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Ethnographic studies

History and Definition

The ethnographic study is a qualitative research method originally developed in the natural sciences as a means to observe natural phenomena. Ethnographic studies are now frequently employed by social scientists to help them “understand people in the social and cultural contexts in which they live (Myers, 1997). The primary data collection instrument is “the ethnographer’s own enquiring experience” (Stewart, 1998). Ethnographic studies are a combination of several qualitative research methods, including (but not limited to) interviews, participant observation, case studies, and sampling. Most importantly, ethnographic research is primarily carried out in the field.

It is difficult to define ethnographic study; researchers use the term to describe a range of research methods. Different researchers and scholars will use the terms naturalist inquiry, ethnographic study, or interpretive research when referring to similar qualitative fieldwork studies. Stewart proposes that ethnographic study has five characteristics: participant observation, holism, context sensitivity, sociocultural description, and theoretical connection (1998).

Ethnographic Studies in Library and Information Science

There are innumerable potential applications for ethnographic study in Library and Information Science. Because ethnographic studies are attempts to understand the people, they are indispensable tools for the information scientist. Any user-centered system must be designed with social context in mind.  Researchers use ethnographic studies to inform the design and testing of information systems. Likewise, library professionals use ethnographic studies to determine how their services can best match the needs of their users. Through study, researchers “discover a culture’s way of being, knowing, and understanding” (Chiseri-Strater and Stone Sunstein, 1997). 

Advantages and Disadvantages

Two important advantages of ethnographic study are its participant-centered character and its naturalistic setting. Researchers observe and interact with participants in real-world contexts. Ethnography is very advantageous to social science researchers because it allows them to consider the cultural frameworks in which their participants operate in much more depth than is possible with quantitative demographic data. The method allows researchers to collect data— observations—from multiple disciplinary perspectives.

Detractors of ethnography argue the data collected is unique to the individual case and cannot be generalized beyond the studied sample. Another disadvantage is that ethnographic studies are not always orderly. When observing people in their natural environments, researchers cannot be sure what data they will be able to collect. Ethnographic studies take time:  six months to two years or more (Fetterman, 1989). 
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