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GUIDING PRINCIPLES

% Ethnography is a scientific approach to discovering

and investigating social and caltural patterns and
meaning in communities, institutions, and other social set-
tings. One primary difference between ethnography as sci-
ence and other social and behavioral science methods of
investigation is that ethnographers discover what people do
and why before they assign meaning to behaviors and be-
liefs, Peopie’s perspectives then form the foundation for
building local theories that can be tested, linked to scientific
literature, and adapted for use elsewhere. Unlike other so-
cial sciences, ethnography depends on the researcher as the
primuary tool of data collection, so ethnographers pay spe-
cial attention to issues of bias and ways of ensuring accuracy
of data.

Methodologists take different positions with respect to
what ethnography is and how to go about conducting eth-
nographic research. We base our approach to ethnography
on four guiding principles:

Ethnographic research is gnided by and generates theory,
Ethnographic research is both qualitative and gquantitative.
Ethnographic resezrch is conducted locally.

Ethnographic research is applied.

Ethnographic
Research Is
Guided by and
Generates Theory

Ethnographic
Research Is Both
Qualitative and

Quantitative

Ethnographic
Research Is
Conducted

Locally

Ethnographic
Research Is

Applied

Cross %?
Reference:

See Book 1,
Chapter 1, for a
general orfentation
to ethnography and
ethnographic
methods
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% Definition:
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diagrammatic
reprasantation of the
relationships among

these components

% Cross
Reference;
See Book 5,
Chapter 11, on
interpretation of
sthnographic
research

%9 Cross
Reference:
See Book 1,

Chapter 7,

and Book 5,
Chaplers 8-10, on
ways of organizing
and analyzing
qualitative data

ESSENTIAL ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH IS
GUIDED BY AND GENERATES THEORY

Consistent with other books in this series, we take the
position that ethnographic theory is constructed recur-
sively, that is, it begins with a set of connected ideas that
undergoes continuous redefinition throughout the life of
the study until the ideas are finalized and interpreted at the
end, Researchers begin with an early or rudimentary ver-
sion of a formative theory and a research model (cf. Pelto
& Pelto, 1978; Trotter & Schensul, 1998}, Formative theory
may be generated from the following:

Prexisting information on the research community and topic
Literature on the stady topic

‘The researcher’s experience

Popuiar and media sources

The experience of a local commanity

Theory development is the first step in the research
process. Formative theory serves as a map that guides the
research, providing an opportunity for generating initial
hypotheses against which observations are made. Modify-
ing theory is an ongoing process throughout the duration
of the research. The research concludes with an interpreta-
tion of research resalts or findings and a revisiting of the
initial theory, which provide starting points for the next
study (cf, Schensul, 1985),

The researcher’s initial theoretical or conceptual model
helps to organize observations and Interviews into units,
patterns, and stractures early in the research, thereby attrib-
uting meaning to otherwise disconnected social facts. A
theoretically informed focus, then, helps ethnographers to
concentrate their observations and interviews and to orga-
nize their information into a coherent framework.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES

Ethnographic research often begins with a question,
such as, “What accounts for parental involvement in the
Arts Focus program?” or “Who uses the Needle Exchange
Program?” Based on prior work, researchers always know
enough about a setting to move beyond the initial question
and create at least a rudimentary formative theory. Re-
searchers should attempt o develop a formative theory that
is as accurate as possible and based on the most complete
view of the available information. However, ethnography
does not test the formative theory to determine whether it
is right or wrong, Instead, it

s Expands and £ls in the model

M Discovers the qualitative and quantitative associations ameng
domains o7 variables

M Matches the expected resulis desived from the formative the-
ory with the observed results that accrue from the data collec-
tion Process

Glaser and Strauss (1967) refer to building theory as a
process of constant comparison of concepts that emerge in
the field. We add to Glaser and Strauss’s formulation the
idea that data collected are constantly compared against the
initial or formative model. The end result of this process is
always a modification of the formative ethnographic theory.

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH IS BOTH
QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE

Ethnographers continue to debate whether or not ethnog-
raphy includes quantitative research {cf. Bernard, 1995;
Clifford, 1988; Pelto & Pelio, 1978). Many qualitative re-
searchers consider it impossible to transform beliefs or
behaviors into numbers, whereas others insist that only
numerical data that are amenable to so-called objective

-

Key point @
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statistical analysis are scientifically valid and reliable. Our
approach to ethnography in general and to the essential
ethnographic methods presented in this book rejects both
of these positions. We argue for the collection and integra-
tion of both forms of data. Both qualitative (defined as
descriptions in words) and quantitative ( numerical) data
are vital parts of the ethnographic research endeavor, Oral,
written, and nonverbal communications using words, sen-
tences, and signals utilize the capacity for complex linguistic
and grammatical structures and meanings that is a unique
property of the hueman brain. All communication between
researchers and the members of a group under study must
bebased on the group’s own linguistic structures and mean-
ings. Entry into a research setting is always negotiated
through presenting orally and/or in writing the goals and
objectives of the study to participate in the research site,
This is a qualitative process.

