The Promise and Pitfalls
of Going Into the Field

Firsthand reports from the field comprise some of the most valuable work in
the social sciences. But findings are often controversial. Understanding how
fieldwork is carried out can help readers assess ethnographic research.

BY PATRICIA A. ADLER AND PETER ADLER

Barbara Ehrenreich, a white, divorced Ph.D. with other methods. Herbert Gans, Tihe Urban
her 50s, spent a year working low-wage jobs asviélagers, notes that “every social research method
waitress in Florida, a housecleaner in Maine andsaa mixture of art and science,” but that participant
Wal-Mart sales clerk in Minnesota. Her detailedbservation is the best empirical research method
ethnography the best-sellingNickel and Dimed available because it allows us to stuélgsthand,
reveals how physically demanding and personallyhat people do, think, and believe, in their own
demeaning these jobs are, and how workers gmeups.While all methods may be subject to prob
trapped in them. Ehrenreichbook has receivedlems such as shaping findings to fit preconceptions,
wide critical acclaim, a typical book review in th&ans continues, “ethnography is most successful
Minneapolis &r Tribune calling it “piercing social when it becomes an all encompassing 14- to 16-
criticism backed by first-rate reporting.” hours a day experience, with at least a ‘geaull-

Some ethnographies are, howevaore con time fieldwork, and a good deal of additional time
troversial, William Foote Whyte, then a young, to analyze and think about the data.”
Protestant graduate student at Harvard, wrote a clas Ethnographyas we defined it when we edited
sic ethnography of Italian-American youth in théhe Journal of Contemporar Ethnography
early 1940sSreet Corner Sociefydescribing the includes observing social activities as an outsider
“corner boys” who hung around the neighborhoambserving while participating in the activities, and
and participated in illegal activities. He describecbnducting intensive interviews. Considered the
them as a “gang.Yet Marianne Boelen, an Italianmost accessible to readers of all the social scientific
immigrant toAmerica who years later revisited hisnethods, ethnography draws on the language and
setting and re-interviewed his subjects, asserted thatspective of everyday members of sociabd is
Whyte had made methodological and substantigéien written like investigative journalism suc
errors in his workThese boys were not a gang, sheessful ethnography captures readei@icies,
claimed, but rather followed a typical Italian patbringing them closer to the lives of others, and, like
tern: women occupied indoor space and meangood movie or book, f&rs insight into people’
claimed the outdoors. He might have realized thasdinary worlds. Literally translated as a “portrait of
had he paid greater attention to gendtis errors the people,” ethnography describes and analyzes the
also resulted, she alleged, from relying too closebgliefs, motivations, and rationales of a people in a
on one key informant, “Doc,” whose role he exagparticular setting or subculture. It makes the famil
gerated. iar distant and the distant familjar

That two important ethnographies can produce Although ethnography resembles journalism, it
such diferent reactions, from critical acclaim tadiffers by requiring the systematic long-term gath
academic controversyraises several question®ring of data and by engaging general theories of
about ethnographic methods. How can readdmsman behavior rather than simply reporting the
know if researchers have gotten the evidence andriews. Ethnography resembles literature as well, but
interpretation rightaWhat kinds of stories shoulddiffers in focusing on social trends and patterns
we believe?e need to be able to assess the validather than character development. Finaginog
ty and value of ethnographic work, just as we daphy difers from common sense interpretations by
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drawing on meticulous field research rather tharhy), as Carolyn Ellis did ifFinal Negotiations
popular stereotypes. But as the controversy arountlere she documented the changing emotions she
Whyte's classic ethnography teaches us, it is nahd her partner experienced as he was dying of
always obvious which ethnographic reports are s@mphysema, or as Carol Rambo Ronai did in her
ficiently systematic, sitiently accurate or sfif writings on incest, has become acceptable. Some
ciently useful. ethnographers combine the intimacy of autobiogra
phy with the more general approach of talking to
others who have gone through similar traumas or
THE ETHNOGRAPHIC GENRE events. Best illustrated by David Karp $peaking

Ethnography can be divided into three Cruci%Sadnesa study of manic-depressives, the author

sages: data athering,data analysis and data pIEE”'PLS 1S S0 Pouts wih dopresson ¢ el o
entation. One might be an exemplary fiel 9

7 . . . iews with self-help groups for this illness. Kap’
researchemble to fit into myriad social settings an wn experiences helped him gain participaitst

