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Five
Contemporary
Examples
Righteous Dopefiend (Bourgois and
Schonberg, 2009)

On The Run (Goffman, 2014)
An Ethnography of Household Energy
Demand in the UK (Morosanu, 2016)

Brexit and Brits Abroad
(www.brexitbritsabroad.org)
Flip-Flop: A Journey Through Globalisation's
Backroads by Caroline Knowles.
• www.Flipfloptrail.com

The principles of
ethnography

The history of ethnography
in anthropology and
sociology
Classic and contemporary
approaches

Iterative inductive research

Defining
Ethnography

• A methodology, a set
of methods, and a
product
• Conventional
ethnographies:
personal investment,
move into
community, longterm, holistic

• Contemporary
ethnographies:
tracing networks,
moving beyond
boundaries,
creative with
techniques, maybe
shorter term, with
people you know

Key
principles

• Empirical (real world
research)

• involves rapport and
trust

• Participation

• seeks the participants’
views

• Observation

• Talking, listening
• eclectic, using more than
one qualitative method

• takes time
• Everyday settings

• As well as the
observer’s
• It involves theory
• It attempts to be nonreductive
• Tends to pay attention
to time and to change
or process
(O’Reilly 2012)

Ethnography and
anthropology
• Bronislaw Malinowski, 1884- 1942
• Polish aristocrat
• Studied anthropology at the LSE

• Trobriand Islands, Melanesia
• Book: Argonauts of The Western
Pacific (Chapter One, Available
online)
• Established fieldwork principles

Malinowski’s
methodology
• First-hand data collection
• scientific field work has three aims:
• To describe the customs and traditions,
the institutions, the structure, the
skeleton of the tribe (or what people say
they do)
• To give this flesh and blood by
describing how daily life is actually
carried out, the imponderabilia of actual
life (how they do it)
• To record typical ways of thinking and
feeling associated with the institutions
and culture (phenomenology)
• Structures, actions, meanings

Malinowski’s
methodology
• The importance of:
• Context
• Time
• Participation
• Observation
• Data collection
• Theoretical premises: Malinowski was
informed by positivism and
functionalism
• Inductivism: theory from data
approach

Key idea:
Holism.

• Ethnographic research has
traditionally taken a holistic
approach. This perspective (linked to
functionalism) views societies as
discrete and coherent entities.
However, holism also recognises the
interconnectedness of societies, as
parts and wholes.

• Contemporary ethnographies may
be mobile, historical, transnational
and include analyses of geography,
location, power, wider forces, and
interconnectedness of parts and
wholes. So they focus on an issue in
context and with a broad focus

Ethnography and
Sociology

• The Chicago School
(ethnography?)
• Empirical research
• (Participant)
Observation
• Case studies
• Depth

Classics

• See
• Zorbaugh's The Gold Coast and
The Slum, 1929
• Cressey's The Taxi-Dance Hall,
1932
• Anderson's The Hobo, 1923,
• Shaw's The Jack Roller, 1930

Classic Key
Principles

• Time
• Immersion
• Complexity
• Thoroughness

• Insider view (emic)
• Richness
• Depth
• Trust and rapport
• Mixed methods, esp.
being there
• Holism

Possibly lacked attention
to:
• Wider context

• Power
• History
• Influence of
ethnographer
(reflexivity)
• Ethical issues

Contemporary
Key Principles

Ethnographic research
today is also
• Reflexive
• Collaborative
• Ethical

Starting out

Key Idea
Ethnographic research is iterativeinductive
This is a practice of doing research,
informed by a sophisticated
inductivism, in which data
collection, analysis, and writing are
not discrete phases but
inextricably linked, what we learn
as we go along informs the next
steps (O’Reilly 2012)

Iterativeinductive
design

• A deductive approach to research is
one where a hypothesis is derived
from existing theory and the
empirical world is explored, and data
collected, in order to test the truth
or falsity of the hypothesis.
• A simplistically inductive approach to
research is one where the
researcher begins with as open a
mind and as few preconceptions as
possible, allowing theory to emerge
from the data.
• A more sophisticated inductivism
views theory and interpretation as
precursor, medium and outcome of
ethnographic study and writing.

