

Another way of saying it is: meta-
scientifically speaking, the publication
of a paper is itself a kind of commu-
nity experiment. A publication may
be about the result of a scientific ex-
periment, but, from a meta-scientific
position, one can view the release of
a new paper into a community as an
experiment in valuation; one doesn’t
know what its value will be.
Many decisions and strategies in-
volved in the science represented by
papers are excluded from published
content, I suspect, because they are
related to meta-scientific notions of

value. Whatever value it accrues is
the product of its post-publication life
cycle, wherein the decisions made by
the scientist, such as the choice of
topic or result, are evaluated by the
greater community, or at least a por-
tion. This also applies to individuals.
For instance, even for esteemed sci-
entists who are progressively given the
license to chart their own paths, for-
mation of their own independent val-
uations is a process nonetheless.
Thus, it seems unlikely that more meta-
scientific knowledge will find itself in
publications. Such knowledge seems
to be more suitably encountered
through ex-post recollection, precisely
due to the life cycle of research. Inter-
views are engagements for facilitating
such recollections.
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5 Interviewing Society’s Scientists:
Promoting Knowledge Liquidity

Much of what SciSci does involves in-
terviewing working scientists.
Prior to founding SciSci, I was myself in-
volved in conducting and managing
research. I am asked, on occasion,
why I pivoted; typically, if one can do
research, one doesn’t interview other
researchers as a core facet of one’s
work. It might even seem like a “step
down”, but this is only because sci-
ence interviews are often rather non-
technical and cursory. I am of the
view that technical interviews are still
underrated.
Most professional scientists I know,
when asked about the press, com-
plain. Taking interviews can be, in un-
fortunate cases, an unpleasant per-
functory ritual. Interviewers aren’t al-
ways prepared. They don’t always
ask deep questions. In certain re-
grettable cases, they might produce
no more than clickbait from their en-
gagement with a scientific commu-
nity, rather than, for instance, cover
the details of the latest research.
From a societal view, the lack of a
general, or evenminor, capacity to in-
terview scientists at a technical level
is, in my view, something of a sys-
temic shortcoming. I say this not only
because scientists complain, but be-
cause I think that a greater technical
interview capacity could play a ben-
eficial social role.
Science is – at least in principle, and
in addition to sectors such as the hu-

manities – one of society’s most cher-
ished assets. It’s also a highly scarce
asset – particularly in the case of
knowledge held by experts and re-
search leaders – insofar as it is, at
present, relatively illiquid. It doesn’t
circulate widely. Very few access it.
It is mostly “deposited” at universities,
companies, and similar institutes.
Such is to someextent a consequence
of both specialization and human
capital stratification: scientists have
niche knowledge, and there is a wide
gap between what they know and
what the general public knows. How-
ever, even within expert communities
– even at the top – I’ve found knowl-
edge to be far from liquid.
Experts don’t necessarily know what
their close colleagues know. They
don’t always understand each other’s
papers. Meta-scientific knowledge
and context can help. However,
many of the kinds of meta-scientific in-
formation that I have discussed above
are scarce; some know them, others
don’t. Why? Experts overcome issues
of misunderstanding through back-
channel conversations: academic
visits, teatime chats between confer-
ence talks, email. Thus, behind-the-
scenes information is typically inter-
personally shared.
However, it seemed to me that inter-
viewing, if conducted with a tech-
nical but informal tone similar to
back-channel conversations, could
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achieve, perhaps, similar communi-
cation outcomes, but in a manner
shareable through amedium that can
reach more of the community. Of
course, certain information is too del-
icate to be shared beyond interper-
sonal channels. Nonetheless, what I
have found so far with SciSci is that
there is a wealth of meta-scientific

knowledge not contained in papers
that scientists are eager to share with
the community through interviews.
With communities producing and
processing publications according
to their own meta-scientific labors,
improving liquidity of meta-scientific
knowledge is, for SciSci, an investment
in scientific community capabilities.
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6 Forming Questions:
What Isn’t Written Down Anywhere?

The role of the interviewer – accord-
ing to the SciSci point of view – is
to facilitate exchanges with scien-
tists that give expression to otherwise-
undocumented information that may
be valuable to scientific communities.
Thus, one key purpose of interview
preparation is to survey the informa-
tion already on offer in the available
literature.
One might try to ensure that one’s
interview doesn’t redundantly repro-
duce the available literature. Instead,
one might seek to craft questions that
probe absences in the published lit-
erature. Thus, one prepares by read-
ing the existing literature and looking
for hints of latent scientific knowledge
and reasoning that can be inferred
from publications. They might seem
to “orbit” a publication without being
made explicit. One might say that
they comprise certain kinds of “latent
meta-scientific structure”.
At first, one might find the task of as-
certaining latent structure or absent
details difficult. In fact, I should prob-
ably say more about what I even
mean by “absent” or “latent”. When
crafting an interview question, what
I have in mind is a question about a
topic in the literature that seems as
though it could be readily discussed,
but doesn’t appear to be answered
anywhere in the literature.
One simple example is the question
of the motivation for a paper, which

is very much related to the ques-
tion considered previously regarding
why scientists choose research topics.
Some papers include in the abstract
or introduction a motivation: the sci-
entist writes explicitly why the research
was conducted or why the paper was
written. When the motivation isn’t writ-
ten, one might nonetheless conclude
that the question of motivation should
be answerable, despite being hitherto
undocumented. Doing research and
writing a paper is laborious; theremust
have been amotivation. I think of mo-
tivation, when not written, as a latent
meta-scientific structure, one that can
be associated with a paper but not
found in the paper itself. When it isn’t
in the paper, the interviewer can work
with the scientist to give it written rep-
resentation, should they wish to share
it with the community.

