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Chicago School of Sociology and the work of anthropologists such as Franz Boas, Robert 
Bean, Gregory Bateson, and Bronislaw Malinowski as developing the methodology of  
qualitative fieldwork.

Participant observation is typically the foundation of ethnography. In a chapter in a 
book on qualitative research methods, Paul Atkinson and Martyn Hammersley (1994) 
talked about ethnography and participant observation. In their definition of ethnogra-
phy, they listed the following features and suggested an approach in which most of these 
features could be considered ethnography:

•• “[A] strong emphasis on exploring the nature of particular social phenomena, 
rather than setting out to test hypotheses about them

•• [A] tendency to work primarily with ‘unstructured’ data, that is, data that have 
not been coded at the point of data collection in terms of a closed set of analytic 
categories

•• [I]nvestigation of a small number of cases, perhaps just one case, in detail
•• [A]nalysis of data that involves explicit interpretation of the meanings and func-

tions of human actions, the product of which mainly takes the form of verbal 
descriptions and explanations, with quantification and statistical analysis playing a 
subordinate role at most.” (p. 248)

As we have noted before, and reinforced here, Atkinson and Hammersley stated “in 
a sense all social research is a form of participant observation, because we cannot study 
the social world without being part of it” (p. 249). The examples from Gans (1969) and 
Franz and Collins (1999), discussed earlier, could be considered ethnographic studies in 
the sense that they were looking at the culture of the places they inhabited or at “the-way-
we-do-things-here.”

Students often associate ethnography with cultures very different than their own, but 
Tony Whitehead (2005) provided a list of the different types of settings that have been 
the focus of ethnographers. It is presented here in Figure 6.7 to give you some idea of the 
very wide range of possible settings.

  Try This Now

After reading the list, come up with three additional settings where 
you think ethnographic research could be conducted.