Abduction and Praxical Logic
• Gary Shank (2006)
• Deductive reasoning
• Rule, Observation, Result
(all dogs bark, that barks, it
must be a dog)
• Inductive reasoning
• Observation, Observation,
Rule
(all the dogs I have seen bark,
maybe all dogs bark)
• Abductive reasoning
• Pursues hunches as above
• Tests out hypotheses and
refines understandings

(I have observed these all bark,
but one barked a little differently,
is it that there is a difference in
barks? I need to pursue this idea)
Ethnography retains commitment
to unfolding data
In an intricate balancing act
We remain sensitive to subtle
nuances
And produce tentative
conclusions
And perhaps more general
theories

We are going to do a mini-study of what it is like to
be an SRA participant
Work in small groups and informally discuss the
below then separately each make notes on one of
the following:
•
•
•
•

Workshop:
Starting out

Your journey here today, or
Signing up and dealing with the admin, or
How you feel about being here today, or
How it felt coming into the room and the
first part of the day, or
• How you negotiated having a day’s training,
or
• Anything else about the experience
This will emulate
• 1) your first experience of writing
participant notes
• 2) your first experience of hearing from
others
Finally, share your notes with each other and
discuss what sorts of things you wrote about and
your shared experiences

The practicalities
of ethnography

Key Idea: Guiding Theoretical
Problems

• All ethnography needs a guiding theoretical problem or
general area of interest to guide ethnographic practice.
• These are inspired by (perhaps lay) theoretical ideas
about the world, and are not rigid or fixed, but can be
adapted or discarded as research progresses.
• Malinowski spoke of foreshadowed problems, Blumer of
sensitizing concepts
• Fetterman (2010: 3) says, a research problem definition
is really ‘a statement about what the ethnographer
wants to know’.

Starting Out
• The general gathering stage

• Samples and selections
• Who/what do you aim to represent?
• Themes can be revealed in a small sample
• A note on purposive and ongoing
sampling
• It is usual to start purposively, then inductively
to add to your sample as you go along, to
represent relevant diversity
• We could call this iterative-inductive
sampling
• We might also be interested in an
intrinsic case

Making selections
• Busy and key participants
• Need some thought (examples?)
• Key events
• Can be very revealing (examples?)

• Examples
• Geertz and the Balinese Cockfight
(in The Interpretation of Cultures)
• British in Spain

Access
• Getting people to agree can take
several stages
• Consider the attributes of the
setting or group
• Your own attributes will affect
access
• Think about how to explain what
you are doing
• Consider gatekeepers and their
role

Access:
Key Ideas

• Access is not separate
from the research itself;
you learn from it about
how people view things,
what they want you to
see and what they don’t,
and how they
understand your own
role

• Access is not
something you do
once, and then you are
in. It has to be
negotiated all along to
different groups,
different people,
different topics
(O’Reilly 2009)

Learning the language
• Languages
• Dialects
• Colloquialisms
• The cultural language
• Some called this being socialised into the culture

Time
• For the familiar to become
strange and the strange,
familiar
• To become a ‘normal’ part
of the setting
• To engage, participate,
develop ideas

• Enables a focus on
processes and change
• To build relationships
• To share, to build trust and
rapport

Discussion

Learning about the
field

Learning about
the field

Participant Observation is the main
method of ethnography and involves
taking part as a member of a
community while making mental and
then written, theoretically-informed
observations.

Participant observation takes time
• Ethnography is ethical,
involved, responsible,
faithful, detailed, and
messy. This takes time and
commitment
• Scheper-Hughes (2004: 42):
‘Anthropology follows a
much slower tempo and the
anthropologist is more
intimate, and more
personally engaged with,
and responsible to, the
people and the
communities being studied’.