Edhnographers often work in communities where the
languages and cultures are new and unfumiliar, Discovery
depends to a great extent on learning the language used by
members of the group to describe their beliefs, fnorms,
behaviors, and motivations. This learning process also is
qualitative,

To collect valid and reliable qualitative and quantitative
data, ethnographers must frame questions carefully and in
a cuitarally appropriate manner. Knowing how te frame
quantitative questions so that they can be understood and
can produce valid quantitative data requires antecedent
qualitative research. Regardless of whether questions about
knowledge, attitades, and behaviors accumulate text data or
numerical data, they must still be phrased in an appropriate
manner, using words, sentences, and concepts that respon-
dents car: understand,

Whereas results may be expressed numerically through
frequencies, percentages, correlations, and graphs, inter-
pretation and communication of results always involves

i)
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translation back into the qualitative Janguage of ideas, con-
cepts, and theories. Thus, numbers cannot be divorced from
words either conceptuzally or practically.

fthnographic research focuses on understanding a local
population in a broader sociceconomic and political con-
text. Understanding this broader or macrocontext is essen-
tial in order to situate local experience and cultural obser-
vations. Some aspects of the context {e.g., income, infant
mortality rates, gross national product, exports) can be
conveyed gquantitatively. Much of the reader’s under-
standing of the research setting derives not from numerical
or statistical data but from detailed textual description that
conveys a sense of history, cuiture, politics, and the social
position of the group under study vis-d-vis the larger soci-
ety and its institutions. Without descriptive context, nu-
merical data have litfle meaning,

Numerical data, however, constitute an essential compo-
nent of the description of human behavior. Numericai data
convey more accurately than mere words the number of
people ins a meeting, the frequency of medication use, or the
number of cars parked at an American Indian pow-wow in
northern Minnesota at three points in time. Quantitative
approaches require researchers o

m Select a representative sampie

s Test statisticaily the relationships among numerically repre-
sented variables

¥ Understand the degree of variance accounted for by a set of
independent variables in predicting the range of a dependent
variabie

m Perform a wide variety of numerical operations.

Both quantitative and qualitative data provide the cross-
checks {triangulation} that ensure that the numerical data
are a valid and effective representation of the phenomenon
being measured. At the same time, quantitative data provide

Cross %
Reference:

See Book 5,
Chapter 8, fora
definition of varlance

Cross %
Helerence:

See Book 5,
Chapter 8, fora
discussion of

numetical operations

Cross %ﬁ
Reference;

See Chapler 14
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Definition;

A cuitural

domainis g set of
Hems, bshaviors,
baliefs, or svenis
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group as befenging
to the same cate-
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people conceptually
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the external validity that enables ethnographic researchers
to generalize appropriately from their qualitative data.

As we noted in Book 1, the focus of ethnographic re-
search is culture. Determining which cultural domains
make up a particular culture and which ones are relevant to
a particular research topic or question invelves an innova-
tive mix of qualitative and quantitative data (Lounsbury,
1964; Spradley, 1979; Weller & Romney, 1988}, In a study
of dietary practices, for example, ethuographers could use
“free-listing,” a research strategy used to elicit cultural do-
mains. In it, respondents could be asgked to list all “foods
that help a person stay thin.” The result would be a qualita-
tive list of such foods. H the list were compared across
respondents, the foods could be ranked in terms of the
frequency with which they are mentioned and their mean
rank (i.e,, order of mention). Respondents then could be
asked to sort the most frequently mentioned items into
groups based on affinity (pile sorts). The analysis of these
data would produce a quantitatively generated cognitive
map. Data obtained through interviews and observations
about people’s eating patterns and choices would then help
ethnographers to interpret the relationship of this quant-
tatively derived cognitive map of foods to body size of
individual respondents or groups of respondents,

In this book, we describe the importance and utility of
qualitative data collection and analysis as 2 stand-alone
approach to data collection. We also show throughout how
qualitative research can contribute to the formation of
ethnographic survey instruments, as well as the interpreta-
tion of the results derived from quantitative data analysis,

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH IS
CONDUCTED LOCALLY

When we use the term local, we mean the communities,
organizations, workplaces, schools, and other population

GUIDING PRINCIPLES

collectives that are spatially defined and within which eth-
nographers communicate face to face with research par-
ticipants and collect primary data. Ethnographic research
always involves face-to-face contact between the ethnogra-
pher and the community of study. Ethnographers must
hear what community members have to say, observe them
in action, and learn through participation in their daily
lives, Thus, by definition, all ethnography is local. Ethnog-
raphy effectively builds local theory—theories that explain
events, beliefs, and behavior in the special site an ethnogra-
pher is studying. Local theories can then serve as the basis
for understanding other local communities, as well as the
changes in one community through time,!

