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1.1 Introduction
In the course-1 ‘Introduction to Research’, we have discussed about the selection of a
research problem and formulation of research design. A research design is a blue print which
directs the plan of action to complete the research work. As we have mentioned earlier, the
collection of data is an important part in the process of research work. The quality and
credibility of the results derived from the application of research methodology depends upon
the relevant, accurate and adequate data. In this unit, we shall study about the various sources
of data and methods of collecting primary and secondary data with their merits and
limitations and also the choice of suitable method for data collection.

1.2 Learning Objectives
On the completion of this unit, you should be able to:







Discuss the necessity and usefulness of data collection,
Explain and distinguish between primary data and secondary data,
Explain the sources of secondary data and its merits and demerits,
Describe different methods of collecting primary data and their merits and demerits,
Examine the choice of a suitable method, and
Examine the reliability, suitability and adequacy of secondary data.
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1.3 Meaning and Need for Data
Data is required to make a decision in any business situation. The researcher is faced with
one of the most difficult problems of obtaining suitable, accurate and adequate data. Utmost
care must be exercised while collecting data because the quality of the research results
depends upon the reliability of the data. Suppose, you are the Director of your company.
Your Board of Directors has asked you to find out why the profit of the company has
decreased since the last two years. Your Board wants you to present facts and figures. What
are you going to do?
The first and foremost task is to collect the relevant information to make an analysis for the
above mentioned problem. It is, therefore, the information collected from various sources,
which can be expressed in quantitative form, for a specific purpose, which is called data. The
rational decision maker seeks to evaluate information in order to select the course of action
that maximizes objectives. For decision making, the input data must be appropriate. This
depends on the appropriateness of the method chosen for data collection. The application of a
statistical technique is possible when the questions are answerable in quantitative nature, for
instance; the cost of production and profit of the company measured in rupees, age of the
workers in the company measured in years. Therefore, the first step in statistical activities is
to gather data. The data may be classified as primary and secondary data. Let us now discuss
these two kinds of data in detail.

1.4 Primary and Secondary Data
The Primary data are original data which are collected for the first time for a specific
purpose. Such data are published by authorities who themselves are responsible for their
collection. The Secondary data on the other hand, are those which have already been
collected by some other agency and which have already been processed. Secondary data may
be available in the form of published or unpublished sources. For instance, population census
data collected by the Government in a country is primary data for that Government. But the
same data becomes secondary for those researchers who use it later. In case you have decided
to collect primary data for your investigation, you have to identify the sources from where
you can collect that data. For example, if you wish to study the problems of the workers of X
Company Ltd., then the workers who are working in that company are the source. On the
other hand, if you have decided to use secondary data, you have to identify the secondary
sources that have already collected the related data for their study purpose.
With the above discussion, we can understand that the difference between primary and
secondary data is only in terms of degree. That is that the data which is primary in the hands
of one becomes secondary in the hands of another.
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Check Your Progress Exercise 1.1

Notes: I. Space is given below for writing your answers.
II. Compare your answers with those given at the end of the unit.
Q.1 What do you mean by data? Why it is needed for research?
………………………………………………………………………………………………
…….…………………………………………………………………………………………
…….…………………………………………………………………………………………
…….…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 Distinguish between primary and secondary data. Illustrate your answer with
examples.
…….…………………………………………………………………………………………
…….…………………………………………………………………………………………
…….…………………………………………………………………………………………
…….………………………………………………………………………………………….

1.5 Sources of Secondary Data
We have discussed above the meaning of primary and secondary data. Sometimes, it is not
possible to collect primary data due to time, cost and human resource constraints. Therefore,
researchers have to take the help of secondary data. Now let us discuss, (a) various sources
from where, one can get secondary data, (b) precautions while using secondary data, its
merits and demerits and some documentary and electronic sources of data in India.
1.5.1 Documentary Sources of Data
This category of secondary data source may also be termed as Paper Source. The main
sources of documentary data can be broadly classified into two categories:
a) Published sources, and
b) Unpublished sources.
Let us discuss these two categories in detail.
a) Published Sources
There are various national and international institutions, semi-official reports of various
committees and commissions and private publications which collect and publish
statistical data relating to industry, trade, commerce, health etc. These publications of
various organizations are useful sources of secondary data.
These are as follows:
1) Government Publications: Central and State Governments publish current information
along with statistical data on various subjects, quarterly and annually. For example, Monthly
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Statistical Abstract, National Income Statistics, Economic Survey, Reports of National
Council of Applied Economic Research (NCEAR), Federation of Indian Chambers of
Commerce and Industry (FICCI), Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR), Central
Statistical Organisation (CSO), etc.
2) International Publications: The United Nations Organisation (UNO), International
Labour Organisation (ILO), International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, Asian
Development Bank (ADB) etc., also publish relevant data and reports.
3) Semi-official Publications: Semi-official organizations like Corporations, District Boards,
Panchayat etc. publish reports.
4) Committees and Commissions: Several committees and commissions appointed by State
and Central Governments provide useful secondary data. For example, the report of the 10th
Financial Commission or Fifth Pay Commissions etc.
5) Private Publications: Newspapers and journals publish the data on different fields of
Economics, Commerce and Trade. For example, Economic Times, Financial Express etc. and
Journals like Economist, Economic and Political Weekly, Indian Journal of Commerce,
Journal of Industry and Trade, Business Today etc. Some of the research and financial
institutions also publish their reports annually like Indian Institute of Finance. In addition to
this, reports prepared by research scholars, universities etc. also provide secondary source of
information.
b) Unpublished Sources
It is not necessary that all the information/data maintained by the institutions or individuals
are available in published form. Certain research institutions, trade associations, universities,
research scholars, private firms, business institutions etc., do collect data but they normally
do not publish it. We can get this information from their registers, files etc.
1.5.2 Electronic Sources
The secondary data is also available through electronic media (through Internet). You can
download data from such sources by entering web sites like google.com; yahoo.com;
msn.com; etc., and typing your subject for which the information is needed.
You can also find secondary data on electronic sources like CDs, and the following online
journals:
Electronic Journal