True, anatomical knowledge is not usually a precondition
for “correct” walking. But when the ground beneath our
feet is always shaking, we need a crutch. As social scientists
we are thrown off balance by our presence in the world we
study, by absorption in the society we observe, by dwelling
alongside those we make “other.”
(Burawoy, The Extended Case Method)

The participant
observer
oxymoron

• Distance and immersion
• Participant observation includes:
• Access, rapport, asking
questions,
• While avoiding ‘going native’
• Observation aims to be detached
• Participation is involved
• Participation and observation
have a dialectical relationship to
each other in the practice of
ethnography
• Revolutionary praxis (Alpa Shah,
2017)

Making field
notes

Key Idea: The point of field notes is
to eventually have written down
all information that you think
may be relevant to your
research.

Field notes are also a way to think.
To sort out one’s ideas.
They are a form of coding as well
as recording.

Making field notes
• Fieldnotes are cumulative!
• Write
• Frequently
• Regularly
• Systematically

• If in doubt, write it down
• And draw, sketch, map, chart, list

Making field notes

• Mental or head notes
• Scratch notes or jottings
• Full notes

Good habits
• Record
• In calendar format
• Time
• Place
• When
• How
• What

• Materials
• Notebook
• Mobile phone
• (full notes) Computer
or hand written?

What to write
(or record)
• First impressions
• Sweeping observations
• Facts, facts, facts, memory
triggers
• Pictures, diagrams, charts
• Insider sensitivities
• Emerging analyses (flashes of
insight)
• Significant events
• Interviews and groups discussions
• And collect other data

Making field notes

Field notes are created
or made (reflexivity)

Intellectual diary

Personal diary

Fieldnotes as an audit
trail

Practical
exercise
after lunch

• 10 mins. Make some more
notes, this time on what
someone else has told you

• In answer to what it was
like joining and attending
the online course

This exercise offers a
brief, but unobtrusive,
and ethical way to
acquire a sense of what
participant observation
in ethnographic
fieldwork is like, to
evaluate its strengths
and limitations, and to
consider what other
methods might be
combined with it.

Special approaches

Applied approaches

Walking along
Creative techniques

• Although often overlooked (with the
focus instead on positivist research
methods), ethnography is valuable
for building an evidence-base for
actions or policies
• In settings such as health, medicine,
policing, social work, education.

Ethnography &
the EvidenceBase

• attempts to capture the true nature
of human social behaviour
• goes beyond what individuals say to
what they actually do
• explores social phenomena beyond
mere mechanical products of various
interventions.

• helps to understand and improve
practices in various settings

Special (applied)
approaches

Step-in step-out ethnography (O’Reilly
2012)
• Limited short-term visits
Focused Ethnography (Knoblauch 2005)
• Part-time settings
• Intensive use of audiovisual
technologies of data collection
Insider Ethnography (O’Reilly 2012)
Summative ethnography (Murphy
1986)
• Built up over a series of visits to
different sites

Revising the principles
Context
• Try to be there, or get them to take you there
(even virtually or vicariously)
• Contextualize
Learning the language
• Verbal and cultural
• Record norms and cultural frames
• Try breaching experiments (but ethically)
Listening
• ‘People’s stories, true or not, are an index into
the kind of life they’ve lived’ (Mitch Duneier,
2000, author of Sidewalk)
• Using reflection

Revising the principles
Participation
• This may be limited
• Consider its role in the project (from participating
observer to observing participant, O’Reilly 2009)
• Useful even if only as access, and context

Roles
• May be chosen for you, avoid representing the
system
• Consider having a few

Observation
•
•
•
•
•

Detached part
Use good field notes
Collect data
Read your data
Create data with participants

Revising the principles
Flexible design
• Find ways to learn from the participants
• Share your developing analysis
• They are participants not informants

Trust and rapport
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Difficult if you are an insider
Be clear about anonymity and confidentiality
Share your analyses
Convince them of your reasons, goals,
Use a web page
Logo (value of the research)
Give them your time

Revising the principles
Family of methods

• Use eclectic range of methods
Data:

• Also analyse context via policies, procedures, rules, norms, practices, labour
markets, housing markets, etc.
• Generate: Statistics, life stories, observations, interview data, drawings, videos,
field notes
Iterative Analysis
• Write all the time
• Don’t close down too soon
• Allow time for confusion
• Consider who what aspect applies to as you collect data
Ethnographic Fallacy: thinking you can understand everything
by seeing what is in front of you (Duneier), esp relevant for
insiders