Ethnographers also seek to understand the links between
what happens locally and regional, national, and global
events, policies, and political and economic structures. One
of the unique strengths of ethnography is its ability to
enhance understanding and interpretation of such varied
global issues as increasing rates of unemployment, the new
pressures associated with explicit sex in international me-
dia, and civil unrest as they are manifested in local commu-
nities or neighborhoods. Ethnographers can use research in
local settings to generate local substantive {Kaplan, 1964)
or midrange theories of culture (Merton, 1967; Pelte &
Pelto, 1978; Trotter & Schensul, 1998) that can be tested
through research and intervention in other local sites or in
other locations in the world.

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH IS APPLIED

We conduct ethnographic research because we find that it
can be an effective tool for both understanding and improv-
ing conditions faced by research participants and others in
similar situations. Essential ethnographic methods and re-
sults can do the following
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m  Describe a problem in a local population

»  Assist in understanding the causes {and therefore the preven-
tion} of a particular probiem

W Assist members of the group under study to clarify and docu-
ment their peeds

® Provide information that can identify resources supportive of
change

W Assist in formubating intervention program models
® Help to assess the efficacy of an intervention
& Modify interventions so that they will be more effective

Ethnography can decrease the turnaround time between
the generation of knowledge and its transiation into policy
and program development, As a result, it is ideal for the
development of pilot intervention programs, for process
evaluation of these programs (in effect, a program-oriented
ethnography), and for the development of fsrther itera-
tions of the program as it is applied in the local setting,
These locally validated interventions can become the basis
for the development of intervention models and policy
guidelines or directives to be tested in other times and
iocations, This process is described in greater detail in Book
7. In the next chapter, we build on these principles to
formulate the start of g theoretical framework for guiding
the collection of basic ethnographic data in a specific field
setting.

NOTE -

1, These iocal theories are also called substantive or grounded theories
{Glaser & Strauss, 1967; sex also Book 3, and Chapters 2 and 3 of this book}.

2 i it i R

BUILDING FORMATIVE
THEORETICAL MODELS

. INTRODUCING THEORY

Ethnographers seek to generate useful information about
. cutturally patterned beliefs and behaviors and reasons ac-
" counting for behavioral and other forms of diversity within
 groups, In contrast to the past when ethnographers could
- take a broader view, ethnographers now depict only selected
- cuitural domains because they view those domains as re-
lated to some problem that a group of people agrees is in
“ieed of a solution.

. In addition to the needs of their research partners, eth-
- nographic researchers are required by funders, their col-
- leagues or professors, and time and resource constraints to
- begin their research with a specific focus and research de-
. sign (Johnson, 1998, p. 132), Creating an initial focus calls
- for selecting one or more paradigms to organize the inguiry
and for building a formative theory. The process can be
- described as identifying a research problem; sitvating it in
aresearch paradigm or “grand theory” (Miles & Huberman,
'_ ;94, p. 434); clearly formulating research questions; iden-
tifying a set of initial concepts, hunches, and hypotheses;
'a'r_z_é using this framework as a starting position for ethno-
graphic research. As methodologist Thomas Schweitzer
{1998} notes, research design or methodology:

Iiroducing
Theory

The
Ethnographer
as Theorist

Selecting a
Paradigm

Building a
Formative or
Local Theory

Generating a
Formative
Research Mode!

Steps in
Censtructing
Models

The Dependent
Domain
Independent
Pomains

Summary

Kay point @
Cross %
Reference:
See Book 1,
Chapter 3, for &

review of paradigms
used in the sociat
soiences
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includes discussion of method—*How shall we proceed?w-and
of the principles of theory construction-What are the goals
of inquiry? What shall the knowledge that we want to produce
onour subject matter be like? What does the concept of theory
mean? {p. 40}

THE ETHNOCGRAPHER AS THEORIST

Many ethnographers are faced with the challenge of relating
the dominant theoretical frameworks of their discipiine to
feld situations in which their application is not readily
apparent. Furthermore, they confront the notion that “only
the leading figures in a discipline can generate theory”; the.
rest apply it. Finally, social scientists are expected to know
the prevailing contemporary theories in their disciplines,
but they are handicapped when not provided with the skils
to enhance those theories or construct new ones. In our
view, every researcher must be able to generate theory as
well as formulate methodology if the data collection process
is to be relevant {o locally situated research, effectively
organized, and readily interpreted.