As a general methodological matter,
I begin by first recalling the kinds of
meta-scientific information that I find
contextually valuable when reading
papers. I think about a hypothetical
“meta-scientifically maximal paper”,
one which explains itself in great de-
tail. (Although not expecting such pa-
pers to bewritten in actuality, I employ
the notion of them as a heuristic.)

What information might a meta-
scientifically maximal paper contain?
If the paper is written in pursuit of some
overarching goal, the goal is invoked.
If the outlook of the paper contends

SciSci Methods No. 1, Version 1.6 • Published on February 3, 2025 11/31



FORMING QUESTIONS:
WHAT ISN’T WRITTEN DOWN ANYWHERE?

with another, such contention is some-
how articulated. If it nudges the out-
look of the field along a newer path-
way, it says so. If the paper constitutes
a response to unsuccessful attempts
made in the past, this responsive as-
pect is made salient. One can think
of other contextual details that such
a hypothetical paper might contain;
and indeed, some papers include
some of these details.
With such a meta-scientifically maxi-
mal paper in mind, posing questions
is straightforward: a good question
topic is a piece of meta-scientific con-
text that would be contained in the
meta-scientifically maximal paper but
isn’t in the actual paper.
Such a heuristic could, perhaps, help
one craft good question topics. With
a question list in hand, however, one
might then need to ask how to com-
paratively assess the quality of one’s
questions relative to each other. If one
must, for instance, prune down one’s
question list, how might one compar-
atively rank one’s questions?
One may find that certain meta-
scientific details more fully encapsu-
late the terms inwhich a scientificwork
is given its valuation. For instance,
perhaps a paper advances a new
method or technique, whose most in-
triguing aspect is the way it fulfills an

inadequacy of a classical or found-
ing aspiration of a field. Thus, what
may seem, at first glance, to be a
new direction or an innovative novelty
is really an endeavor to satisfy a long-
standing mandate. In such a case, if
one embellishes upon novelty in one’s
questions, one risks “missing the point”
as to why the work is interesting to the
greater community, a group of col-
leagues, or the individual scientist.
On the other hand, perhaps the pa-
per is celebrated for achieving an out-
come that the community had sought
for some time, but does so by some-
how subsuming the framework of the
sought outcome in a broader frame-
work. Perhaps – as a twist – this
broader framework is controversial. It
might even be the case that using this
broader framework indeed delivers
the sought outcome but is nonethe-
less somehow incomplete. Thus, if
one claimed that the the commu-
nity is celebrating the work for “having
extended” the field along a greater
expanse, one might misrepresent the
delicate nature of disentangling com-
munity views on thedeliverables of the
new framework fromviews on themet-
tle of the framework itself.
For the interviewer, posing a question
that illustrates a meta-scientifically re-
markable quality of scientific work is
the name of the game.
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7 Literature Review:
In Search of Implicit Structure

It goes without saying that interview-
ing requires a deep review of a scien-
tist’s work. One might thus expect this
section to include a strong empha-
sis on full absorption of the literature
and acquisition of an understanding
of the interviewee’s research. Such is
a prerequisite for a thoroughgoing in-
terview, but is not really the emphasis
of this section.
In fact, I might even opine that the
greatest mistake an interviewer can
make, whilst dedicating time to exten-
sive preparation, is to set mastery over
the material as the goal. One might
expect that such a goal is misplaced
because it invites hubris, or because
the pursuit of short-term acquisition of
mastery is a fool’s errand. Both causes
for dismissal are valid; yet, there is an-
other point to keep in mind.
Mastery-seeking is also misguided be-
cause the role of the interviewer is, in
fact, not to cultivate expertise with re-
spect to known information. Rather,
the goal of the interviewer is to per-
form an entirely different scientific role:
namely, to find implicit or latent struc-
ture. Identifying potentially valuable
information that isn’t documented is
rather different from mastering the ex-
isting content.
Thus, one might not prepare for an
interview as a student would for an
exam. Ironically enough, one is read-
ing the literature more like a profes-
sional researcher, in a certain sense;

searching for what isn’t yet there,
rather than preparing to rehearse
what is.
As an analogy, think of a retro “plat-
form” video game, like Super Mario
Bros. These games require the charac-
ter to jumpacross floating objects (i.e.,
the platforms). The papers in a cor-
pus of literature can be thought of as
being like the series of platforms. The
content of the papers are the coins (or
other valuables) situated on the plat-
forms. The undocumented content
is like the empty space between the
platforms. The goal of preparation is
not to spot all the coins on the plat-
forms; the goal is to ascertain the gaps
between the platforms themselves. In
the games, the gaps are visible and
obvious. In the scientific literature,
they aren’t.
A priori, some may presume a sci-
entific field to be a single contigu-
ous landscape. In practice, there are
many open meta-scientific questions
that pronounce themselves, implicitly,
as gaps between papers, thus render-
ing the landscape more akin to the
layout of those cherished 8-bit games.
Of course, one cannot see a gap
without seeing the platforms. In turn,
one cannot detect a gap in the lit-
erature without knowing the literature
well. Thus, preparation does indeed
require close reading.
However, the goal pursued whilst
reading is not to develop a knowl-
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edge of the work about which one
can brag. The goal is not to read
closely so that one can gloat about
having readmany papers. Rather, the
goal is to begin to perceive the very
textual limits of the papers themselves;
to begin to appreciate what existing
(meta-)scientific knowledge has and
hasn’t been written down.
One is after the empty space of scien-
tific literature. One knows that empty
space resides just beyond the bound-
ary of a textual object, and that deter-
mining the boundary of a textual ob-
ject, which is often rugged and fine,