Creative techniques
Walking and working
• The go-along method
(Kusenbach 2003),
• Field walking (Ingold
and Vergunst 2008)
• Transect walks: to walk,
talk, see, feel, hear,
experience (Pelto 2013)
Video Diaries

See Ruben Andersson, author
of Illegality Inc.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/progr
ammes/articles/16mlCRBLD6
7XtL4hlMMHdF7/ethnograph
y-what-is-it-and-why-do-weneed-it

Creative techniques
Maps
• Geographical
• Mind maps
• Journey maps (mobility/ life’s
journey)

Drawings
• Sketches
• Sand and stones
• For thinking and talking

Diaries
• Stories
• Records

Reflection, imagination
Vignettes
• Using the third person
• Scenarios

Life stories

Workshop:
Sharing
field notes

• Share your field notes
with your neighbour, then
talk about what you
observed
• Have you written enough?

• What have you not
included?
• Is it descriptive or
analytical?
• Have you used diagrams?
• What techniques would
you recommend?
• What have you learned to
do better? Let’s conclude
together

• Discussion
• What have you learned
through observation
that you might not
have through an
interview or
questionnaire?
• Where might an
interview or
questionnaire be more
appropriate?
• What other methods
might you use?

Ethnographic Interviews

Ethnographic
Interviewing

A key aspect of ethnography is
talking and listening, but
interviews also have their role
We will look at:
• Opportunistic Interviews
• The special nature of
ethnographic interviews
• engaged, committed,
involved, time-consuming,
and reflexive

Opportunistic Interviews:
asking questions and listening
• Ask questions opportunistically
• There are also things that are better
learned from simply listening than
asking directly
• Remember to write it down

• Try to think of fieldwork as one long
conversation with someone you are
fascinated with (Rubin and Rubin
1995).

The Ethnographic Interview

• The approach tends to be
unstructured
• Open-ended questions
• Informal

• Participant led
• In diverse settings

• You may make several return
visits

• Or come back via whatsapp or
email
• It may be better to think in
terms of guided conversations.
These don’t happen just in one
short window of opportunity

The
Ethnographic
Interview

• It does not seek
standardisation:
Informed by
interpretivism or
phenomenology
• Does not use random
samples: What we would
like to understand is
what the different
responses tell us about
the group we are
studying and about the
social world more
widely.

• Structure: use a guide
or plan

• But as William Foote
Whyte (1981: 35)
argued 'the whole
point of not fixing an
interview structure
with pre-determined
questions is that it
permits freedom to
introduce materials
and questions
previously
unanticipated'.
• Some systematic data
may be required

Key principles
Heyl asks: Is there something
distinctive about ethnographic
interviewing that distinguishes it from
other approaches?
Ethnographic Interviews take place
with people with who we have:
• Shared time
• Built relationships
• Established trust and rapport

Barbara Sherman Heyl (2001)

ethnographic interviews are also
valuable in helping to build
relationships
Ethnographic interviewing is
•
•
•
•
•

engaged,
committed,
Involved,
time-consuming, and
reflexive

Key principles
They take place in diverse contexts
Interview partners should feel
relaxed and able to:
•
•
•
•

interject
wander off (literally)
pick up with you again later
change their minds

They are participants not
informants or interviewees

Sometimes over several time periods

They vary in length and depth
depending on the context
They are always context-specific

They may combine many approaches
(including online, sharing photos, going
for a walk)

Patricia and Peter Adler (2007, and 2008) researched selfharm using the internet as access.

Adler and
Adler’s
study of
self-harm

Their focus is on self-harm as a practice not on the virtual
world as a field site. Here the internet is just another
means of communication with its own place in people’s
lives.
They were interested in trying to understand the
ethnography of self-injury: cutting, burning, branding and
bone-breaking.

The work is based on interviews with women and men
aged 16 to mid fifties. They examined web sites and
public postings, joined internet groups, and conducted
email interviews.
This is a quite individual phenomenon. People who selfharm are not a community, culture, group or unit, but
there are community and communications aspects of it,
especially in relation to the internet.

