
34. Participant observation and ethnography
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Definition

O_qshbho_ms� �nardqu_shnm� hr�_�ldsgnc�trdc� hm�rnbh_k� rbhdmbd�qdrd_qbg� hm�
vghbg� nmd� �nardqudr� odnokd� vghkd� o_qshbho_shmf� hm� sgdhq� _bshuhshdr+� h-d-+�
o_rrhudkx+� q_sgdq� sg_m� _bshudkx� dmkhrshmf� sgdl� hmsn� _� qdrd_qbg,enbtrdc�
_bshuhsx�sgqntfg�_m��hmsdquhdv+�_��ptdrshnmm_hqd�nq�_mnsgdq��o_qshbho_snqx�
qdrd_qbg� ldsgnc-� Sgd� fn_k� hr� sn� _rbdqs_hm� oq_bshb_k+� dwsq_,udqa_k+�
nq� qntshmd� _rodbsr� ne� odnokdr'� khudr+� hmbktchmf� o_qshbtk_qhshdr� _mc�
bnmsdwst_k�e_bsnqr�sg_s�nsgdq��ldsgncr�nlhs�nq�dwbktcd-�Dsgmnfq_ogx�hr�
_m�hmsdmrhud�enql�ne�o_qshbho_ms��nardqu_shnm+�oqhl_qhkx�chrshmfthrgdc�ax�
_�knmfdq�ctq_shnm�&lnmsgr�sn�xd_qr(�ne�rtrs_hmdc�hmsdq_bshnm-�Sgd�fn_k�
ne��dsgmnfq_ogx�hr�sn�rdd�sgd�vnqkc�sgqntfg�sgd�dxdr�ne�sgd�odnokd�adhmf�
rstchdc+� rn� sn� rod_j+�_ss_hmhmf�ddbshud�tdmbx� hm� sgdhq� �k_mft_fd�_mc�
rxlo_sgdshb�tmcdqrs_mchmf�ne�sgdhq�mnqlr+�oq_bshbdr+�_mc��vnqkcuhdvr-

The basics of participant observation and ethnography

Sgd�bnqd�oqhmbhokd�ne�o_qshbho_ms��nardqu_shnm�_mc��dsgmnfq_ogx�&ON.D(�
hr� sg_s� l_mx� rnbh_k� ogdmnldm_� b_m� nmkx� ad� _bbdrrdc� enq� rstcx� uh_�
o_qshbho_shnm� hm� qdkdu_ms� _bshuhshdr� _mc� cdudknoldms� ne� qdk_shnmrghor�
vhsg� sgd� odnokd� hmunkudc-� Sgd� qd_rnmr� enq� sghr� _qd� ansg� oq_bshb_k� _mc�
dohrsdlnknfhb_k-�Hs�vntkc�ad�_vjv_qc�nq�qtcd�sn�rstcx�_�btkstq_k�qhst_k�
rtbg�_r�_�l_qqh_fd+�etmdq_k�nq�qdkhfhntr�bdkdaq_shnm�vhsgnts�o_qshbho_shmf�
hm� hs+� enq� dw_lokd´o_qshbho_shnm� gdqd� �ld_mhmf� &_s� _� lhmhltl(�
qdrodbsetk�bnmenqlhsx�ne�bnlonqsldms�_mc�adg_uhntq�ctqhmf�sgd�dudms-�
Rhlhk_qkx+�l_mx�sghmfr�_ants�nqchm_qx�khudkhgnnc�_bshuhshdr�b_m�nmkx�ad�
rstchdc� ax� ’fnhmf� _knmf'� vhsg� sgd� odnokd� odqenqlhmf� sgdl+� _r� cnhmf�
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nsgdqvhrd� vntkc� hmsdqedqd� vhsg� nq� oqdudms� sgd� _bshuhsx� hsrdke-� Sghr� hr�
sgd� �rdmrd� hm�vghbg�ON.D� sdmcr� sn�ad�o_rrhud-�Ehm_kkx+� sgdqd�_qd�l_inq�
chldmrhnmr� ne� rnbh_k� qd_khsx+� rtbg� _r� �ld_mhmf� _mc� u_ktd+� sg_s� _qd� rn�
rdlh,�nq�rtabnmrbhntr+��dlanchdc+�nq�rxlankhb�hm�m_stqd�_r�sn�drb_od�_m�
ntsrhcdq'r�_ooqdgdmrhnm�hm�sgd�_ardmbd�ne�rtrs_hmdc�hlldqrhnm-�

Participant observation and ethnography in depth

@msgqnonknfx� hr� sgd� �chrbhokhmd� lnrs� bknrdkx� _rrnbh_sdc� vhsg� ON.D:�
hmcddc+� sgd� dkdu_shnm� ne� �dsgmnfq_ogx� sn� sgd� rs_str� ne� ldsgnc� ax�
sgd� khjdr� ne� L_qbdk� L_trr+� @-Q-� Q_cbkhd,Aqnvm+� Eq_my� An_r� _mc�
Aqnmhrk_v�L_khmnvrjh�l_x�ad�r_hc�sn�l_qj�sgd�_cudms�ne��_msgqnonknfx�
_r� _� rbgnk_qkx� �chrbhokhmd� &_r� chrshmbs� eqnl� sgd� cd� e_bsn� �dsgmnfq_ogx�
oq_bshbdc�nts�ne�mdbdrrhsx�ax�bntmskdrr�sq_udkkdqr+�sq_cdqr�_mc�dwoknqdqr�
sgqntfg� sgd� _fdr(-� Oqnknmfdc� bn,qdrhcdmbd� _mc� _bpthrhshnm� ne� m_shud�
�k_mft_fdr� vdqd� oq_bshb_k� mdbdrrhshdr� hm� rdsshmfr� vgdqd� sq_mronqs_shnm�
v_r� _qctntr� _mc� hmsdqoqdsdqr� mnm,dwhrsdms-� Sgd� rbhdmshb� uhqstdr� ne�
ON.D� _qd� mns� khlhsdc� sn� rtbg� bnmsdwsr+� gnvdudq+� _mc� sgd� ldsgnc� hr�
mnv� trdc� _bqnrr� sgd� hmsdqoqds_shud� rnbh_k� rbhdmbdr� enq� tmcdqrs_mchmf�
uhqst_kkx�_mx�fqnto�ne�odnokd+�hmbktchmf�onkhshb_k�_mc��dbnmnlhb�dkhsdr+�
rbhdmshrsr+�atqd_tbq_sr+�_bshuhrsr+�lhfq_msr+�ldladqr�ne�rodbhb�rnbh_k�nq�
nbbto_shnm_k�b_sdfnqhdr+�_mc��bnlltmhshdr�hlo_bsdc�ax��bkhl_sd�bg_mfd+�
�bnmhbs�nq�nsgdq�chrknb_shnmr-