requires a close reading. So, one
reads closely in order to determine the
very limitations of what one can learn
from the available literature.
The first time one conceives of a piece
of background information that one
really wishes one knew, but cannot
ascertain, one has the makings of
an interview question. One is, in a
sense, in search of the questions that,
if answered, might deliver new and
valuable information to the interested
community. One seeks hints of oppor-
tunities for deeper scientific sharing.
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8 Interview Preparation:
Forming Models Beyond the Literature

With all this being said, we can now
discuss, more concretely, the kinds of
preparations SciSci prefers to make in
advance of an interview.
Before interviewing a scientist, I prefer
to read as many of their publications
as I can. I read their journal articles. I
read the chapters they contribute to
edited volumes. If they are the ed-
itor of the volume, I read their intro-
duction or preface. I read their PhD
thesis, even if it was written decades
prior. If they’ve received awards, I
read their acceptance speech tran-
scripts. If they have given high-profile
talks or famous lectures, I refer to the
proceedings.
I read the acknowledgment sections
in their publications; they indicate
who the scientist’s colleagues are, or
have been. I like to know if they cite
other works widely. I like to see the
journals they choose for various top-
ics. I like to understand the evolu-
tion of their research. If they have
changed topics in recent years, I ask
why. Was previous research a decisive
success, thus warranting a new chap-
ter? Did funding opportunities dry up?
Is the scientist applying their previous
research to current research, or has
their investigation forked?
I tend not to watch educational
videos (e.g. on YouTube), leaf
throughpopular sciencecommunica-
tion pieces, browse online fora (e.g.
Stack Exchange), or read introductory

textbooks. This might be surprising, as
such material are often presented as
"on-ramps" to scientific fields. How-
ever, insofar as publications are rep-
resentations of research, these mate-
rials are "representations of [...] repre-
sentations of research". If I intend to
interview a scientist, but instead read
a textbook written by another scien-
tist mentioning the paper of the inter-
viewee, or watch a video made by
someone who read that textbook, or
read a journalist article by awriter who
watched the video made by the cre-
ator who read the textbook, I posi-
tion myself far afield from the original
text, and consume content that has
already passed through numerous in-
terpretative filters.

It seems a little bit irresponsible to
rely on the interpretative filters of oth-
ers. The SciSci approach emphasizes
working directly with scientists so that
they can express themselves in tech-
nical terms. Thus, building questions
from second-hand (or nth-hand) ma-
terial distances one from the inter-
viewee’s works, and also may intro-
duce some politics (which may have
indeed have shaped the lens of non-
primary-source material). My own
principle is: if I can’t yet make sense
of a scientist’s own works (rather than
second- or nth-hand material), then
I’m not yet ready for the interview.

From there, I like to piece together a
kind of portrait of the scientist. When
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doing so, I ask many questions. Does
the scientist work at the theoretical
frontier of the field? Does the scientist
invent new methods? Is the scientist
best known for new discoveries? Does
the scientist help colleagues when
they reach an impasse? Does the sci-
entist help to bridge the research of
colleagues? Is the scientist a trend fol-
lower? Has the scientist taken risks?
Has the scientist received many re-
wards? Did the scientist take advan-
tage of early success, or was receipt
of recognition a gradual process?
If the scientist has been interviewed
before, I read the articles written from
such interviews. What kind of ques-
tions are typically asked? (One might
seek not to repeat them.)
With such questions in mind, I en-
deavor to model the career arc of
a scientist. By career arc, I mean a
working model of the factors that led
from one paper to the next. Under the
publish-or-perish paradigm, one is of-
ten presented a picture of perpetual
novelty in science; experts are contin-
ually writing up new content. Quite
often, however – at least in my obser-
vation – a scientist thinks in a certain
way or is driven by certain sought out-
comes or outstanding questions, and
has been for some time. Thus, there is
a yarn – sometimes threadbare, some-
times braided; sometimes split, some-
times knotted – of professional conti-
nuity stringing together their publica-
tions: an arc. The scientist could be-
long to a programwith a strong philos-
ophy. The scientist could have a pro-
cess in place for choosing new topics.

Of course, one’s arc model might be
disastrously inaccurate. Such disas-
ter can be fortunate, nevertheless. If
one holds in mind amodel, without re-
vealing it, only to find that the scien-
tist thought about research in an un-
expected way, one might even view
the interviewas a success, for it uncov-
ered something non-obvious. One’s
models are to be broken.
If the model is more or less accurate,
then, if the interviewer and intervie-
wee appear to be synchronized, they
can discuss matters in greater detail.
Eventually, however, themodel should
be proven wrong. So long as one’s
models are well built, proving them
wrong can be an indicator that the
interview has given expression to con-
tent that might not have been easily
inferable from the written record.
So, being right and being wrong carry
their own respective advantages. If
the interviewee agrees with one’s
“close reading” and analysis of a
body of literature, then it becomes
easier to explore new pastures be-
yond the literature together. If the sci-
entist continues to surprise the inter-
viewer, then one can take satisfaction
in the hitherto-unknown details that
come to light.
On the other hand, if one has the
wrong model in mind and attempts
to impress it upon the interviewee –
perhaps in hopes that one can build
rapport that way – the situation may
deflate. There are few scenes farther
from professional grace than those
starring an overbearing, misinformed
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interviewer. On the other hand, if
one’smodel ismore or less correct, but
always left implicit in one’s questions,
one can still indeed build rapport. If
one believes that one has some kind
of insight into the prospect of ascer-

taining a certain latent meta-scientific
structure, it is best to somehow implant
one’s view softly and approachably in
an engageable question, rather than
hammer out a thetical position. Thus, I
prefer to keep my models to myself.
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9 Posing Answerable Questions:
Lead With Context, Promote Analysis