http://businessstandard.com

Electronic Journal

http://www.businessworldindia.com

Electronic Journal

http://www.business-today.com

Electronic Journal

http://www.indiainvest.com

Census of India

http://www.censusindia.net

Union Budget and Economic Survey

http://www.indianbudget.nic.in

Directory of Government of India

http://goidirectory.nic.in
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Indian Council of Agricultural Research

http://www.icar.org.in

Ministry of Commerce and Industry

http://www.commin.nic.in

Indian Institute of Foreign Trade

http://www.iift.edu

Department of Industrial Policy and

http://www.dipp.nic.in Promotion,

Ministry of Commerce and Industry
Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food &

http://www.fccimin.in

Public Distribution Khadi and Village Industries

http://www.kvic.org.in

Board for Industrial & Financial

http://www.bifr.nic.in

Reconstruction Building Material & Technology

http://www.bmtpc.org

Promotion Council Central Food Technological
Research

http://www.cftri.com Institute

Now you have learnt that the secondary data are available in documents, either published or
unpublished, and electronic sources. However, you have to take precautions while using
secondary data in research. Let us discuss them in detail.
1.5.3 Precautions in Using Secondary Data
With the above discussion, we can understand that there is a lot of published and unpublished
sources where researcher can gets secondary data. However, the researcher must be cautious
in using this type of data. The reason is that such type of data may be full of errors because of
bias, inadequate size of the sample, errors of definitions etc. Bowley expressed that it is never
safe to take published or unpublished statistics at their face value without knowing their
meaning and limitations. Hence, before using secondary data, you must examine the
following points.
Suitability of Secondary Data
Before using secondary data, you must ensure that the data are suitable for the purpose of
your enquiry. For this, you should compare the objectives, nature and scope of the given
enquiry with the original investigation. For example, if the objective of our enquiry is to
study the salary pattern of a firm including perks and allowances of employees. But,
secondary data is available only on basic pay. Such type of data is not suitable for the purpose
of the study.
Reliability of Secondary Data
For the reliability of secondary data, these can be tested: i) un-biasedness of the collecting
person, ii) proper check on the accuracy of field work, iii) the editing, tabulating and analysis
done carefully, iv) the reliability of the source of information, v) the methods used for the
collection and analysis of the data. If the data collecting organizations are government, semigovernment and international, the secondary data are more reliable corresponding to data
collected by individual and private organizations.
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Adequacy of Secondary Data
Adequacy of secondary data is to be judged in the light of the objectives of the research. For
example, our objective is to study the growth of industrial production in India. But the
published report provides information on only few states, and then the data would not serve
the purpose. Adequacy of the data may also be considered in the light of duration of time for
which the data is available. For example, for studying the trends of per capita income of a
country, we need data for the last 10 years, but the information available for the last 5 years
only, which would not serve our objective. Hence, we should use secondary data if it is
reliable, suitable and adequate.
1.5.4 Merits and Limitations of Secondary Data
Merits
1) Secondary data is much more economical and quicker to collect than primary data, as we
need not spend time and money on designing and printing data collection forms
(questionnaire/schedule), appointing enumerators, editing and tabulating data etc.
2) It is impossible to individual or small institutions to collect primary data with regard to
some subjects such as population census, imports and exports of different countries, national
income data etc. but can obtain from secondary data.
Limitations
1) Secondary data is very risky because it may not be suitable, reliable, adequate and also
difficult to find which exactly fit the need of the present investigation.
2) It is difficult to judge whether the secondary data is sufficiently accurate or not for our
investigation.
3) Secondary data may not be available for some investigations. For example, bargaining
strategies in live products marketing, impact of T.V. advertisements on viewers, opinion polls
on a specific subject, etc. In such situations we have to collect primary data.

Check Your Progress Exercise 1.2
Notes:
I. Space is given below for writing your answers.
II. Compare your answers with those given at the end of the unit.
Q.3 Write names of five web sources of secondary data which have not been included in the
above table.
……………..…………………………………………………………………………………
…………….…………………………………………………………………………………
…………….…………………………………………………………………………………
…………….…………………………………………………………………………………
Q.4 Explain the merits and limitations of using secondary data.
.
………….…………………………………………………………………………………
………….…………………………………………………………………………………
…………..…………………………………………………………………………………
…………..…………………………………………………………………………………
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Q.5 What precautions must a researcher take before using the secondary data?
……………...…………………………………………………………………………………
……….…
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………….…………………………………………………………………………………
……………..…………………………………………………………………………………
Q.6 In the following situations indicate whether data from a census should be taken?
i) A TV manufacturer wants to obtain data on customer preference with respect to size of
TV.
ii) IGNOU wants to determine the acceptability of its employees for subscribing to a new
employee insurance programme.
. ………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………….…………………………………………………………………………………
…………….…………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………….…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………