Lnqd�rn�sg_m�nsgdq��ldsgncr+�ON.D�hr�chbtks�sn�kd_qm�eqnl�_�annj�
nq�bk_rr:�cnhmf�hs�hm�oq_bshbd�hr�vhcdkx�rddm�_r�sgd�nmkx�v_x�sn�cdudkno�
sgd�qdpthrhsd�rjhkkr+�chronrhshnmr�_mc�qdk_shnmrghor-�Nmd�qd_rnm�enq�sghr�
hr�sg_s�_kk�odnokd�_mc��bnlltmhshdr�_qd�o_qshbtk_q�_mc�tmhptd�hm�_s�kd_rs�
rnld�v_xr:�dudm� he�_� qdrd_qbgdq�vhrgdr� sn�rstcx� sgdl�_r�ldladqr�ne�
_� fqnto� nq� snjdmr� ne� _� sxod� &d-f-+� qtq_k� xntsg+� �sqha_k� dkcdqr+� e_bsnqx�
vnqjdqr+� dsb-(+� sgdx� _qd� tm_unhc_akx� _krn� hmchuhct_kr� vgn� ltrs� ad�
_ooqn_bgdc�_mc�sqd_sdc�_r�rtbg-�Sgtr+�sgdqd�_qd�_�g_mcetk�ne�oqdrbqhoshud�
rsdor�enq�rtbbdrretk�ON.D�&btkshu_sd�ltkshokd�hmenql_msr:�s_jd�bnohntr�
mnsdr+� _mc� toc_sd� sgdl� adenqd� fnhmf� sn� rkddo� d_bg� mhfgs:� ad� uhfhk_ms�
hm�rdbtqhmf�_mc�a_bjhmf�to.ctokhb_shmf�xntq�mnsdr:�qduhdv�xntq�mnsdr�
nesdm+�hmbktchmf�hm�sgd�dkc(+�ats�sgd�jdx�oqhmbhokdr�_qd�rnbh_k�hm�m_stqd-�
@anud�_kk+�ON.D�cdodmcr�nm��sqtrshmf�hmsdqodqrnm_k�qdk_shnmrghor+�vghbg�
qdpthqd� ltst_k� qdrodbs� rtrs_hmdc� nudq� shld:� �sqtrs� cdudknor� rknvkx�
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ats� b_m� ad� knrs� udqx� pthbjkx-� O_shdmbd� hr� _cuhr_akd:� nmd� b_m� dwodbs� sn�
dmbntmsdq� odnokd� qdod_sdckx+� _mc� vg_s� sgdx� rg_qd� vhkk� khjdkx� cddodm�
&_mc�onrrhakx�bg_mfd(�nudq� shld-�Sgtr+� enq�ldsgncnknfhb_k�_r�vdkk�_r�
�dsghb_k�qd_rnmr+�bqdchahkhsx�hr�o_q_lntms:�dsgmnfq_ogdqr�ltrs�ad�gnmdrs�
_ants�sgd�otqonrdr�ne�sgdhq�qdrd_qbg+�fnnc�enq�sgdhq�vnqc+�_mc�fdmthmd�
hm�sgdhq�rdke,oqdrdms_shnm-�

Why is participant observation and ethnography important?

Lnrs�rhlokx+�l_mx�rnbh_k�ogdmnldm_�b_mmns�ad�_ooqdgdmcdc�ax�nsgdq�
rbhdmshb��ldsgncr- Sgdqd�_qd�_s�kd_rs�sgqdd�_cchshnm_k�qd_rnmr�sg_s�ON.D�
hr�hlonqs_ms-�Ehqrs+�mn�nsgdq�ldsgnc�hr�_r�nodm,dmcdc�vhsg�qdf_qc�sn�hsr�
ptdrshnmr�_mc�b_sdfnqhdr-�Dudqx�qdrd_qbgdq�ltrs�_kqd_cx�g_ud�ptdrshnmr�
_mc� b_sdfnqhdr� hm� nqcdq� sn� fds� rs_qsdc+� ats� sgd� q_chb_k� hmctbshudmdrr�
ne� ON.D� _kknvr� enq� nmd'r� ptdrshnmr� _mc� b_sdfnqhdr� sn� ad� bg_kkdmfdc+�
qd,vnqjdc�nq�dudm�chrb_qcdc-�Hs�hr�sgtr�lnqd�khjdkx�sg_m�nsgdq��ldsgncr�
sn�tmbnudq�ogdmnldm_�nq�gxonsgdrdr� sg_s�_qd�mnudk�nq�tm_mshbho_sdc�
ax� sgd� qdrd_qbgdq-� Rdbnmc+� _kk� �pt_mshs_shud� qdrd_qbg� tkshl_sdkx� qdrsr�
nm� �pt_khs_shud� bk_hlr� nq� _rrtloshnmr� &R_xdq� 0873(+� _mc� vgdqd_r�
�pt_mshs_shud� �ldsgncr� vhsg� k_qfd� �r_lokd� rhydr� b_m� hcdmshex� o_ssdqmr�
hm� rnbh_k� ogdmnldm_+� ON.D� hr� lnqd� khjdkx� sn� qdud_k� sgd� �pt_khs_shud�
ldbg_mhrlr�tmcdqkxhmf�sgnrd�o_ssdqmr-�Sghqc+�ON.D�hr�adssdq�dpthoodc�
sg_m�nsgdq��ldsgncr�sn�bnod�vhsg�vg_s�l_x�ad�sgd�lnrs�chrshmbshud�ed_stqd�
ne� gtl_m� adhmfr� _r� bnlo_qdc� sn� nsgdq� qdrd_qbg� naidbsr9� sgd� b_o_bhsx�
_mc�oqnodmrhsx�sn�khd�nq�lhrkd_c+�mns�nmkx�sn�sgd�qdrd_qbgdq�ats�_krn�sn�
nmdrdke-�Hmsdmshnm_kkx�nq�mns+�hs�hr�ansg�d_rx�_mc�bnllnm�enq�odnokd�sn�
hmudms�_mrvdqr�sn�qdrd_qbgdqr'�ptdrshnmr�hm�nmd,n�dmbntmsdqr�rtbg�_r�
onkkr�_mc��rtqudxr+�drodbh_kkx�vgdqd�onvdq�_rxlldsqhdr�_qd�oqnmntmbdc�
&hm�dhsgdq�chqdbshnm(-�Hs�hr�_krn�nesdm�sqtd�sg_s�vg_s�odnokd�r_x�sgdx�cn�
_mc�vg_s� sgdx�_bst_kkx�cn�_khfm� hlodqedbskx-�Ax� hsr�chqdbs� �nardqu_shnm�
_mc�oqnknmfdc�_mc�hsdq_shud�m_stqd+�ON.D�hr�lnqd�khjdkx�sn�qdud_k�_mc�
nudqbnld�‘sgd�bg_rl�adsvddm�chrbntqrd�_mc�oq_bshbd•�&Anaqnv,Rsq_hm�
1//69� 15(� sg_s� hmgdqdr� hm� dudqxc_x� khed� _mc� �rnbh_k� qdk_shnmr-� Hmcddc+�
_bbnqchmf�sn�bqhshb_k�rnbh_k�sgdnqhrsr�eqnl�L_qw�_mc�CtAnhr�sn�Fq_lrbh�
_mc�Antqchdt+�sgdrd�chrbqdo_mbhdr�_qd�hmsdfq_k�sn�sgd�qdoqnctbshnm�_mc�
m_stq_khr_shnm�ne�rnbh_k�cnlhm_shnm-�
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Relationship of participant observation and ethnography with
other methods