:)Ouflt'ﬁ;;tige r:gf'gﬁgiv'?]wéiﬂrr?oa r\éarr']eetrysorf e%(ijo?cl)eé d gave him a deeper understanding of the-emo
an. grap Enal complexity of mood fluctuation. In evaluat

back as well, to take a detached look at pespl ethnographythen, readers should pay attention

\t/)vorlds_ so they can analyze unde_rlylng patterns ]gnot only the length of time researchers spent in
ehavior These careful observations and astu field (a year or two tends to be the minimum
interpretations must be backed up by prose t £ di y the locale and topic of study). but
brings readers into peoptecomplex livesWe will petr;] mdg UtIC;]OHf_ | tth P! tabli L;] 33 tl;1
see how exemplary researchers optimize t (I%(i)r suebjeecgs otinvolvement they established wi
rewards of fieldwork while avoiding its pitfalls. Sometimes problems arise when researchers
: are either too close or similar to their subjects or too
Data Gathering _ distant or diferent from them. Researchers who are
Good ethnography takes tinihe strength of too close may “go native,” uncritically accepting
ethnographersdata depends on the quality antheir subjectsperspectives. Researchers too distant
depth of the relationships they ferand the rapportmay fail to penetrate beyond the fronts people
and trust they establish with the people they stu@djesign for public presentation. For example,
Superficial relationships yield superficial insightsRichard Mitchell, in Dancing at Armageddon a
Researchers sometimes spend up to several yeakidy of survivalists, became involved with people
the field, as we did in our studies of drug dealeyghose behaviors evoked some repugnahzéorge
and smugglers iWheeling and Dealingnd elite the necessary rapport, he had to overcome his initial
college athletes iBackboads & Blackboads feelings of alienation, to spend time getting to know
Ethnographers, in having to gain peopleust, participants, and to establish friendship and trust on
require highly developed social skilthey must be other planes. Readers who suspect ethnographers
able to get along with all sorts of people, from pownay have such problems should look for frank and
erful managers to weak employees. For instance pérsonal methodological discussions that specifical
an outstanding ethnography of the homelBssyn |y address how they encountered and dealt with
on Their Luck Leon Anderson and David Snowthese issues.
spent parts of two years under bridges, in _Salvatio_n Good ethnography is systematic, rigorous and
Army shelters and plasma centers, at the city hosgtientific. One of the chief criticisms leveled at
tal and police department, and on the streets édhnography is that it is anecdotal, careless, and
Austin, Texas (see “Beet People,”Contexts casual, depending too much on researclsetisjec
Winter 200_3). Ethnography also requires intimaayity. Poor ethnography may result when
and commitment. For example, in studying drugsearchers are biased by their own opinions er his
traffickers, our long-term relationships with centrabory, or when they carry their preconceived -atti
figures were often tested by crises or suspicionstgties, either personal or professional, into the field
betrayal, and loyalty was expected on both sidgfd cannot transcend them. Derek Freeman aimed
during the six years of explicit research and fehis chage against Mayaret Mead, claiming that in
many years afterwards. Coming ofAge in Samoahe uncritically accepted
According to current thinking, ethnographerthe assertions of a few adolescent girls about their
should get as near to the people they are studyingiamhibited sexuality to support her mensoviews
possible. Even studying omseself (auto-ethnogfa that nurture trumped nature. Bias may also result
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from researchergdoor location or sponsorship inan ethnographic report should include methodolog
the field, where their access to the group is someal reflections. Researchers use these “confession
how impededAnd researchers can generate prohl tales” to explain problems, and then describe the
lems when they fail to gather multiple perspectivegays they overcame themlan Peshkin confessed
or prefer their own beliefs to the beliefs of othershe problems he faced studying Bethan¢hristian
(Recently some “post-modern” ethnographers hafandamentalist community and school, fGods
concluded that the process is so idiosyncratic th@hoice “lI discovered, so to speak, that being
there should be no claims to describe the worldewish would be the personal fact bearing most on
only to describe researchersactions to the world.) my research..They taught their children never to
To overcome these problems, ethnographdys close friends, marry or to go into business with
should include the voices of a full spectrum of-pasomeone like méwWhat they were expected to do
ticipants, not just the ones they can easily reashith someone like me was to proselytizeTo
Generally it is easier for researchers to “studgpeat, Bethany gored mé&.ét, Peshkin was able to
down,” looking at the downtrodden, the powerlessurmount his role as “odd man out” and togfer
and the underclass, who, unlike the powerful, do ndbse research ties by living in the community for
have the ability to insulate themselves. Research&Bmonths, attending all regular church and school
may also more easily gather data from people liketivities, dressing and speaking as a mendoedt
themselves, overlooking members of dissimilanterviewing a significant portion of the schml’
groups. Part of Boeles’allegation againstvhyte teachers, students and parents.
was that his perspective was skewed toward “Doc,” Ethical concerns are often raised about ethnog
his key informant, a man much like himself. Goothphy since researchers interact so closely with
ethnography gains the perspectives of all involveitheir subjects and could potentially deceive or harm
so that the ultimate portrait is rounded and thathem.A maelstrom of controversy surrounded Laud
ough. In Jack Douglas and Paul Rasmussgitidy HumphreysTearoom Tade, a study of impersonal
The Nude Beaghthe voices of the nudists, othehomosexual encounters in public restrooms, partly
beachgoers, residents, and police are all heard, grecause he was covert, observing without telling the
viding this sort of completenes&n ethnography men he watched that he was a researcher
that only privileges some voices and perspectivesHomphreys rejoined that he caused no harm to his
the exclusion of others may not be as representatisebjects, and would not have been able to conduct
An array of methodological tactics may help tthe research under the strictures of “informed-con
generate the multiple perspectives requiregent” rules that require the permission of those-stud
Ethnographers may combine direct observatioled. New “Institutional Review Board regulations at
participation, interviewing, and casual conversatiamiversities now require researchers to relinquish
to triangulate their findings. For instance, itheir data to the authorities, often raising conflicts
researching drug tridékers, we cross-checked ouibetween their loyalty to the people they studied and
observations against our own common sense aondhe governmentiWhen faced with this dilemma,
general knowledge of the scene, against a varietyRik Scarce went to jail for six months rather than
reliable, independent sources, and against hard @urn over his field notes on environmental activists
dence such as newspaper and magazine reparnighe state ofWashington to the police. Not every
arrest records and material possessions. Similaplye will take such drastic steps, though, and recent
Judith Rollins, in her study of domestics and theguidelines have been designed to safeguard subjects
employers Between \Wmen worked as a domesticfrom their researchers by making sure people know
for ten employers. In studying human-canine +eléhat what they say cannot be protected.
tionships forUnderstanding DogsClinton Sanders Some feminist and “activist” ethnographers
not only drew on his own love of dogs and expefbelieve researchers improve their ethical stance by
ences as a dog owndyut also participated in theeschewing the traditional “value neutral” position
training of guide dogs and their owners, a “pupmnd openly aligning themselves with their subjects,
kindemgarten,” observations of dogs and thelmaking the personal political” and working for
owners in public settings, participant observatisocial change. Others seek an ethical stance in tak
at a veterinary hospital for 14 months, and formalg their findings back to the field,” showing their
interviews with dog owners, veterinarians andritings to subjects and asking for feedbakkthe
trainers. same time, howevgisome ethnographers believe
To help readers assess what role thkis leads researchers to censor themselves from
researchergersonal views played in their reportsyriting things their subjects might interpret as too
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NOTABLE ETHNOGRAPHIES An excellent portrayal of the new immigrant
women in LosAngeles who serve as houseclea