1.6 Methods of Collecting Primary Data
If the available secondary data does not meet the requirements of the present study, the
researcher has to collect primary data. As mentioned earlier, the data which is collected for
the first time by the researcher for his/her own purpose is called primary data. There are
several methods of collecting primary data, such as observation, interview through reporters,
questionnaires and schedules. Let us study about them in detail
1.6.1 Observation Method
The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines observation as, ‘accurate watching and noting of
phenomena as they occur in nature with regard to cause and effect or mutual relations’. Thus
observation is not only a systematic watching but it also involves listening and reading,
coupled with consideration of the seen phenomena. It involves three processes. They are:
sensation, attention or concentration and perception.
Under this method, the researcher collects information directly through observation rather
than through the reports of others. It is a process of recording relevant information without
asking anyone specific questions and in some cases, even without the knowledge of the
respondents. This method of collection is highly effective in behavioural surveys. For
instance, a study on behaviour of visitors in trade fairs, observing the attitude of workers on
the job, bargaining strategies of customers etc. Observation can be participant observation or
non-participant observation. In Participant Observation Method, the researcher joins in the
daily life of informants or organizations, and observes how they behave. In the
Nonparticipant Observation Method, the researcher will not join the informants or
organizations but will watch from outside.
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1.6.2 Interview Method
Interview is one of the most powerful tools and most widely used method for primary data
collection in research. In our daily routine we see interviews on T.V. channels on various
topics related to social, business, sports, budget etc. In the words of C. William Emory,
‘personal interviewing is a two way purposeful conversation initiated by an interviewer to
obtain information that is relevant to some research purpose’. Thus an interview is basically,
a meeting between two persons to obtain the information related to the proposed study. The
person who is interviewing is named as interviewer and the person who is being interviewed
is named as informant. It is to be noted that, the research data/information collect through this
method is not a simple conversation between the investigator and the informant, but also the
glances, gestures, facial expressions, level of speech etc., are all part of the process. Through
this method, the researcher can collect varied types of data intensively and extensively.
Interviews can be classified as direct personal interviews and indirect personal interviews.
Under the techniques of direct personal interview, the investigator meets the informants (who
come under the study) personally, asks them questions pertaining to enquiry and collects the
desired information. Thus if a researcher intends to collect the data on spending habits of
Delhi University (DU) students, he/ she would go to the DU, contact the students, interview
them and collect the required information.
Indirect personal interview is another technique of interview method where it is not possible
to collect data directly from the informants who come under the study. Under this method,
the investigator contacts third parties or witnesses, who are closely associated with the
persons/situations under study and are capable of providing necessary information. For
example, an investigation regarding bribery pattern in an office. In such a case it is inevitable
to get the desired information indirectly from other people who may know them. Similarly,
clues about the crimes are gathered by the CBI. Utmost care must be exercised that these
persons who are being questioned are fully aware of the facts of the problem under study, and
are not motivated to give a twist to the facts.
Another technique for data collection through this method can be structured and unstructured
interviewing. In the Structured interview set questions are asked and the responses are
recorded in a standardized form. This is useful in large scale interviews where a number of
investigators are assigned the job of interviewing. The researcher can minimize the bias of
the interviewer. This technique is also named as formal interview. In Un-structured interview,
the investigator may not have a set of questions but have only a number of key points around
which to build the interview. Normally, such types of interviews are conducted in the case of
an explorative survey where the researcher is not completely sure about the type of data he/
she collects. It is also named as informal interview. Generally, this method is used as a
supplementary method of data collection in conducting research in business areas.
Now-a-days, telephone or cellphone interviews are widely used to obtain the desired
information for small surveys. For instance, interviewing credit card holders by banks about
the level of services they are receiving. This technique is used in industrial surveys especially
in developed regions.
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Check Your Progress Exercise 1.3
Notes:
I. Space is given below for writing your answers.
II. Compare your answers with those given at the end of the unit.

Q.7 How can data be collected through the Observation method?
……….……………………………………………………………………………………
…….…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………….
… ……………………………...………………………………………………………….
Q.8 Distinguish between the observation and the interview method of data collection.
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
…..…………………………………………………………………………………………
….…………………………………………………………………………………………

1.6.3 Through Local Reporters and Correspondents
Under this method, local investigators/agents or correspondents are appointed in different
parts of the area under investigation. This method is generally adopted by government
departments in those cases where regular information is to be collected. This method is also
useful for newspapers, magazines, radio and TV news channels. This method has been used
when regular information is required and a high degree of accuracy is not of much
importance.
1.6.4 Questionnaire and Schedule Methods
Questionnaire and schedule methods are the popular and common methods for collecting
primary data in research. Both the methods comprise a list of questions arranged in a
sequence pertaining to the investigation. Let us study these methods in detail one after
another.
i) Questionnaire Method
Under this method, questionnaires are sent personally or by post to various informants with a
request to answer the questions and return the questionnaire. If the questionnaire is posted to
informants, it is called a Mail Questionnaire. Sometimes questionnaires may also sent
through E-mail depending upon the nature of study and availability of time and resources.
After receiving the questionnaires the informants read the questions and record their
responses in the space meant for the purpose on the questionnaire. It is desirable to send the
questionnaire with self-addressed envelopes for quick and high rate of response.
ii) Schedule Method
As discussed above, a Schedule is also a list of questions, which is used to collect the data
from the field. This is generally filled in by the researcher or the enumerators. If the scope of
9

the study is wide, then the researcher appoints people who are called enumerators for the
purpose of collecting the data. The enumerators go to the informants, ask them the questions
from the schedule in the order they are listed and record the responses in the space meant for
the answers in the schedule itself. For example, the population census all over the world is
conducted through this method. The difference between questionnaire and schedule is that the
former is filled in by the informants; the latter is filled in by the researcher or enumerator.

1.7 Choice of Suitable Method
You have noticed that there are various methods and techniques for the collection of primary
data. You should be careful while selecting the method which should be appropriate and
effective. The selection of the methods depends upon various factors like scope and
objectives of the inquiry, time, availability of funds, subject matter of the research, the kind
of information required, degree of accuracy etc. As appraised, every method has its own
merits and demerits. For example, the observation method is suitable for field surveys when
the incident is really happening; the interview method is suitable where direct observation is
not possible. Local reporter/correspondent method is suitable when information is required at
regular intervals. The questionnaire method is appropriate in extensive enquiries where
sample is large and scattered over large geographical areas and the respondents are able to
express their responses in writing. The Schedule method is suitable in case respondents are
illiterate.

Check Your Progress Exercise 1.4
Notes:
I. Space is given below for writing your answers.
II. Compare your answers with those given at the end of the unit.

Q.9 List out the methods of collecting primary data
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.10 Point out the major problems in constructing questionnaires
.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.11 Distinguish between direct personal interview and indirect interview. Give
suitable
examples.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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Q.12 Distinguish between schedule and Questionnaire?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.13 Are the following statement True or False?
a) Interview method introduces more bias than the use of questionnaire.
b) ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ type questions should not be used in questionnaires unless only one of
the two answer is possible.
c) Open questions are more difficult than most other types to tabulate.