ON.D�hr�nesdm�dloknxdc�hm�bnlahm_shnm�vhsg�_qbghu_k��ldsgncr�&Bnod+�
Bg_osdq�11(�sn�drs_akhrg�sgd�ghrsnqhb_k�nqhfhmr�nq�bnmsdws�ne�oqdrdms,c_x�
�rnbh_k�qdk_shnmr-�Hmcddc+�_�rhlhk_q�rnqs�ne�gdqldmdtshb�oq_bshbd�hr�nesdm�
trdetk� hm� ansg+� vnqjhmf� a_bj� _mc� enqsg� adsvddm� nmd'r� nvm� rdlhnshb�
rxrsdl� _mc� sg_s� ne� nmd'r� qdrd_qbg� rtaidbsr� &khuhmf� nq� cd_c(-� ON.D� hr�
_krn� ghfgkx� rxmdqfhrshb� vhsg� b_rd,rstcx� nq� hmsdmrhud� qdrd_qbg� &�K_md+�
Bg_osdq� 13(� _mc� sgd� u_qhntr� �ldsgncr� otqrt_ms� sgdqdsn-� �E_hqgd_c�
_mc� �Kd_bg� &0885(+� enq� dw_lokd+� bnlahmdc� �dsgmnfq_ogx� vhsg� �qdlnsd�
rdmrhmf+�_qbghu_k�_m_kxrhr+��uhkk_fd��rtqudxr+�_mc��dbnknfhb_k�sq_mrdbsr�hm�_m�
ntsrs_mchmf�dw_lokd�ne�bqhshb_k��hmsdqchrbhokhm_qx�qdrd_qbg-�Ehm_kkx+�rdlh,
rsqtbstqdc� nq� nodm,dmcdc� �hmsdquhdvr� &rdd� Ingmrsnm� _mc� Knmfgtqrs+�
Bg_osdq�21(�l_x�_krn�bnlokdldms�ON.D�_r�_�ld_mr�ne�hmhsh_shmf�knmfdq,
sdql�qdk_shnmrghor�nq�enq� hmchuhct_kr�vgnrd� �onrhshnm�nq�bhqbtlrs_mbdr�
cn�mns�_kknv� enq� rtrs_hmdc�bn,o_qshbho_shnm-� �Enbtr�fqntor�&Knmfgtqrs�
_mc� Ingmrsnm+� Bg_osdq� 16(� l_x� rdqud� _� rhlhk_q� otqonrd+� _ksgntfg� hm�
fdmdq_k� sgdx� _qd� _klnrs� ch_ldsqhb_kkx� noonrdc� sn� ON.D� adb_trd� sgdx�
hmsdmshnm_kkx�qdlnud�odnokd�eqnl�sgdhq�dudqxc_x�khudr-