Ethnographys vitality and breadth is shown byers, nannies and domestics.

the number of awards given to books employing

this approach in the past decade. Some recgafp, David. Speaking of Sadnesslew York:
tittes have garnered special attention: Oxford University Press, 1996. Using autebig

B graphical and participant observation data, th
Anderson, ElijahCode of the tBeet NewYork: pook examines the lives of people who live wit

Norton, 1999.An examination of innecity depression.

black America, this book describes the complex

code of rules governing violence in urban areailler, Jody One of the GuysNewYork: Oxford
University Press, 2001. Drawing on comparativ

Bourgois, Philippe.In Seach of RespectNew research in two Midwestern cities, this boo

York: Cambridge University Press, 199B. |ooks at the underlying causes and meanings|of
provocative account of crack dealing in Spanigémale gang membership.
Harlem.
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Mitchell, Richard. Dancing at Armageddon:
Casper Monica. The Making of the Unborn Suwivalism and Chaos in Moderniries
Patient New Burnswick, NJ: Rutgers UniversityChicago: University of Chicago Press, 2082.
Press, 1998. Discusses controversies in biemegre look at a secretive group, survivalists, who
ical experimentation by looking at doctors whenhabit the backwoods dkmerica and prepare
perform sugeries on unborn babies. themselves for civilizatios’ collapse.