1.8 Summary
In this unit we elaborated on the meaning of data, methods of data collection, merits and
limitations of data collection, precautions which are needed for the collection of data. The
information collected from various processes for a specific purpose is called data. Statistical
data may be either primary data or secondary data. Data which is collected originally for a
specific purpose is called primary data. The data which is already collected and processed by
someone else and is being used now in the present study is called secondary data. Secondary
data can be obtained either from published sources or unpublished sources. It should be used
if it is reliable, suitable and adequate, otherwise it may result in misleading conclusions. It
has its own merits and demerits. There are several problems in the collection of primary data.
These are: tools and techniques of data collection, degree of accuracy, designing the
questionnaire, selection and training of enumerators, problem of tackling nonresponses and
other administrative aspects.
Several methods are used for collection of primary data. These are: observation, interview,
questionnaire and schedule methods. Every method has its own merits and demerits. Hence,
no method is suitable in all situations. The suitable method can be selected as per the needs of
the investigator which depends on objective nature and scope of the enquiry, availability of
funds and time.

1.9 Glossary
Data:

Quantitative or/ and qualitative information, collected for study
and analysis. Interview: A method of collecting primary data
by meeting the informants and asking the questions.
Observation:
The process of observing individuals in
controlled situations.

Primary Data:

Data that is collected originally for the first time.

Published Sources:

Sources which consist of published statistical information.
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Questionnaire:

is a device for collection of primary data containing a list of
questions pertaining to enquiry, sent to the informants, and the
informant himself writes the answers. Schedule: is a device for
collection of primary data containing a list of questions to be
filled in by the enumerators who are specially appointed for
that purpose.

Secondary Data:

Data which were collected and processed by someone else but
are being used in the present study.

1.10 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys
Answer to Q.1:

In many business companies, some of the data required for
statistical analysis are obtained from internal sources like
computer files of accounting data. Together with internal data,
business often uses data from external sources. For example,
aggregate data on national economic activity are readily
available from CSO, annual report of Ministry of Labour,
Government of India.

Answer to Q.2:

Data which is collected originally is called primary data and the
same collected by others are called secondary data. For
example, a researcher interested in knowing what consumer’s
choice about the brand of toothpaste, he or she must make a
survey and collect data on the opinions of the consumer. This is
called primary data. The data obtained from published and
unpublished sources is called secondary data.

Answer to Q.3

http://www.bis.org.in
http://www.business-today.com
http://www.businessonlineindia.com http://www.indiacofee.org
http://www.dgft.nic.in

1.11 Exercise
Q.1 What precautions would you take while using the data from secondary sources?
Q.2 Explain what precautions must be taken while designing a questionnaire in order that it
may be really useful. Illustrate your answer giving suitable examples.
Q.3 Construct a suitable questionnaire containing not more than twenty five questions
pertaining to the sales promotion of your company’s product.
Q.4 Distinguish between the following:
a) Primary and Secondary Data
b) Internal and External Data
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c) A Schedule and Questionnaire
Q.5 Explain the various methods of collecting primary data pointing out their merits and
demerits?
Q.6 What is the need for pre-testing the drafted questionnaire?

1.12 References
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2.1 Introduction
In this unit we will discuss about the interview schedule and questionnaire and its uses in
research. Schedule plays a very important role in conducting research and getting data. In this
unit we will also discuss about the Questionnaire and its importance in the field of research
and the difference between the Schedule and Questionnaire. The basic difference of both is
that Schedule filled by the researcher behalf of the respondent but questionnaire filled by the
respondent themselves.

2.2 Learning Objectives
After going through this unit, you will be able to:





Know about the Schedule and Questionnaire, types and its used in Research
Know about the differences between Schedule and Questionnaire used in research
Learn how to use them according to the need of the study undertaken; and
Understand their relevance in Research.
14

2.3 Schedule
Schedules and questionnaires are beneficial as supplementary devices in observation, in
interviews, and in evaluating personal behaviour and social situations. They also aid in
standardising and objectifying observations and interviews, and finally they are useful
devices for isolating one element at a time and thus intensifying observation of it.
There is a vast variety of schedules and they can be classified in various ways.
2.3.1 Observation Schedule/Guide
The observation schedule offers the opportunity for uniform classification in recording the
activities and social situations of persons or groups being observed. One observer or several
may be employed to secure uniformly systematic data in an observation study.
An observation schedule usually serves several purposes simultaneously:






It is a specific “memory tickler”
It is an objective recording of data.
It is a standardizing device.
It aids to delimit the scope of the study.
It aims to concentrate on the circumscribed elements essential to the analysis.

2.3.2 Document Schedules
These are used for recording data obtained from documents, case histories, and other
materials. The document schedule should not be considered a tally sheet. A separate schedule
should be used to list the pertinent points from each case record.
2.3.3 Institutional Survey or Evaluation Schedules
These are used to visualize the problems faced by or inherent in a given type of institution.
The length of such schedules depends upon the aspects of the given situation under
investigation.
2.3.4 Interview Schedule
These are used in collection of data through interviews. They help the investigator in
maintaining objectivity in collection of data and avoid deviations during interview. They are
used in most of the social science research studies as the investigator gets the benefits of
observation, interview and schedule.

2.4 Structure and Preparation
The structure and preparation of schedule and questionnaire are almost same. Both contain
close and open ended questions. However, the schedule contains questions and blank tables
unlike the questionnaire that mostly contains questions only. Both the tools need pre-testing
for standardization.

2.5 Questionnaire
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Surveys are also a known method of data collection. The information is gathered through oral
or written questioning. Oral questioning is known as interviewing, written questioning is
accomplished through questionnaires. The central elements of questionnaires consist of their
nature, structure, content, design and construction, their strengths and weaknesses and the
forms in which they are employed. The main characteristic of this method is that data are
offered by the respondents, with limited interference on the part of research personnel. The
issues such as questionnaire format, type of questions, content of questions and the response
format are as relevant to interviewing as they are to questionnaires.
Advantages
The advantages which most researchers and writers consider as significant are listed below:











Questionnaires are less expensive than other methods.
They produce quick results.
Questionnaires can be completed at the respondent’s convenience.
They offer greater assurance of anonymity.
They offer less opportunity for bias or errors caused by the presence or attitudes of the
interviewer.
Questionnaires are a stable, consistent and uniform measure, without variation.
They offer a considered and objective view on the issue, since respondents can
consult their files and since many subjects prefer to write rather than talk about certain
issues.
The use of questionnaires promises a wider coverage, since researchers can approach
respondents more easily than other methods.
They are not affected by problems of ‘no-contacts’.