Contemporary
examples
• Thinking Allowed Ethnography Award
• Manchester University Press New
Ethnographies
• Journals
• Journal of Contemporary
Ethnography
• Ethnography
• https://entanglementsjournal.org

Drawing valid
conclusions

Beginning
analysis
Iterative-inductive research
Flashes of insight
• the interplay between a receptive
and curious mind and a world
explored over time and with
diligence (Rock 2011)
Ask the participants, work with them
and with insights
Keep the key question in sight, but
revise

Ethnographic
analysis

Ethnographic analysis is iterativeinductive, with the goal to
produce/construct explanations that
are meaningful, intelligible to
participants, and adequate
They may also draw from insights
from other studies
And they may also involve analysis
of wider structures - of rules,
norms and institutional
arrangements - of which your
participants are not aware

• Feminist critiques of ‘authority’ of author
(1970s)
• Colonial Critique (eg Asad 1973)
• Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986)

The critique
of
ethnography

• The Predicament of Culture (Clifford 1988)
• Literary criticism, postmodernist movement
(1980s)
• ‘The view from nowhere was always in fact a
view from somewhere’ (Spencer 2011: 444)
• As Brewer (2000) says, the response to the
‘post-modernist critique of ethnography’
rests on the premise that ethnographers
must be ‘reflexive’ (Brewer 2000)

The reflexive
turn

• The reflexive turn causes us to consider:
• Political contexts
• Power and gender
• The researcher’s role
• External constraints
• The construction of the text

Benson, M. and O’Reilly, K. (2020) Reflexive Practice in Live Sociology:
Lessons from researching Brexit in the lives of British Citizens living in the
EU-27, Qualitative Research, https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794120977795

Featured ethnography
Taking the research journey together: The insider and outsider
experiences of Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Researchers
Dew et. Al.

“we describe the lessons learnt in a research partnership between an
Aboriginal and two Anglo-Australian researchers conducting an artsbased action research project in collaboration with five Aboriginal
communities in New South Wales, Australia. We identify the
importance of reflexivity to shed light on the impact of insider and
outsider status”

Featured ethnographies: contemporary,
engaged ethnographies

Clever Girls. Autoethnographies of
Class, Gender and Ethnicity,
Jackie Goode, 2019
(see sample chapter in readings)
Fifteen ethnographies

Scratching out a Living,

Angela Stuesse (2016)


Latin American Migrants in
chicken processing



Based on six years
collaboration in a local
workers’ centre



Talks of activist ethnography,
which is more than critical or
militant



It is actively involved

Classed, gendered and racialized
subjects
Powerful, engaging, moving and
funny stories

Set within an elaboration of the
social, educational, and geopolitical developments that
constitute the backdrop of their lives

Tests of quality

Should evaluate what the
ethnography hoped to achieve
Discuss:
what would you look for in an
ethnography?
What do you hope to achieve?

The value of ethnography
• Does it acknowledge
complexity
• Does it acknowledge context
and lives
• Is it Participatory and
collaborative research
• Is it responsible and ethical
• (see Spencer 2001)

• Is it
• self-conscious
• Clear
• Insightful
• Useful
• Does it stand the test of time
• Does it explain something
• Is it complete (insofar as it
claims to be)

An intersubjective defense
• Ethnography contributes (over time)
to a meaningful and plausible,
collective account. It has meaning
An epistemological defense

Finding solace

• Ethnographers are also human
citizens and they can have confidence
in their interpretations. We can trust
our methods
A pragmatic defense
• It is possible to evaluate knowledge
in terms of its outcomes. It has use
value (Gary Alan Fine 1999)

“You write in order to change the
world, knowing perfectly well you
probably can’t but also knowing that
… the world changes according to
the way people see it, and if you
alter, even by a millimeter, the way
… people look at reality, then you
can change it.” James Arthur Baldwin
(cited in opening pages of Denzin,
Interpretive Auto-ethnography)

Conclusions

Any final
queries or
questions?

Thank you for
listening

Enjoy your
ethnographic
adventures