I prefer to type up interview ques-
tions, and share them with partici-
pants, beforehand. The questions
should be relatively short, without un-
duly long preambles. Nonetheless, it
is helpful to provide a technical fram-
ing, so that the scientist can appreci-
ate one’s level of understanding and
one’s interest in a topic. The scientist
cannot really accommodate an inter-
view question under ambiguity.
Consider the question:

Will Theory X succeed?

This question provides the scientist with
little context. Rather, it might be bet-
ter to ask something along the lines of
the following:

Theory X has garnered con-
fidence in recent years as
a candidate explanation
for Phenomenon A, one
that Theory Y , although
standard for decades, was
unable to provide. How-
ever, it is known that the
presumptions of Theory
X are rather inconsistent
with Phenomenon B, whose
more recent discovery has
been replicated numer-
ous times over the past 5
years. However, it appears
from the early literature as
though Phenomenon B-
type behavior was some-
what foreseen during the

development of Theory Y .
What is your view on the rel-
ative explanatory advan-
tages of Theory X and The-
ory Y?

Perhaps we should examine the
“anatomy” of this question. First, it
communicates that one is aware of
theories X and Y , and presents them
as the foci. Second, it furnishes some
basic meta-scientific context: The-
ory X explains Phenomenon A, unlike
Theory Y . Next, it brings to bear fur-
ther meta-scientific context indicated
from the greater literature, empha-
sizing certain kinds of meta-scientific
information. One kind is experimen-
tal: Theory X is inconsistent with Phe-
nomenon B, a finding that has been
replicated. Another is historical and
theoretic: Theory Y was developed
with Phenomenon-B-type behavior
in mind. Finally – and I’ll say more
about this in a subsequent section –
the question is itself meta-scientific,
rather than political. That is to say: it
asks for views on the relative explana-
tory advantages of the theories, not,
for instance, if the theorists favoring
Theory Y are right and the scientists
developing Theory X are wrong.
This question might appear somewhat
long, but it’s self-contained. In prac-
tice, it might take 30 seconds or so to
ask. If one has an hour for an inter-
view, asking 5 or so questions such as
this leaves almost the full hour avail-
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able to the interviewee; one eats lit-
tle of the available time. On the other
hand, ill-posed questions may require
clarification or foment misunderstand-
ing, which can consume more time.
If one had a chalkboard available,
one could visualize the relationships

between the theories and phenom-
ena at play. I recommend interview-
ing at a chalkboard or whiteboard, or
at least sharing some notebook paper
with the interviewee. Doing so pro-
vides a more familiar atmosphere for
discussing scientific detail.

SciSci Methods No. 1, Version 1.6 • Published on February 3, 2025 19/31



RECORDING NEW KNOWLEDGE:
DISCOVERY THROUGH INTERVIEW

10 Recording New Knowledge:
Discovery Through Interview

It is often brought to my attention that
scientists are, at times, interviewed
by journalists or communications pro-
fessionals who exercise little prepara-
tion. One lamentable consequence
is that the questions are quite of-
ten predictable. The scientists will
be asked questions that someone un-
familiar with their field will typically
ask. So, if a scientist works on a new
method for a particular problem in a
sub-field of a field, they will be asked
a question – one that is almost def-
initional – about “what the field is”.
SciSci pursues a different prospect.
It’s well to recall that professional
researchers are under considerable
pressure to publish papers. They pub-
lish through certain – preferably high-
impact – journals, with a relatively
strict template, format, tone, and
length. As a consequence, it has
been my observation that scientists
typically know much more than they
write, even in the case of scientists
who publish consistently.
Thus, non-technical interviews risk for-
feiting the opportunity to hear what
scientists know, beyond the published
record. Moreover, elementary inter-
view questions pertain to details that
are verymuchalready in the literature;
often in the first paragraph of a litera-
ture review or introduction section; or
even on Wikipedia.
A detailed, prepared interview, on the
other hand, gives the scientist an op-