Limitations
The limitations that we find here are:








They do not allow probing, prompting and clarification of questions.
They do not offer opportunities for motivating the respondent to participate in the
survey or to answer the questions.
The identity of the respondent and the conditions under which the questionnaire are
answered are not known. Researchers are not sure whether the right person has
answered the questions.
It is not possible to check whether the question order was followed.
Questionnaires do not provide an opportunity to collect additional information while
they are being completed.
Due to lack of supervision, partial response is quite possible.

Regardless of whether the questionnaire is administered personally or by mail, it has to be
constructed according to certain standards and principles. In the first place, it has to include
three main elements, each having a certain purpose: the cover letter, the instructions and the
main body.
The main aims of the cover letter are to introduce the respondents to the research topic and
research team, to neutralize any doubt or mistrust respondents might have about the study, to
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motivate them to participate in the study and answer the questions, and to assure them of
anonymity and confidentiality. The following are the minimum number of points to be
included in the cover letter. The cover letter has been recognized as one of the factors that
influence the response rate.






The main objectives and social significance of the study;
The reasons why the respondent should answer the questionnaire;
Assurance of anonymity and confidentiality;
Requirements for completion such as maximum time, conditions etc.
Issues related to ethics.

Instructions regarding how to state their answer or preference, will be given on the
questionnaire or on a separate sheet. The instructions usually remind the respondents that
they should not try to please the researcher, that there are no right or wrong answers and that
all questions should be attempted, and instructs them about what to do with the completed
questionnaire, for example that it should be returned to the project director in the selfaddressed and stamped envelope by a certain date. Inadequate instructions are one of the
major sources of non-responses and should be avoided.
The main body of the questionnaire includes the questions that are to be answered. In order to
be effective it must be worked out carefully with regard to content, structure, wording, flow,
format and so on.
Questionnaire construction is a very demanding task which requires not only methodological
competence but also extensive experience with research in general and questioning
techniques in particular. The questions should be clear, easy to read and attractive to the
respondent. The questions have to be listed in a logical order, allowing for transition and
flow, and avoiding distortions and problems. The questionnaire format is chosen to suit the
nature of the survey, the type of respondents, length of questionnaire, nature of administering
the questionnaire, and the findings of a pilot study.
2.5.1 Size of the Questionnaire
The size of the questionnaire depends on factors such as the research objective, the type of
respondents, the methods of analysis and availability of resources. One should include as
many questions as necessary and as few as possible. Questions can be open ended questions
and close ended questions.
2.5.2 Questions Contained in a Questionnaire
Questions contained in a questionnaire vary with respect to a number of criteria, especially
those relating to their relevance to the research topic, their approach and structure, content
and wording, and with regard to the type of response they require.
The questions can be classified as: i) primary questions, ii) secondary questions, iii) tertiary
questions, iv) padding questions, v) probing questions, vi) direct and indirect questions, vii)
suggestive questions, viii) filter and contingency questions and ix) fixed alternative and openended questions. Open-ended questions have many advantages and several limitations. Precoded questions have the advantage of being easy to administer, to code and to answer. They
also have several limitations, particularly restricting the freedom of the respondents.
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The content of the questions is obviously the most important element of the construction of a
questionnaire. The researcher has to consider the following points while preparing a
questionnaire.








Every question must be relevant to one or more aspects of the study.
Ambiguous, non-specific and hypothetical questions are to be avoided.
Leading, double barreled and presuming questions should not be employed.
Embarrassing, personal or threatening questions should be avoided.
Vague words and academic jargon should not be used.
The language of the respondent should be employed.
Easy flow and logical progression in the questionnaire should be assured.
Each question should ask what it is supposed to ask.

The success of the questionnaire in general and the response rate in particular depend to a
large extent on the following factors:









The questionnaire must have a professional appearance and should give the
impression of a document that deserves respect and invokes feelings of responsibility.
The questionnaire should be presented in a way that encourages the respondent to
complete and return it.
Print and colour of paper and ink must correspond with the preferences of the
respondents.
The questionnaire should be presented as a complete document with an inviting and
reassuring introductory cover letter and a concluding note containing instructions
regarding the return of the questionnaire.
Sufficient instructions and probes should be provided where necessary.
Pre-coded questions should offer adequate response categories.
All questions should be checked for possible bias and ethical adequacy

2.5.3 The Process of Questionnaire Construction
Questionnaires are constructed in a very sophisticated and systematic manner. The process of
construction goes through a number of interrelated steps such as:
i) Preparation,
ii) Constructing the first draft,
iii) Self-critique regarding relevance, symmetry, clarity, simplicity and other things,
iv) External scrutiny,
v) Re-examination and revision,
vi) Pre-test or pilot study,
vii) Revision,
viii) Second pre-test and
ix) Formulation of the final draft.
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Questionnaire construction is not only employed in the area of mail questionnaires, it is also
employed by researchers using interviews. Here the communication between the researcher
and the respondents is closer and more intense than it is in mail questionnaire.

2.6 Summary
In this unit we have attempt to learn what is scheduled and its various varieties. Scheduled
can be Observation schedule/guide, Document schedules, and Institutional survey or
evaluation schedules, Interview schedule. We have also learned about the questionnaire, its
advantages and limitations. The main advantage of Questionnaire is less expensive and
researcher produce quick results whereas the limitation of questionnaire is researcher do not
offer opportunities for motivating the respondent to participate in the survey or to answer the
questions

2.7 Glossary
Interview Schedule:

a list containing a set of structured questions that have
been prepared, to serve as a guide for interviewers,
researchers and investigators in collecting information
or data about a specific topic or issue.

Questionnaire:

a set of printed or written questions with a choice of
answers, formulated for the purposes of a survey or
statistical study.

Survey:

collect data from subjects who respond to a series of
questions about behaviors and opinions, often in the
form of a questionnaire or interview schedule.

