Ethnography

I.  What Is Ethnography?

Ethnography is a methodology that social scientists use to describe their encounter with some particular cultural context. It could be a village in the topics or a board room in NYC.   You want to provide as an objective a description as you can; that is, without passing judgment on the culture, and you want to provide as rich and detailed a description as you can.

II.  Ethnographic Methods

If you really wanted to understand another culture and describe it to someone else, what would you do?  What methods would you employ?

· immersion (live there, experience life from the point of view of the people you are studying)

· interviews/conversation

· observe (behaviors, interactions, environment)

· participate

· listen
III.  Ethnography in Practice

· Be aware of your assumptions going in—some will be right, some will be wrong

· Be flexible, ready to revise and change direction based on what you learn, as you learn it.

· As much as possible, observe and participate without interfering.

· Pay attention to how you ask questions, both your words and your body language, so as not to pre-bias the person towards a particular kind of question.  Ask open-ended questions whenever possible.  ("What do you think" vs. "Isn't this cool"). But also realize that people are unlikely to open up unless you do too. If they ask your opinion you should give it to them.