portunity to share what they know but
haven’t written down. It offers a differ-
ent format – a conversational format.
A new format can help to represent
content that wasn’t documented via
other formats.
In my experience, an interview pre-
paredwith suchanobjective cangive
the scientist an opportunity to speak
less formally, and more expressively,
on their research. They can offer as-
sessments. They can speak to fu-
ture prospects. They can discuss fail-
ures. They can situate research within
a greater historical context. An inter-
view can give the scientist an oppor-
tunity for professional expression.
One might think that elementary
questions offer fewer constraints, al-
lowing for greater expression. How-
ever, when elementary questions are
asked, the scientist must dropmuch of
what they usually think about and in-
stead focus on saying something sim-
ple. When asking such a question,
one is asking the scientist to pivot from
research mode to something akin to
undergraduate lecture mode.
On the other hand, if a technical tone
is set, the scientist can talk about any-
thing they think about. I feel with
the utmost conviction that it is impor-
tant to help scientists feel comfort-
able speaking casually and informally
in technical detail; such are the requi-
site conditions for expression.
I have been surprised by the kinds of
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insights scientists share when an at-
mosphere permitting such expression
is set. Scientists have recounted back-
ground details I had never heard of.
They discuss deep problems that few
notice. They introduce perspectives
cultivated over a career. They may
even discuss challenges they currently
face, or past failures.
Sometimes, the scientist has kept
these details in mind but hasn’t said
them on record before. On certain
occasions, scientists have surprised
themselves, and haveeven referred to
some of the details unearthed as “dis-
coveries”. In fact, during certain in-
terviews, genuine, new scientific ideas

have emerged.
Generation of new ideas might not be
the goal of an interview. Nonetheless,
such is possible, as SciSci experience
to date suggests. Nonetheless, the
full epistemological heights reachable
through technical interviews, as one
saunters beyond the confines of the
written record to the greater recollec-
tions and knowledge of professional
scientists, has yet to be witnessed in
full. It will be a source of great in-
terest to see, should other organiza-
tions or communities take an interest
in this prospect, the heights that can
be reached.
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11 Direction and Wandering:
The Art of Interview Improvisation

Although I prefer to draft a question
list for the interviewee in advance, I
nonetheless take the opportunity to
proceed off-script when the appropri-
ate occasions arise.
In most cases, the interviewee
presents the interviewer with such an
occasion. After all, the real goal of
the interview is to allow the scientist
to express and represent the sophisti-
cated details of their work in a new
fashion. That the interviewee does
so by responding to planned ques-
tions is, under the most auspicious cir-
cumstances, amere initial formality for
priming a discussion, one that comes
to acquire, after a few such questions,
its own directionality.
Directionality can be acquired, first,
by giving the interviewee ample time
to respond. The interviewee might an-
swer the question, as stated, only to
proceed to elaborate on related de-
tails. Such elaboration is no longer a
direct response to the question. An
unimaginative interviewer might fear
that the conversation has gone off-
track, but that’s precisely where one
must go in order to explore the fuller
range of a scientist’s knowledge.
An interviewer might feel uncomfort-
able in such a situation if they don’t
know how to respond to the extem-
poraneous remarks of the interviewee.
Here, an appreciation for preparation
can be found.
Previously, I had invoked the analogy

of a platform game. Now – at the risk
of employing toomany analogies – I’d
like to suggest that the interview be
thought of with respect to a map. The
content published in papers can be
thought of as being like the features of
a town. If a given paper is deeply en-
meshed in a complex of others, it be-
longs to a bustling city. If it interacts
with fewer papers, it belongs to some-
thing like a hamlet. As the intervie-
wee speaks more extemporaneously,
one might indeed be wandering into
hinterlands beyond the urban blocks
or village roads; a fortunate circum-
stance. Here, preparation gives one a
sense of "cartographic awareness" as
one wanders.

For instance – to extend the analogy
further – if one jaunts, off-road, until
happening upon a freshwater spring,
preparation should help oneascertain
the towns its water serves. Indeed,
such is analogous to critical meta-
scientific information. The analogue
of the freshwater springmight be a pri-
vate workshop, an influential mentor,
or a seemingly unrelated area of re-
search with which some interpersonal
connection was formed. Sometimes,
there is an under-recognized source of
vitality for research. The graduate stu-
dents living in the big cities on themap
might not even know where their bot-
tled water comes from.

One regains one’s contextual aware-
ness, as conversations proceed in un-
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expected directions, by asking impro-
vised questions. So long as one has
made adequate preparations, one
should be able to ask follow-up ques-
tions. Indeed, these questions can be
simpler. In some sense, when given
extemporaneous remarks, one need
only re-contextualize them and relate
them back to the literature (i.e., pin-
point them on the map).
For instance, if the interview begins
speaking at length about a meeting
between colleagues that they real-
ize is significant, one can begin to
ask questions that allow the scientist
to speak on its downstream conse-
quences. If a recollection is made of
a past discussion on a topic with a col-
league, and one recalls that the inter-
viewee had not yet published on that
topic yet, one can ask if the discussion
led the interviewee to begin research
on the topic. If one recalls that they
later wrote a joint paper on a related
matter, one can ask about the link be-
tween the two developments.
Thus, the interviewing process is re-
ally just about 1) extensive prepara-
tion and crafting a list of question
prompts; 2) allowing the scientist to

enjoy the opportunity to freely express
themselves in technical terms; and 3)
asking improvised questions that refer
their remarks back to the literature.

Sometimes, follow-up questions are
quite natural. As soon as one asks the
question, the interviewee says, “right
– I was just about to get to that”.
In other situations, when reaching a
fork, one sees a pathway that is dif-
ferent from that seen by the intervie-
wee. One can surprise the intervie-
wee with an unanticipated direction.
If rapport has been established, the in-
terviewee may entertain a jaunt in an
unexpected direction.