2.8 Exercise
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is the relevance of questionnaire in the research?
Discuss the difference between schedule and questionnaire.
What are the process to develop the questionnaire?
What are the limitation of questionnaire?
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3.1 Introduction
An interview is a conversation of questioning and answering. In common parlance, the word
"interview" refers to a one-on-one conversation between an interviewer and an interviewee.
The interviewer asks questions to which the interviewee responds, usually so information
may be transferred from interviewee to interviewer (and any other audience of the interview).
Sometimes, information can be transferred in both directions. It is a communication, unlike a
speech, which produces a one-way flow of information.

3.2 Learning Objectives
After going through this unit, you will be able to:





Know about the interview method and its used in research;
Learn how to use interview according to the need of the study undertaken; and
Know about the common steps of interview.
Learn about the advantages and limitations of Interview
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3.3 Interview
Interviewing is a form of questioning characterized by the fact that it employs verbal
questioning as its principal technique of data collection. Interviews are a common occurrence
in everyday life, but as a tool of social research, or better as a method of data collection,
interviewing is different. This is so with regard to its preparation, construction and execution,
first because it is prepared and executed in a systematic way, second because it is controlled
by the researcher to avoid bias and distortion and third due to the fact that it is related to a
specific research question and a specific purpose.
Interviews are employed as methods of data collection in most research designs, regardless of
the underlying methodology. Qualitative studies employ unstructured forms of interviewing,
such as intensive interviewing and focused interviewing, while quantitative studies employ
predominantly structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are employed in both
qualitative and quantitative studies.

3.4 Types of Interview
There are many types of interviews, each of which differs from the others in structure,
purpose, role of the interviewer, number of respondents involved in each interview, and form
and frequency of administration.
3.4.1 Structured Interviews
They are based on a strict procedure and a highly structured interview guide, in which case it
is no different from a questionnaire. The instrument allows no freedom to make adjustments
to any of its elements, such as content, wording or order of the questions.
Such interview is based on a schedule, and strict adherence to the questions and the
instructions is paramount. The interviewer is expected to act in a neutral manner, keeping the
same tone of voice, offering the same impression to the respondents, using the same style,
appearance, prompts, probes etc., and showing no initiative, spontaneity or personal interest
in the research topic. The purpose of this is to reduce interviewer bias to a minimum and
achieve the highest degree of uniformity in procedure.
3.4.2 Unstructured Interviews
They have no strict procedures to follow as described above. There are no restrictions in the
wording of the questions, the order of questions or the interview schedule. The interviewer
acts freely in this context, on the basis of certain research points, formulating questions as
and when required and employing neutral probing. The structure of these interviews is
flexible and the restrictions minimal, being presented in most cases in the form of guides
rather than rules.
3.4.3 Semi-structured Interviews
They lay somewhere between structured and unstructured interviews. They contain elements
of both, and while some are closer to structured interviews, others are closer to unstructured
interviews. The degree to which interviews are structured depends on the research topic and
purpose, resources, methodological standards and preferences and the type of information
sought, which can be either quantitative or qualitative techniques.
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The researchers i.e. the interviewers hold a central place in the research process. They have to
follow the following tasks:








Selecting and/or approaching the respondents
Arranging the time, date, duration and conditions of interview.
Performing the interview by following the instructions.
Controlling the interview situation towards reducing or eliminating resistance,
suspicion, prejudice and negative forces.
Avoiding bias and working towards an objective.
Recording the answers accurately.
Establishing and monitoring positive relations.

Selection of the Interviewer
Due to the significance of the interviewer in the research, investigators employ very
systematic process when selecting the interviewer. The criteria usually considered as
significant are:











Honesty, trustworthiness and self-control.
Intelligence, maturity and friendliness.
Sociability and social acceptability.
Carefulness, consciousness and ability to concentrate.
Accuracy and dependability.
Objectivity and lack of prejudice.
Adaptability, independence and initiative.
Verbal ability and ability to listen.to others carefully.
Interest in and familiarity with the research topic.
Ability to work with others in a team of experts.

After selection, interviewers usually undergo training which depend on interviewers’ skills,
experience and nature of the topic. The training generally includes the following features:






Developing and practicing interviewing skills, mainly through observation,
practice and criticism.
Learning how to present oneself to the respondents, appropriate manners about the
lifestyle of the subjects and about presentation and appearance.
Learning essential techniques of persuasion necessary to convince uncooperative
respondents for participation.
Acquiring knowledge and skills related to obtaining relevant information and
recording it accurately. .
Establishing standards of value neutrality, ethics, anonymity and confidentiality.

3.5 Steps of Doing Interview
The following common steps can be identified in all forms of interviewing:
3.5.1 Seeking the Respondents
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When meeting the prospective respondents the interviewer must introduce himself/herself,
explain the intention of the visit and purpose of the research, disclose the sponsor, ensure
anonymity and confidentiality, explain details of research and arrange a place, date and time
for the interview.
3.5.2 Asking and Recording the Questions
The interview guidelines should be observed accurately. Asking questions depends of course
on the type of interviewing. Recording should take place as given in the instructions. Some
respondents may interpret taking notes as a breach of promise, or get confused. In other
cases, taking notes is perceived positively, since some people think that the interviewer who
records notes takes their views very seriously. Some ways to overcome such difficulties
include writing down key words only, and completing the notes at the end of the interview.
The most successful way is the use of tape recorders with the permission of the subjects.
3.5.3 Field Supervision and Checks
Data collection is the most significant part of the research, and its administration should not
be left entirely up to the interviewer. Supervision and checks are important in helping to
avoid incomplete answers and interviews, refusals to answer certain questions or even to take
part in the interview, too much or too little probing and inadequate recording of the data.
Checks for bias, honesty, politeness, objectivity, ethics and interviewer-respondent
relationships should also be made.
3.5.4 Completion of the Interview
The friendly relationship between the interviewer and the respondent should end with some
care, smoothly and in a friendly atmosphere after the questions have been answered and after
completion checks have been made.
Advantages of Interview
Interviewing is the most commonly used instrument for data collection in social research. We
can note the advantages below:















Flexibility— adjusted to meet many diverse situations.
High response rate— attracts a relatively high response rate.
Easy administration— no need to read and handle complex documents.
Opportunity to observe non-verbal behaviour.
Less patience and motivation to complete are needed than are required.
Control over the environment— control the conditions under which the questions are
answered.
Capacity for correcting misunderstandings by respondents.
Control over the order of the questions.
Opportunity to record spontaneous answers.
Control over the identity of the respondent.
Completeness of the interview guaranteed.
Control over the time, date and place of the interview.
More complex questions can be used to elicit information.
Greater permissible length is more possible in interviewing than other methods.
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Limitations of Interview
Despite its advantages, we see that interviewing is limited by a number of factors. They may
be:






Interviews are costlier and time consuming than other methods.
Interviews are affected by the factor ‘interviewer’ and the possible bias associated
with it.
Interviewing is more inconvenient than other methods.
It offers less anonymity than other methods.
It is less effective than other methods when sensitive issues are discussed.

Apart from these limitations, interviewing is affected by factors common to other techniques
of data collection, for example deliberate misrepresentation of facts, genuine mistakes,
unwillingness or inability to other information and similar problems. In such cases, however,
it is easier to detect problems when interviewing than when using other methods.
They are capable of providing past and present information in detailed form. They have good
memory and gives information even analytically. The method of sampling does not arise in
selection of key informants. They can be selected purposively based on the nature of data to
be collected.

3.6 Interview Guide
Interview schedule and interview guide are almost similar and they act as the guide points in
interview. It guides the researcher in conducting interview and avoids deviations from the
data to be collected. Sometimes the individual tries to relate more about the unimportant
events, guide him in the right way without disturbing or annoying him. Find out his present
priorities or concerns of the individual or family before giving any information or advice.
Carefully observe, note the reaction expressed through talk, gestures and facial expressions.
Give credit or support for their possible actions. Be alert to ‘‘teachable moments’’ and use
them appropriately. For example, a mother whose child has diarrhoea will be keener to learn
about ORS than one whose child is well. Avoid asking any intimate questions like MTP or
family planning in presence of other members of the family. Recording should be minimum
during the interview because this may disrupt the flow of the concentration and the individual
may become conscious that his statements being recorded. Note only the important points.
Close the interview in a natural manner. Summarize the important points discussed and plan
with individual or family for next visit. Use referral, if needed. This general interview guide
also helps in conducting the interview to get information from all the respondents, on all the
items that have to be covered. The interview guide thus provides the needed focus to the
conversational approach and at the same time gives enough freedom to the interviewer and
the respondent.

3.7 Summary
In this Unit we have studied the interviewing as a tool for data collection. This method can be
useful when it is combined with questionnaire, observation, case study method and especially
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in user studies will definitely add qualitative analysis to the interpretation of results.
Interviewing is one of the methods of getting data under primary sources. Each method of
data collection has its own merits and demerits. The success of interviewing method is
dependent upon the target population, trained/skilled and knowledgeable interviewer. Like
other methods this method also cannot generate 100% accurate results. This Unit elaborates
in details different types of interviews, the process of interviewing, the guidelines to be
followed and finally the chief merits and limitations of this method. The construction of
research instrument is the key aspect in conducting the research. This tool will generate the
primary and quality information for analysis. This instrument may be designed keeping in
view the target population, the objectives, Interview Method and scope of the research.
Interview is an expensive as well as time consuming tool but at the same time it can be used
as an excellent mode of communication between interviewer and interviewee. Personal,
complex, confidential types of information can easily be gathered from the respondents.
Interview is a data-gathering device, which elicits answers or information from a respondent
to the already printed questions or spontaneous questions from the interviewer. Interview
may be structured, unstructured, and telephonic or computer assisted, consisting of open or
close-ended questions. Any type of interview is basically to get information from respondents
on information on themselves, their experiences, their views, expressions, attitudes, etc. The
purpose(s) for which interview method is used differs considerably. Use of interview method
in survey research signifies its utility and flexibility. The presence of researcher and
respondent and interaction between them has a great influence on both the quality and
quantity of response(s) generated from respondent.

3.8 Glossary
Interview guide:

helps in conducting the interview to get information from all
the respondents, on all the items that have to be covered.

Interview method:

Interview is a method of getting information about people
through purposeful conversation.

Structured interview:

During structured interview the interviewer asks the pre-drafted
questions. The interviewer is strictly instructed to ask the pre
decided questions in verbatim and also to record them

Unstructured interview:

During the interview when the interviewer exercises autonomy
in asking questions whatever comes to his/her mind on a
particular research problem under investigation, is called
unstructured interview

3.9 Exercise
1. What is interview? Discuss the various type of interview methods.
2. What are the steps of conduct interview?
3. What are advantage of conduct interview in research?
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4.1 Introduction
Data collection is an important aspect of any type of research study. Data collection
techniques allow us to systematically collect information about the subject of our study
(people, objects, phenomena), and about the environment. Qualitative methods are ways of
collecting data which are concerned with describing meaning, rather than with drawing
statistical inferences. They provide in-depth and rich descriptions. In this unit, a detailed
description and comparison of the most commonly used qualitative methods employed in
social science research is given. These include focus group discussions, case study method,
oral histories, life histories, PRA and RRA techniques.

4.2 Learning Objectives
After completing this unit, you will be able to:


Discuss the process and uses of focus group discussions;
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Describe the meaning and types of case study method;
State the uses and limitations of various qualitative methods like life histories, oral
histories, and PRA and RRA techniques.

