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THE ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELD
RESEARCH PAPER
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teracting with people in everyday social settings, which are known as “the
field.” The data are gathered through observation when a researcher visits
the setting, participates in the setting’s activities (called participant observa-
tion), and/or interviews participants in the setting.

GOALS AND METHODS OF
ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELD RESEARCH

1. Ethnographic field research sets out to represent as accurately as possi-
ble the process of social life from the point of view of the participants (or “mem-
bers”) in the field setting being investigated. Since a scientific hypothesis is an
gxplanalion of social processes proposed by someone outside the research set-
ting, the ethnographic researcher does not engage in the testing of hypothe-
ses. However, some sociologists do engage in fieldwork to test hypotheses
about what happens in social settings or why it happens. This kind of field-
work, which we refer to as “structured field observation,” is discussed in
Chapter 8.

2. The ethnographic researcher usually conducts research by closely ob-
scrvfng what people are doing, by talking with them informally, and often by
participating in activities with them. If interviews are conducted, the ethnog-
rapher uses questions that encourage respondents to answer in their own
ways and with their own words. The choice of methods used in ethnographic
research depends on the characteristics of the setting and its inhabitants and
on the personal style of the researcher.

Unlike most deductive researchers, then, the ethnographic field researcher
does not use a predesigned research instrument, such as a written question-
naire. And unlike the structured fieldwork described in Chapter 8, ethno-
graphic field research rarely involves quantitative measurement. While pre-
designed and quantitative methods are useful for measuring some aspects of

108

the social world, they do not convey the intricate and subtle transactions that
the ethnographer seeks to understand.

3. Reports based on ethnographic field research—called ethnographies—
often produce new theoretical insights, but they are most distinctive for their
vivid descriptions of actual social scenes and transactions. In other words,
even after collecting data, the ethnographer typically does not attempt to
propose a hypothesis about why something happens in the social world. In-
stead, ethnographic research attempts to uncover what happens in a social
setting, how social relationships are conducted, and what those events and re-
lationships mean to those involved.

In doing ethnographic research, your sociological imagination is exercised
by the opportunity to see society’s institutions, such as the police, the judicial
system, and the health care system, as they are actually enacted in the per-
sonal lives of specific individuals. Because it takes sociology out of the class-
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through the eyes of people often very different from yourself, an ethno-
graphic field research project can be especially challenging and exciting.

ASKING AN APPROPRIATE QUESTION

Often the goal of your research project will be specified by your instructor.
Ethnographic research assignments frequently ask you to do one of the fol-
lowing:

1. Look at social interaction in your everyday life—among family mem-
bers, friends, fellow students, or coworkers, for example—in new ways. The
goals are to describe patterns and processes that often pass unnoticed in your
daily interactions and to use your sociological imagination to relate these per-
sonal patterns and processes to specific course concepts. This kind of project
might ask you, for instance, to talk to fellow students about their relation-
ships with friends; to observe how those in your dorm, apartment, or family
deal with odd behavior; or to watch how individuals attempt to present a cer-
tain impression of themselves to others.

2. Visit a setting selected by your instructor, in which social activities of
special concern in your course occur, and investigate how those present carry
out routine activities and make decisions. Examples of this kind of assign-
ment are going on a police ride-along, attending traffic or small claims court,
or interviewing a mental health professional.

In some classes, however, you may have to develop your own question to
address through ethnographic research, or you may simply be assigned to
visit a setting of your choice and describe what it is like. If so, remember that,
unlike much other sociological research, the goal of ethnographic field re-
search is not to determine what causes some social event or relationship.
Therefore, avoid devising a research question that asks why something
happens in your research setting. Instead, concentrate on asking what (for
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example, “What does a police officer do during his or her time on the job?”)
or how (for example, “How do those sharing an elevator ride deal with one
another in the limited space available?”). In the sample student paper at the
end of this chapter, the author addresses this question: “How does a judge de-
cide whether or not to recommit a psychiatric patient against his or her will?”

Here are the kinds of “what” and “how” questions that will point your
ethnographic research in the right direction: What do people do. in this set-
ting? How do they explain what they do? What kinds of things interest and
concern them? How do group members work together to accomplish a task?"
How are new members taught the values and procedures common to the set-
ting? What do group members mean by any special words they use?

REVIEWING THE LITERATURE

In a deductive research process, a review of relevant research done on the
same topic is used to develop a hypothesis for testing through data collection.
However, because the kind of fieldwork we are describing here does not in-
volve hypothesis testing, instructors assigning ethnographic research projects
often do not require that you summarize the literature on the question you
are investigating.

Nevertheless, your instructor, in order to encourage you to become famil-
iar with work already done on the question you are investigating, may prefer
that you give an overview of relevant research on your subject. Or you may
find a literature review useful in getting a feel for ethnographic research, per-
haps in choosing a setting or a question for your research or in understanding
the issues of concern to those you will be observing in the field. In this case,
use the guidelines for library research in Chapter 6 to get an overview of the
sociological literature relevant to your project.

COLLECTING YOUR DATA
UNDERSTAND THE ASSIGNMENT

Where are you supposed to go? What are you to look for? Are you expected
mainly to present your own reactions or to describe what others do in the
setting? Is the task to demonstrate your ability to apply course concepts to
what you see, to provide a detailed account of interaction in the observed set-
tings, or both? Is there a specific question you should address?

PLAN AHEAD

1. Begin early in the quarter or semester. Field data cannot alwavs be col-
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to your field setting several times to get the additional information or under-
standing that you need.

2. Make arrangements to interview or observe. While the prospect of get-
ting permission may make you anxious at first, you will find that most peo-
ple are receptive to showing or telling you about their lives. You can assure
them that their identities will remain confidential if the information is per-
sonal. Be sure to follow the procedures established by your college’s Human
Subjects and Ethics Committee, which might require you to submit your re-
search plan for approval or to obtain written permission from those you ob-
serve or interview. Consult your instructor for details.

When scheduling your observation or interview, allow plenty of time.
Unanticipated events may occur, your subject may begin to talk at length
about some particularly interesting topic, or you may think of additional
questions on the spot. Also, you will need to allow time to record, transcribe,
or claborate on notes immediately after the contact.

3. Plan how you will record your data (a summary of recording options
follows later in this chapter). In interview situations, it is best to tape-record
or to make notes during the interview. Likewise, notes made while observing
are more reliable than those made after you've left your field setting. The
methods you choose will depend on the situation and your personal style.
But, whatever approach you take, be prepared ahead of time with adequate
supplies of blank recording tape, batteries, paper, and pencils, as appropriate.

OBSERVE THE SETTING

Although you may know a lot about the setting and the interactions you ob-
serve, it is crucial that you leave behind your previous assumptions and even
your knowledge about them in order to learn something new. Adopt the atti-
tude of a naive outsider so that you can begin to look in a new way at events
and experiences you used to take for granted. In other words, don’t try to fig-
ure out beforehand what conclusions you should come to or how you will
use the information you are collecting. Just be as attentive to detail as you
can in order to get as much valuable information as possible.

When observing, don’t presume you know which events or interactions
matter most. Keep your eyes and ears open to everything that is going on
around you. Notice your surroundings, all the people who are present, the
time taken by events, and so on. Attempt, above all, to look at the setting or
situation through the eyes of the participants.

When interviewing, follow these guidelines:

1. Don't talk more than you have to. Listen carefully to the respondent’s
comments.

2. Avoid leading questions that define the respondent’s answer, and avoid
questions that point to “yes” or “no” answers.

3. Rather than ackino whu camathine haneam-3







