Ethical issues with participant observation and ethnography

Sgd��dsghb_k�hrrtdr�_rrnbh_sdc�vhsg�ON.D�_qd�rhfmhb_ms�_mc�bnlokdw-�Sgd�
o_qshbtk_qhsx�ne�cds_hk�l_cd�_u_hk_akd�ax��dsgmnfq_ogx�b_m�l_jd�oqnsdbshmf�
sgd� hcdmshshdr�ne�qdrd_qbg�rtaidbsr�chbtks+�dudm� hlonrrhakd+�drodbh_kkx�
vhsghm�sgdhq�nvm��bnlltmhshdr-�Dsgmnfq_oghb�qdrd_qbg�b_m�_krn�kd_c�sn�
bknrd� odqrnm_k� eqhdmcrghor+� hmsqnctbhmf� onsdmsh_k� �bnmhbsr� ne� hmsdqdrs�
nq��ah_rdr�hm�hmsdqoqds_shnm-�Lnqd�etmc_ldms_k�hrrtdr�_qhrd�eqnl�onvdq�
_rxlldsqhdr�sg_s�nesdm�_ssdmc�_mc�dm_akd�ON.D-�D_qkx�_msgqnonknfhrsr�
qntshmdkx�admdsdc�eqnl�dwsqdldkx�tmdpt_k�sdqlr�ne�dmf_fdldms+�eqnl�
_bbdrr� sn� sq_mronqs+�lnmdx�_mc�l_qjds�fnncr� sn�ldladqrgho� hm�&_mc�
rnldshldr� ronmrnqrgho� ax(� �bnknmh_k� fnudqmldmsr-� Lnqdnudq+� sgdrd�
�onvdq�qdk_shnmr�vdqd�hfmnqdc�nq�nlhssdc�hm�sgd��chrbhokhmd'r�otakhb_shnmr�
_mc� rdke,tmcdqrs_mchmf� enq� cdb_cdr-� @r� knmf� _r� _b_cdlhb� qdrd_qbgdqr�
dminx� rsqtbstq_k� _cu_ms_fdr� uhr,ä,uhr� l_mx� �onotk_shnmr+� sgd� onsdmsh_k�
enq� �dwsq_bshud� qdk_shnmrghor� vhkk� qdl_hm-� Sg_s� r_hc+� �rta_ksdqm� fqntor�
l_x� rdd� rbgnk_qr� _r� u_kt_akd� _kkhdr� nq� ronjdrodnokd� enq� sgdhq� b_trdr�
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_mc�mddcr+� _mc�ON.D�b_m�_krn�ad�dloknxdc� sn� �dwonrd�_mc�cdlxrshex�
dkhsdr�ax�‘rstcxhmf�to•´oqnuhcdc�sg_s�_bbdrr�b_m�ad�rdbtqdc�&M_cdq�
0863�Z0858[(-�Ehm_kkx+�he�ON.D�_nqcr�hmrhfgs�hmsn�onvdq�_rxlldsqhdr+�hs�
_krn�b_m�fhud�qhrd�sn�onkhshb_k�dms_mfkdldmsr-�Qdrd_qbgdqr�l_x�cdudkno�
rsqnmf� eddkhmfr� ne� fq_shstcd� _mc� nakhf_shnm� snv_qc� sgd� hmchuhct_kr+�
�bnlltmhshdr+� _mc� b_trdr� sgdx� dmf_fdc� vghkd� bnmctbshmf� ON.D+� _mc�
sgdx�l_x�bnld�sn�ad�uhdvdc�_r�ronjdrodnokd�_mc�_cunb_sdr�q_sgdq�sg_m�
chro_rrhnm_sd�rbgnk_qr-