The first job of an ethnographer is the organization of

questions and hunches 1ato an initial or formative theory
Mﬁde the ¢ollection and, jater, 1he analysis of data.
However, the concept of theory has been so mystified that
novice researchers shun theoretical discussions and argue
that theory is neither practical nor comprehensible. It is the
intent of this chapter to demystify theoryand to begin the pro-
cess of capacitating the reader-social scientist as theorist.
There are some straightforward and readily under-
standable definitions of theory that make its utflity for both
research and intervention obvious. Goode and Hatt (1952),
for example, note that “theory refers to the relationships
between facts’ {p. 8). orto the ordering of facts in some
meanmgful way In other words, theory is what makessense

tements, events, values, per-
ceptions,and correlations. It is the glue that aggregates Taety

BUILDING FORMATIVE THEORETICAL MODELS - — o | |

into a hypothetical description of a given time and place,.
which then can be used to predict/exphain events in another
time and/or place. To the degree that it fails to predict events
accurately for that next time and/or place, any initial for-
mative theory will require modification and further testing,
This occurs naturally during the ethnographic process.

D & T T EXAMPLE 2.1
TRANSFORMING FACTS INTO THECRETICAL PROPOSITIONS

Researchers observed that more than half of the young people who participated in
1998’s Summer Youth Research Institute at the Institute for Commuaity Research
enjoy and are skilled at some form of artistic expression (observable fact). T hey also
noted that their self-motivation is higher when performance, music, or drawing is
integrated into the curriculurs, The preceding sentence is a low-level theoretical
statement involving a hypothesized relationship between the two italicized ideas:
self-motivation and performance, music, or drawing in the curriculum. We have created
a preliminary or formative theory that hypothesizes that school underachievers will do
better at school if art is incorporated into their curriculum, The preceding sentence is a
mid-range intervention theery.
e

Theory is no more.and 1o less than descripsion. Pelto and

Pelto {1978) state that “description and theory are not dif-
ferent kinds of logical processes” {p. 7). Rather, gll descrip-

tWEfM involves a selection and reorganiza-

tion of observations of reality into a set of descriptions that
b A T

Seeks to predictfuturereality. Thus, a theory attempts to take

text or quantitative data and organize them into a descrip-
tion or model of individual or group behavior in a specific
time and place that predicts what people will do. This de-
scription or model can then be tested at another time or in
another place.

Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 434) review other ways
in which theory is described in the literature. Theory can
consist of the following:

4
b
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® A “map aiming to generalize the story or stories told about a
case” (Rein & Schon, 1977, as cited in Miles & Huberman,
1994)

A predicted pattern of events to be compared with what is
actuelly observed (Yin, 1991)

® A network of nonhierarchical relationships expressed through
statements defining linkages among concepts {Carley, 1991),
an idea that is closely refated 1o the idea of creating research
maodels for discovery, discussed in Chapter 3 of this book on
operationalizing

® A mode} consisting of “a series of connected propositions that
{specifies] relations, ofien hierarchical among components”
{Reed & Furman, 1992, as cited in Miles & Huberman, 1994},
an idea that is related to modeling associations, described in
Chapter 3 of this book

% Key point Theoryis important because it helps us to determine what

%ﬁ £ross
Reference:
See Book 2,
Chapter 1, and
Book 5, Chapter 2,
on selectivily in

recording data

to_consid o wr observations. It is
never possible to capture everything in our fieldnotes and
records. For example, no matter how detailed the descrip-
tion of a community meeting, more will be left out than
included simply because too much ks happeningat the same
time for one or ¢ven several people to observe. Information
left out of the description will probably include much
verbal and nonverbal commaunication, behavior that ap-
pears to be idiosyncratic, interactions between dyads and in
small groups, kinetics or body movements, and many as-
pects of the context. Sometimes, these elements may be
observed or heard by the researcher but edited cut as less
relevant to the research topic; sometimes, they are missed
{i.e., unseen or unheard); and on other occasions, they may
be observed and noted but not recorded.

