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ISSUES IN ETHNOGRAPHY:  
GAINING ACCESS
There are several hurdles to jump in doing ethnography, which can be considered a form 
of fieldwork (Whitehead, 2005). Among the most challenging is gaining access to the 
population of interest. Martha Feldman, Jeannine Bell, and Michele Berger (2003) com-
mented that access is not achieved at a single point in time for perpetuity; rather, access 
involves the continuing process of building relationships. Feldman et al. saw access from 
a “relational perspective” (p. x).

In their useful book about gaining access, Feldman et al. (2003) talked about the 
tension between the research design (the who of your study) and the process of access 
(the how of your study). Often an initial who needs to be changed because your initial 
plans about the how of access fail. Each chapter in their book provides suggestions about 
a particular aspect of gaining access. Doing this kind of fieldwork is challenging, and 
Feldman et al. reminded us that “Researchers who do fieldwork do not self-select on 
chutzpah” (p. 33), which reinforces the idea that you have to be persistent and not take 
it personally when people deny you access.

FIGURE 6.7	 List of the Different Settings Ethnographers Study

Source: Whitehead, 2005, p. 14.

• Bars
• Churches
• Playgrounds
• Gymnasiums
• Beauty parlors
• Discos
• Farmers markets
• Sports events
• Food activities 
 (dinner, feast)
• Festivals
• Shopping malls
• Jails/prisons

• Parks
• Court rooms
• Family settings
• Hog killings
• Industry or work 
 settings
• Slaughter houses
• School rooms
• Cafeterias
• Swimming pools
• Grocery stores
• Hospitals

• City halls
• Agencies
• Main streets
• Busy neighborhoods
• Town meetings
• Office meetings
• Parties
• Airport/bus terminals
• Barber shops
• Mental institutions
• Ad infinitum