Duneier Mitchell. Sidewalk New York: Farray Sanders, Clinton. Understanding Dogs

Straus, and Giroux, 199%n ethnography of Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1999
poor black men who make their living sellingexplores the everyday experiences of living with
magazines and secondhand goods on the stregi§ine companions.
of GreenwichvVillage.
Snow David, and LeonAnderson.Down on
Fine, GaryAlan. Morel Tales Cambridge, MA: Their Luck Berkeley: University of California
Harvard University Press, 199&n insidefs Press, 1993. Provides one of the most trenchant
look at the subculture of mushroom collectors. accounts of the problems involved with living o
the streets oAmerica today

-

Hondagneu-Sotelo, Pierrette. Doméstica
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001.

critical, pushing them toward “going native” in thalelves deeply into the poignant fears and frustra
field. tions experienced by people who feuf from
Perhaps most importantlgood ethnography depression. One person Karp interviewed described
conveys what it is like to “walk in the shoes” of théhe way depression stole away who she was and
people being studied. No other method leteplaced her life with a black hole: “Depression is
researchers adequately study hidden, secretive, andnsidious vacuum that crawls into your brain and
sensitive groups, since deviants, criminals, and offjushes your mind out of the wdyis the complete
ers with something to hide are unlikely to talk tabsence of rational thought. It is freezing cold, with
strangers. Jéky Ferrells work on illegal grditi a dangerous, horrifying, terrifying fog wafting
artists and Jéfey Slukas investigation of violent through whatever is left of your mind,” Bidewalk
political combatants in Ireland, for example, praMitchell Duneier explains some of the practical
vide insightful ethnographic research into subteproblems that GreenwidVillage African-American
ranean worlds. Readers should understand psopgtieet vendors encounter in doing what we all take
joys, feel their frustrations and sorrows, and knofer granted: going to the bathroom. In the words of
their problematic, complex and contradictorpne of his informants: “I gotta get me a paper cup
worlds. For instance, Kamp'Speaking of Sadnessand I’'m gonna be all right.... Now everybody out
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here gets a cupou cant go to the bathroom in the What anthropologist Clibrd Geertz called

stores and restaurants, because theytaaarit you “thick description” is another hallmark of ethnogra
in there if you airt got no money to spend. So howhy. Good ethnographies vividly present pattici
you gonna pissYou gotta get a cup.Thus, we pants’stories, using colorful words, adjectives, or
learn about not only the vernacular of the masther literary devices to highlight the vibrancy of
themselves, but also the everyday turmoil that thgyoup culture.With sounds and action, Philippe

encounter Bourgois brings readers into the midst of the scene
in this excerpt fronin Seach of Respedtis ethnog
Data Analysis raphy of Puerto Rican crack dealers in East Harlem:

Ethnographers begin forming their analyse§ut then when we stepped out of the room, she
early in their fieldwork, testing and refining thendUrns to me and whispers [snarling] .oty mother
over time. Researchers usually remain peacon [Ucker’ She like turns on me agaitnd then | went
nected to their settings throughout the time théQurying his head in his hands], *Oh, my Goid
write up their data, to fill in holes they discover anl 90t mad [making exaggerated whole-body
to check their interpretations against their inform{réstling motions], and I grabbed her by the neck,
ants’.Yet their observations about the specifics of3d | threw her to the sofa. [pounding fist to palm]
particular time and place must be joined by moROOM... and IWHAAAAM, POOM [pounding
far-reaching, general analys@ey want for exam 292inl, smacked her in the face with all my might.
ple, to speak about not just a poor neighborhode€n when the subject matter is dlsturbmg, it s_hould
but poor neighborhoods in general. One test of héy €asynot hard, to read this type of social science.
well ethnographers have succeeded in capturing Successful ethnography elicits the “uh-huh
more general patterns comes when people in-coffect in readers, presenting subjeces/eryday
parable settings recognize the descriptions thgzhawor in ways that people can recognizgn L
read. For instance, in our college athlete stuey L fland,_an observ_er of public places, succinctly
were frequently satisfied when we gave lectures 3mmarized behavior that we all do, but rarely

universities and athletes in the audience came pnowledge. She described how people get ready
afterwards to say that we “got it right.” to enter a public space: they “check for readiness