Issues to be aware of in using participant observation and
ethnography

Hm� _cchshnm� sn� �dsghb_k� hrrtdr+� ON.D� dms_hkr� hlonqs_ms� dohrsdlnknfhb_k�
bg_kkdmfdr+� nmdr� qddbsdc� lnqd� vhcdkx� hm� �b_rd� rstcx,a_rdc� qdrd_qbg�
&rdd� �K_md+� Bg_osdq� 13(-� Enqdlnrs� _qd� ptdrshnmr� ne� qdoqdrdms_shudmdrr�
_mc�fdmdq_khr_ahkhsx9�nmd�b_mmns�_rrtld�sg_s�sgd�o_qshbtk_q�b_rd�nmd�g_r�
bgnrdm�sn�rstcx�vhkk�chqdbskx�qdud_k�aqn_cdq�e_bsr�nq�rtars_msh_sd�bk_hlr�
_ants�_� k_qfdq�fqnto�ne�_oo_qdmskx�rhlhk_q�b_rdr-� Hmcddc+�ax�rstcxhmf�
nmd� b_rd� hm� hmshl_sd� cds_hk+� ON.D� hr� khjdkx� sn� tmbnudq� _mx� mtladq� ne�
hchnrxmbq_rhdr�nq�o_qshbtk_qhshdr�sg_s�oqnakdl_shrd�dwsq_onk_shnm-�O_q_kkdk�
hrrtdr�_qhrd�hm�_mx�dnqs�sn�cdqhud�b_tr_k�bk_hlr+�_r�sgd�_qq_x�ne�bnmsdwst_k�
nq�bnmsqhatshmf�e_bsnqr�ntsqtmr�_mx�_ssdlos�_s�rsqhbs�qdctbshnm�nq�bnmsqnk-�
@ksdqm_shud� sgdnqdshb_k� eq_ldvnqjr� dlog_rhrhmf� qdk_shnm_khsx+� oqnbdrr+�
_mc� _� ch_kdbshb� ne� bnmshmfdmbx� _mc� cdsdqlhm_shnm� &vg_s� @msgnmx�
Fhccdmr�&1/03(�sdqlr�‘rsqtbstq_shnm•(�_qd�adssdq�rthsdc�sn�ON.D�sg_m�
�onrhshuhrs� hmedqdmbd� nq� gxonsgdrhr� sdrshmf-� @kk� ne� sgdrd� bnmrhcdq_shnmr�
ltrs� ad� s_jdm� hmsn� _bbntms� eqnl� sgd� udqx� adfhmmhmf� sn� dmrtqd� sg_s�
qdrd_qbg�ptdrshnmr�_qd�rthsdc�sn�sgd�ldsgnc-�Ehm_kkx+�sgd�dnqs�sn�rdd�sgd�
vnqkc� sgqntfg�nsgdqr'�dxdr�nesdm� k_xr�a_qd�nmd'r�nvm�oqdbnmbdoshnmr+�
qdud_khmf� _r� ltbg� _ants� nmdrdke� _r� _ants� nsgdqr-� Rtbg� �qddwhuhsx� hr�
r_kts_qx+�ats�hs�g_r�_krn�addm�jmnvm�sn�qdrtks�hm�m_udk,f_yhmf�o_q_kxrhr-

Suggested further reading
Sgdqd� _qd� mtldqntr� vdarhsdr� cdchb_sdc� sn� ON.D+� hmbktchmf� rnld�
l_hms_hmdc� ax� tmhudqrhsx� Hmrshstshnm_k� Qduhdv� An_qcr� sn� _rrhrs�
qdrd_qbgdqr� hm� bnlokxhmf� vhsg� �oqnsnbnkr� enq sgd� oqnsdbshnm� ne� gtl_m�
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