In fact, both scenarios offer room for
surprise. Scientists can be accus-
tomed to communicating, doing, and
thinking about their research in a fa-
miliar way. Frequently interviewed sci-
entists often have a kind of script. On
the other hand, by allowing the scien-
tist to go off-script, or by offering ques-
tions that invite the scientist to think
about their research in a manner that
they have not done before, one can,
in the best case, foster an atmosphere
of novel intellectual expression.
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12 From Interview to Text:
Transcribing Conversation

Eventually, the content of the inter-
view will enter the published record.
Rendering an interview as text en-
tails a different professional relation-
ship with the scientist. Even after the
most free-flowing or unabashed inter-
view, the scientist, once seeing their
comments written down, will want to
see it written in a manner that plays
well with the rest of the literature. Thus,
whereas interviewing is about foster-
ing a culture of liberty, transcription is
about giving freely given remarks the
right tone and structure.
Scientists speak differently than they
write. Extemporaneous remarks from
a scientist are typically a bit more
offhanded and a bit less polished
than their written equivalent. Con-
versations are carried out in real time;
thus, even if an interviewee wishes
to restart a sentence, they have to
abort it (perhaps mid-thought) and
start anew. Words are omitted; gram-
mar, eschewed. In my experience,
such blemishes are, in fact, favorable
indicators of an interesting conversa-
tion. If the interview is of novel value,
the interviewee will likely spend much
of their time thinking, rather than de-
livering rehearsed remarks.
Nonetheless, in an effort to repay the
interviewee for their cognitions, I try to
render the best transcriptional presen-
tation of their comments that I can.
I often use ellipses and bracketed in-

sertions to suture together remarks into
prototype-sentences. These editorial
remarks may vanish later, if the inter-
viewee finds them unsightly. Or, they
might be kept for purposes of editorial
transparency.

When I first started doing interviews for
SciSci, my initial goal was to represent
the comments of the interviewee with
the greatest fidelity or verisimilitude
possible. Thus, if the interviewee often
flaunted grammar for effect (rather
than by accident), I’d keep it. If the in-
terviewee spoke in fragments as they
thought through a multifaceted issue,
I wouldn’t smooth out the splintered
form of their remarks. What I found,
however, is that – despite the liter-
ary value one might perceive in such
choices – interviewees will, generally,
want to come across as composed,
professional, and eloquent.

With time, I have come to understand
that such polishing is more than amat-
ter of presentability. It is about giv-
ing the results of informal discussion
a palatable form in order for them
to come together as a metabolizable
textual object. Thus, the aesthetic la-
bor of transcription is really about car-
rying the value produced under an at-
mosphere of informality and vesting it,
through professional form, with the au-
thority of voice needed for it to belong
to the published record.
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13 The Final Product:
Information, Not Narrative

The methodological commentary in-
cluded here has mostly been positive:
I describe the techniques SciSci Re-
search uses. Of course, such tech-
niques have also been shaped by cri-
tiques I hold of other practices, and
negative positions on practices that I
wish SciSci Research not to reproduce.
Thus, I feel as though a methodologi-
cal discussion is not complete without
some allowance for sharing such neg-
ative positions. I’d like to describe the
kind of practices and outcomes that I
wish for SciSci Research to avoid.

One tendency among certain sci-
ence media outlets that I find partic-
ularly troublesome is that of shoehorn-
ing the results of interviews with sci-
entists into a preconceived or con-
trived story. It is particularly nettle-
some when the narratives are reduc-
tive, averring perpetually to a new
breakthrough or a crisis, manufactur-
ing clickable events rather than dis-
tributing information.

Scientists I know, across fields, are dis-
mayed by crisis narratives; after all,
the status of a field can change at
any time, and failed attempts are, in
some sense, just as valuable as suc-
cessful ones in understanding how na-
ture works. The breakthrough narra-
tive is also, in my view, not particu-
larly valuable. Scrolling through so-
cial media, one feels continually bar-
raged with attestations to some hot
breakthrough in science, whereas, in

actuality, the articles merely concern
new papers, which are published all
the time. Whether or not a paper
constitutes a breakthrough is for the
community to decide. The process
can take time, and subsequent re-
search. One might recall that ma-
jor prizes are often awarded for re-
search conducted a few years prior.
Thus, it seems meta-scientifically disin-
genuous to present new papers as
breakthroughs, especially when such
is done so often.

A related narrative trope is one
that endeavors to (cost-)justify a
scientific result by appealing to
some marvelous future prospect. In
biomedicine, it might be longevity or
immortality. In mathematics, as nar-
ratives of proof formalization and AI
become increasingly interwoven, the
narrative is increasingly swept up in
the greater exuberance surrounding
the rather numinous conept of artifi-
cial general intelligence (AGI).

What troubles me about these grand
narratives is they allude to, in some
sense, climaxes of research. Immor-
tality would be, to some degree, the
end or culmination of biomedicine.
If AGIs were the ones doing mathe-
matics, such could, maybe, spell the
end of human mathematics as we’ve
come to understand it. It’s not my
place to opine on whether or not such
outcomes are possible, nor to opine
on timelines. However, it is a bit discon-
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certing when narratives try to stuff a
particular paper from a field into a fu-
ture narrative that effectively amounts
to what would be the end of that field.
Here, perhaps the reader will enter-
tain a few comments on modernity
and science. Indeed, the 20th cen-
tury was one of many weighty events.
On the political stage, many great
wars were waged, andmany new na-
tions were formed. The events were
weighty, in part because the modern
international political system was be-
ing set. Likewise, 20th century science
featured many weighty events, which
helped to shapeand formourmodern
scientific institutions.
Now, with our modern institutional
system having been built, the at-
mosphere is different. There is in-
deed consequential and inventive
work done all the time, but it doesn’t
always fulfill the role it once did. In
the 20th century, such results helped
make institutions. Of course, this still
happens; entirely new fields are cre-
ated, with new institutions to carry
them. However, if a field is well estab-
lished, a new result doesn’t make the
field; it is absorbed into the field, de-
bated, applied, rejected, promoted.
This might seem, to some, a bit more
boring, but it’s howmodern rational in-
stitutions function.
On the other hand, one can see in
“climax narratives” an appetite for
major events, namely those which