Even if it were possible to record everything {and it never
is, regardless of the recording medium), the facts of a single
community meeting are useful only in terms of their ability
to exphlain and predict future community meetings or
events in the community. Thus, even the description of a
single community meeting is theoretical to some degree

BUILDING FORMATIVE THEORETICAL MODELS
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-

because it edits out less relevant information in an attempt
to describe how community meetings are conducted across
time in a single place. This low-level theory must, of course,
be tested against many community meetings in this place
over time 1o provide an adequate test of the accuracy of the
predictive statements,

Theory thus helps the ethnographer to select what to
look for, ask about, and leave out in the process of data
collection. Theory initiates the research process by helping
the ethnographer to deal with the observation of real-world
complexity in the field setting; it ends the research process
by facilitating reorganization and elaboration of the initial
formative theory through concepts that have been identi-
fied and verified by repeated observation in the field. This
process may appear 1o be complicated at first, but in our
experience, people from every waik of life can readily come
to understand and use the process of theory building.

A e e EXAMPLE 2.2

THEQRY-BUILDING 1N THE NATIONAL TEEN
ACTION RESEARCH SUMMER TRAINING INSTITUTE

Youth aged 14-18 engaged in research training in the 1998 Summer Youth Research
Institute of the Institute for Community Research determined that a variety of
contextual and social factors predicted droppiag out of school. To test these notions
{mid-level theoretical statements), they collected data on self-esteem, pregnancy, and
institutional racism {which they classified as major domains)} in relation to dropping
out. When they analyzed their data and discussed it in relation to the original mode},
they decided that two domains that were still missing were the effect of physical
environment on attitude and behavior and the effect of a set of attitudes and feelings
through which other factors were filtered se as to lead toward or away from dropping
out. They thus modified their original model,

A similar group of youth studying factors associated with sex at an early age went
through the same process, ¢liminating a number of unrelated domains and focusing
mainly on self-esteem and the effects of the media on early initiation into sexual
behavior.

AL AT -G
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To summarize, theory is a tool of science. Theory

w  Defines the kinds of data to be coliected or narzows and helps
to define the range of facts to be smdied

W Offers a conceptual scheme by which relevant phenomena are
systematized, classified, and interrelated

# Summarizes facts into empirical generalizations and systems
of generalizations

w Predicts facts
s Points to gaps in our knowledge

ighest kevel of abstraction

Lowest level of abstraction

General theory and models:
tevel: Paracdigms
Paradigrs explain and interpret refationships among
struchsres.,
Middlerange theory and models:
Level Structures .
Middie-range theoty explaing and interprets structures or
the: relationships among patierns,
Low-order propositions:
Level: Patterns
Lower-arder proposisions explain and inlerpret patterns or
the refationships among units,
Maodes of observation:
Level Units
Modes of observation operationalize units oz the
refationships among facts
Facts: Realworld modes, items

Figure 2.1. The conlinuum of levels of abstraction,

A number of philosophers of science and social science
have provided schemata that deal with levels of abstraction,
linking research paradigms {as broad lenses for viewing the
world) at one end of the continuum with local “facts” sifted
through the perspective of the researcher, the research topic,
and the initia} theoretical model or bluepring at the other
{Harris, 1968; Kaplan, 1964; Kuhn, 1962/1970; LeCompte
& Preissle, 1993). Figure 2.1 offers one way of thinking
about this continuum. This figure combines the conceptual
and analytic frameworks discussed in Book 1, Chapters 3

BUILDING FORMATIVE THEORETICAL MODELS
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and 7, and Book 5, as well as that presented by Pelto and
Pelto (1978).

In this scheme, Pelto and Pelto {1978, pp. 9-13) define
modes of observation as operationalizing concepts; progosi-
tions as statements about the interrelationship among con-
cepts, and theories as systems of interrelated propositions.
LeCompte and Schensul define modes of operation as op-
erationalizing units as organized patterns of association
among observed facts or itemns; lower-order propositions as
explaining or interpreting paiterns or relationships among
units; middie-range theories and models as explaining and
interpreting structures characterized by relationships among
patterns; and general theory as explaining and interpreting
associations among structures linked to paradigms. As eth-
nographers, we can move up and down the Jadder of ab-
straction when we collect data and generate preliminary
hypotheses in the field-—from facts to units, patterns, and
structures, and the other way around.

This scheme offers important guidelines for the conduct
of ethnographically informed social science research, sug-
gesting the following initial steps:

SELECTING A PARADIGM

‘We recommend that ethnographers begin a study by choos-
ing an initial paradigm such as those we outlined in Book
1, or other paradigms not mentioned here, for example,
psychological or psychosocial frameworks such as social
learning theory (Bandurs, 1979) or behaviorism. It is im-
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