Good ethnography generates, modifie&clothes, grooming, mirror glances), “take a pefson

extends, or challenges existing understandings agfrez‘;}ding” (pause, scan the area, check the layout)
social life. For instance, Pierrette Hondagne@d “reach a position” (find a secure location or

Sotelos study of immigrant domestic workers ifiche). These sorts of rich and resonating descrip
Los Angeles, Doméstica is powerful because jttions serve to authenticate ethnographic presenta

shows thatAmerican husbanddailures to share HONS.
household duties and the influx of immigrant work

ers have combined to create a pattern in whiiyg CONTRIBUTIONS
housekeepers work infafence but live in poverty
OF ETHNOGRAPHY

Data Presentation In making the familiar distant, researchers find
Ethnographers must write clearly and activelyew ways of looking at what we think we know and
avoiding jagon, highly technical terms or obscurdringing the unknown to lighWWeak ethnography
phrases. Ethnography also should “give voice” tons the risk of rediscovering the obvious. Poorly
participants, enabling readers to get a sense of hpm@sented ethnography may stop at subjecidér
people converse and what language they use.standings of their worlds, or may analyze these in
Code of the téeets Elijah Anderson uses a voicemundane, trivial or superficial ways. GaAtan
from the neighborhood to explain why low-incom&ine’s work is notable for introducing readers to the
African-American girls in vulnerable situations mayuances of unusual subcultures, such as mushroom
become pregnant early: “I done see where four gidsllecting, or taking familiar worlds, such as the
grow up under their mama... Mama working threkittle League, and providing a framework for a
to eleven o’clock at night... Canhobody else tell much broader understanding of childsenulture.
'em what to do. Heyall of 'em pregnant by age six Good ethnography may also be socially influ
teen.They can get they own balihhey get they own ential. It may speak to social policy and public
[welfare] check, they get they own apartmdiitey awareness as well as to scholarly knowledge and
wanna get away from Mama.” theoretical understanding. For examphklie
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Hochschild brought recognition to contemporargndure for decades because the evidence is accessi
working women—who still do most of the houseble, the messages remain critical, and the stories of
work and child care—with her research ®he peoples complex worlds continue to be fresh and
Second Shiftwhat seemed to be individualger insightful.

sonal problems, she showed, egser from social

changes d&écting many families. In the 1990s, govRecommended Resour ces

ernment agencies implemented programs to distribiinson. Paul Amanda Coey, Sara Delamont
ute condoms, clean needles, and bleach after-ethno Johr; Lofla’nd and yn Loflénd. Handbook of’

_graphies of t_he drug world exposed the Hidhgers Ethnography Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage,
in the practices of street peopl&hether or how 2001. A useful resource on the history of
ethnographic findings are used depends on the gihnographyits current disciplinary borders,
administration in power and the tenor of the times, ¢ pstantive foci and methodological advances.
however The traditionally liberal leanings of seci p nzin, Norman K., andYvonna Lincoln.
ologists have made their suggestions more appeal Handbook of Qualitative Resedr Second
ing to Democratic politicians. Others believe, Row  Eyition. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2000.
ever that ethnography should take theory-building,  gefinitive source on controversies, nuances,

not political activism, as its goas famed ethnog and new directions for all qualitative research,
rapher Erving Gdman put it: “l can onI_y suggest but particularly focused on ethnography

that he who would combat false consciousness /lwww.soc.sbs.ohio-state.edu/rdh/welist. ham.
awaken people to their true interests has much to do, comprehensive website that lists workplace
because the sleep is very deépd | do not intend ethnographiesThis inventory of articles and
to provide a IuIIabybut”merer to sneak in and books includes ethnographic research on
watch the people snore. organizations, cutting across a wide variety of

Ethnography has the power to incite, infuriate, disciplines.

enthrall a_nd excite. Ethnographers need to be C&Bfland, John, and yn Lofland. Analyzing Social
ful in their representation of others, scrupulous In Settings Third Edition. Belmont, CA:

how they relate to informants in order to obtain  \yagsworth, 1995. First published in 1971, this
data, and true to their own integrity in not violating 5 the longest standing primer on doing ethnog

others’ privacy However their stories are vital, raphy covering data gathering, data analysis
allowing readers insight into worlds to which they ;4 data presentation.

will never be privy or to ones that they would -oth
erwise never understand@he great ethnographies