bring a field to its conclusion. What
such climactic events and early 20th
century events have in common is
that they bookend an institutional
mandate; one event initiates it, and
another event concludes it. In be-
tween the two, argumentation, delib-
eration, and iteration on a work pro-
ceed. Such processes may seem less
fascinating, but they’re the stuff of in-
stitutional science. The workings of a
thing can be less thrilling to some than
it’s beginning or end, because they
pertain to what it does rather than
the epochal character of its very ex-
istence. Interviewing, on the other
hand, is all about what science does.

SciSci conducts its coverage with
the thesis that the institutional milieu,
which may be historically bookended
by formative and climactic events, is
where the real modern substance of
science is found. Here, simple sto-
ries are less relevant than information.
Stories might be amusing for outsiders,
but institutional machinery runs ratio-
nally on information. Such is increas-
ingly the case as the institutional mod-
ernization of science stabilizes. We
have more scientists than ever before,
more papers than ever before, and
more complex scientific communities.
It seems rather inadequate for inter-
viewers to do nomore than smith pop-
ular tales from all this. I might even
venture to say that science, so often
counterintuitive and surprising, is the
world’s great story-destroying force.
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14 A Principle of Etiquette:
Focus on Science, Not Drama

One attempt that is not infrequently
made by other outlets to cover the in-
stitutional character of science, which
SciSci also seeks to avoid, is that of
partaking in gossip or political drama-
tization concerning research. One
might wonder how one can possibly
engagewithmeta-science, andcom-
munity dynamics, without delving into
gossip or drama. My own view is that
meta-science is quite distinct.
Increasingly, we see the growth of
popular discourses around fields of re-
search. If research leaders disagree,
or a paper is retracted, or theoreti-
cal “camps” appear to become pro-
nounced, commentators may weigh
in. Popular commentaries on various
"crises" in science proceed thusly. On
the other hand, we see currents of
popular optimism. Funds may be in-
vesting into research areas. Startups
may be pursuing them. Others may
be hyping them on social media.

As online commentators, journalists,
companies, investors, influencers, and
others become involved in crafting a
discourse, the spectacle they fashion
takes on a life of its own, and is quite
acutely decoupled from the textual
corpus of a field and the community
labors of valuation of the corpus. Of
course, popular conversations on sci-
ence will be detail-light; what is per-
nicious nonetheless is the decoupling,
and the mistake of conflating specta-
cle with scientific discourse.

That is to say, gossip and dramatic dis-
course is, relative to the scientific cor-
pus, an exogenous discourse. It’s not
the discourse at play in taking a paper
as a community and doing something
with it. Scientific discourse will refer
back to the medium of the published
record, whereas online discourse is
channeled through its ownmedium of
memes. Often, memes cast a scien-
tific drama in terms of threats to a field,
warring parties, heroes, villains, under-
dogs, tyrants, and so on. However, as
you can imagine, when one attends
to the details of the field, one finds
that the fuss largely concerns a diffi-
cult question, a communication short-
coming, or some kind of organiza-
tional challenge, none of which are
uncommon in science. Memes strug-
gle to capture the dynamics of mod-
ern rational institutions.
SciSci’s interest in the meta-science of
communities, and aversion to drama,
shapes the questions that are posed
during interviews. I don’t ask scien-
tists to respond to online comments. I
don’t mention interviews others have
given with journalists. I don’t discuss
podcast remarks. My questions per-
tain to the literature. I’ll ask about a
particular paper; a particular section
in the paper; a particular scientific de-
tail. After all, the SciSci objective is to
ascertain latent scientific information
not found in the textual corpus and to
help surface it. Thus, I ask questions
that circle back to the text.
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As an anecdotal matter, scientists
seemquite relieved to beaskedabout
the actual textual corpus of the field,
and not the orthogonal discourses
that increasingly surround it. In many
cases, I find scientists are nowabit ner-
vous when interviews begin. As soon
as one begins to refer to publications
and ask questions about their con-
tents (so long as one does so without
misunderstanding them), the mood of
the conversation lightens.
Moreover, if one is interested in in-
terviewing scientists for the purpose
of producing novel scientific informa-
tion, it’s simply a professional disad-
vantage to appeal to online discourse
or drama. Here, we confront a core
aspect of scientific culture itself. In sci-
ence, one is wrong often. Mistakes are
made often. One writes a paper, only
to be disappointed with it later. One
publishes an attempt at an advance-
ment, only for a more successful one
to be made later. When discussing
a body of work from a meta-scientific
lens, one will see developments of this
kind in abundance.
A meta-scientific lens is necessarily
comparative and attentive to the re-
lationship between strategy, scientific
work, and progress across an ensem-
ble of works and a network of research
pathways. It goes without saying that
adoption of a political tone, which
will do no more than elicit a defen-
sive posture on the part of the scien-
tist, is inimical to meta-scientific explo-
ration. Here, we can perhaps appre-
ciate what is arguably the most perni-
cious consequence of the tendency

of media to sell scientific drama: it
inspires a defensive atmosphere that
is opposite to that needed for meta-
scientific discussion.
For instance, if one asks why a scien-
tist was inspired to write a given paper,
it could be the case that the scientist
was motivated by certain inadequa-
cies witnessed in other works. The new
paper might have performed better,
or worse. If one fosters a dispassion-
ate atmosphere dedicated to an un-
derstanding of the field, one might
be able to discuss such matters; not
in terms of competition, winners, or
losers, but in terms of research ques-
tions and the relative advantages of
different theories or methods.
In the real practice of science, with
the exception of extreme cases, the
notion of winning and losing is rather
inappropriate. In the most virtuous
case, everyone is working to reduce
ignorance, and is happy to be wrong,
as negative feedback is essential to
theory building: one wants to know
what nature can and cannot do.
Moreover, scientists with healthy ca-
reers are more than happy to talk all
about their mistakes. They’re even
happy, in my experience, to speak
about their dissatisfaction with recent
or present work. Such dissatisfaction
is really the motor of scientific investi-
gation. Nothing is ever good enough.
Theories never explain enough. Re-
search programs are duct-taped to-
gether. Colleagues don’t understand
each other. Frameworks are often of
ghastly inelegance. Knowledge gaps
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remain taunting. Open questions re-
main haunting. A healthy scientific
culture makes a kind of “Halloween”
out of such haunting; it welcomes it
and plunges into it indefatigably, cel-
ebrating it all along.
On the other hand, the political
drama projected by media onto sci-
entific affairs makes insecure any kind
of engagement with such culture.
What journalists often seem to mis-
understand is that, independent of
their narratives, the textual culture of
science continues; it’s not decided,
in the virtuous case, by the parallel
discourse that commentators create.
Thus, by asking questions that refer
to exogenous discourses, one merely
risks sealing off whatever greater win-
dow one might have been able to
make with the scientist into the tex-
tual corpus and discourse constituting
their scientific community.
Put differently, a successful interview
provides an opportunity to lift one’s
perspective above mundane chal-
lenges (which include, increasingly, is-
sues of social media gossip) and take
a broader view on scientific work.
Once the discussion is lifted to such

a position, so long as the setting is
dispassionate and analytic, one can,
in my experience, discuss many sci-
entific matters that have never been
written down or (sometimes) even
discussed before. When doing so,
by talking about science, one lends
greater expression to the very free-
dom of science. This freedom is exer-
cised in scientific labor as an under-
stated principle. By speaking about
scientific labor and scientific commu-
nities, by probing the meta-scientific,
this freedom finds new expression.

However, such is only possible if one
is unanchored from the popular dis-
courses and ephemeral content that
are rather often packaged and car-
ried by many science media. To-
wards this end, the SciSci style goes
in a different direction; an interview,
even one lasting only an hour, can
create an environment in which one
is at liberty to meditate on develop-
ments across deeper scientific time.
Untethered from the pressures of the
present, immersed in meta-scientific
deep time, perhaps elements of the
fuller character of science can come
to the surface.
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15 An Invitation to Share What You Learned

Recently, an entrepreneurial col-
league asked SciSci about the
prospect of preparing a kind of "bullet-
point executive summary" of Inter-
viewing Scientists. Such might, in prin-
ciple, be feasible, but only if donewith
great care.

Although SciSci has abstained from re-
ferring to specific interactions in this re-
port, we nonetheless base our com-
mentary on our engagements with
scientific communities. Such engage-
ments are delicate, and we have
striven, when recounting our meth-
ods of engagement and describing
the (abstract) dynamics of science
communities, to handle such matters
with the delicacy they deserve. This
report has been written with some
length precisely as an endeavor to
lend our commentary, we hope, the
context and padding necessary in or-
der to make it tenable and comfort-
able. (Length, although sometimes an
indulgence, can serve advantageous
purposes, such as allowing hard top-
ics to breathe.) Uprooting such com-
mentary and presenting it on a slab
just seems a bit too crude.

We would also risk misleading the
reader; there’s no generic, two-
sentence recommendation that a
reader can absorb in order to be pre-
pared for interviewing scientists. Every
case is different. We also try not to
produce short-form methodological
content, as the crux of our methods in-
volves reading carefully and allotting

time for analysis. Thus, those without
time to read about our methods filter
themselves out.
Moreover, in terms of reader relations,
SciSci wishes to avoid telling readers
what they should regard the take-
away messages to be. We try to share
our thoughts as thoroughly as possi-
ble, so that readers can avail them-
selves of whichever details are most
pertinent to their needs.
On the other hand, we would be de-
lighted to list the points that readers
regard to be the most valuable. This
would allow us to create a summary
resource on the report without the risks
highlighted above. Rather than fast-
tracking the report, it would summa-
rize what readers have derived from it,
which may encourage others.
So long as it isn’t of undue inconve-
nience to the reader, we invite all who
are interested to anonymously share
their thoughts on the report here. We
will post a (likely somewhat editedand
curated) compilation of responses as
a "community summary".
SciSci recognizes the value of pro-
ducing summaries, but would prefer
to do so by sharing what our read-
ers find valuable (if they find anything
valuable at all) in our reports. Ex-
ecutive summaries are typically writ-
ten to squeeze out the value of a re-
port in concentrated form. Our po-
sition, however, is that SciSci writes
these methods reports as resources;
their value is for readers to assess.
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