4.3 Rapid Appraisal Techniques-Focused Group Discussions (FGDs)
This method was introduced by Kurt Lewin in 1936 in the USA, in the context of small group
experiments, and later in other areas of research, including market research and opinion
research in the USA and other countries. The respondents are brought together in an
‘artificial’ environment created for the purpose, and are examined according to some
methodological criteria. Focus groups can be subjected to ‘treatment’ in a controlled way,
converting them to a kind of quasi-experimental method. Consequently, knowledge of
experiments, their nature, strengths and weaknesses can help us to use focus groups more
constructively.
Focus groups are employed extensively among many social researchers, with the range of
social scientists using focus groups steadily increasing. They are used as a preliminary study
leading to quantitative research, as a self-contained and principal method of research, as a
supplementary source, or as a part of a multi-method study. In any case, focus groups involve
persons specially selected owing to their particular interest, expertise or position in the
community in an attempt to collect information on a number of issues, as well as to
brainstorm a variety of solutions, and ultimately facilitate group discussion as a tool of data
collection and possibly policy construction.
Focus groups are used as a form of (quantitative and qualitative) data collection that employs
discussion in a non-standardised form and observation as its sources. It is primarily a way of
gaining information in a short period of time about the breadth or variation of opinions, and
of establishing a mechanism of opinion formation.
The basic assumption that underlies this method is that a group environment will, through
mutual stimulation, encourage discussion related to topical issues, increase the motivation to
address social issues; enable the discussion leader to lead the discussion towards focal points
and topical issues through encouragement or discouragement or manipulation of the
environment; and allow significant points of view to be presented in a real, emotional and
summated form as spontaneous expressions (in other words, reducing the. opportunity for a
controlled presentation of personal views).
This is expected to occur when (1) addressing, describing or explaining an issue introduced
by the leader or a member of the group; (2) comparing different points of view, evaluating
views and discussion outcomes, and judging relevant arguments; or (3) making discussion or
drawing conclusions presenting alternative points of view, trying to achieve or suggesting a
possible consensus.
The FGDs can serve several purposes and the following are thought by many researchers to
be the most significant:
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As a pre-research method it can help to prepare the main study by providing sufficient
information about the study object, about operationalization by defining indicators
and about preventing possible errors.
As a post research method it can explain trends and variances, reasons and causes,
through the views of the respondents.
As a main study it offers information about group processes, spontaneous feelings,
reasons and explanations of attitudes and behaviour as adequately as any other
method.
In one form it can bring about changes in the group and its members as a result of the
direction and intensity of the discussion.
In another form, group discussion allows access to valuable information about group
processes, attitude changes and manipulation, attitudes and opinions of group
members, the group or the public, the effectiveness of certain methods and so on.

There are four major steps in it: being strange, orientation, adjustment, intimacy, conformity
and fading out of the discussion.
4.3.1 Choice of respondents
Choice of respondents is accomplished through a random procedure, systematic or cluster
sampling, or other ways that can be justified by the object of the study, nature of the
respondents or the underlying methodology. Question of interest here may be related to the
structure of the group, that is, whether it should consist of similar or different people, age and
gender of the respondents and so on.
The size of the group must be large enough to provide a basis for a reasonable discussion but
not too large to become uncontrollable. The group size should be between 5 and 12 but no
larger than 20. A size around 10 seems to be ideal. The group composition depends on
methodological factors. The members of the group must be talkative, knowledgeable of and
interested in the research topic.
4.3.2 Introduction of Goal-directed Discussion
After a group is selected for investigation, a goal-directed discussion is introduced by the
group leader. This is accomplished through the introduction of a ‘discussion generating
question’ supplied by the researcher. The group leader will intervene as required, directing
the discussion to the research goals and keeping its course interesting and balanced. The way
in which discussion will be introduced, organized and controlled is summarized in an
interview guide who is given to group leaders.
Discussions are led on the basis of instructions. In physical terms, the environment in which
the discussion will take place should be conducive to encouraging debate. Rooms must be
arranged so that all respondents can see each other and communicate with all participants
freely.
4.3.3 Controlling the Discussion
The discussion will be controlled by the leader as required by the situation. Discussions that
are slow to start will be helped to gain momentum through additional questions, probes and
other appropriate means; non-talkers will be encouraged to participate and those who
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dominate the discussion will be controlled. Motivation, encouragement, stimulation and
control will bring about a balanced environment that is conducive to group discussion.

4.3.4 Recording the Data
The type of information to be collected depends on the research question and purpose of the
study. If the data is collected in a qualitative context, interpretation in a reductive or
explicative form will be most appropriate. In other cases, hermeneutic method might be
chosen.
A leader often referred to as the facilitator occupies a central position in the context of group
discussion. The quality of data collection using FGD depends on the skills of the facilitator.
Consequently, leaders are expected to have the following qualities:






Theoretical and methodological knowledge of the research topic and general
intellectual capacity.
Experience with group work as well as the ability to control the discussion effectively
by encouraging involvement, controlling dominating participants and keeping the
discussion moving in the right direction.
Leadership qualities.
The ability to develop a warm atmosphere among the members of the group.

There are many ways of recording data produced in group discussions. . Electronic recording
is common, but demonstrates several shortcomings, for example it can cause some distortions
(members might feel intimidated or not wish to talk when their statements are recorded), and
especially when used at the beginning of the discussion, since it might distract the
respondents and lead to selective participation in the discussion. Electronically recorded data
also require additional time for analysis and evaluation and this is a very time consuming
exercise.
Writing down the discussion manually is the good old way of recording such data, but this is
still not without problems. Perhaps having two leaders, with both of them taking notes in turn
or one recording the data and the other leading the discussion, may be the ideal solution.
Another issue is the content of the recording.
Group environments do encourage people to express views and to evaluate situations,
especially when ‘encouraged’ or ‘manipulated’ by the leaders. Nevertheless, this advantage
may cause several problems, such as those listed below:







Group conditions might force people to hide their real opinions, especially as their
views can have effects on their personal life or professional career.
There are problems with recording the data.
Domination of the discussion by some persons might affect the direction and outcome
of the discussion.
Some members may not participate in the discussion.
A trend of the group to please the leader might occur, for many reasons.
Success of the method relies very much on the qualities of the leader and the
composition of the group.
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There may be difficulties with keeping the discussion on track.
The findings may not be representative.

It is used as a form of exploration rather than as an independent and autonomous study.

4.4 The Case Study Method and Its Types
Case study method involves systematically gathering enough information about a particular
person, social setting, event, or group to permit the researcher to effectively understand how
it operates or functions. Case study is not actually a data gathering technique, but a
methodological approach that incorporates a number of data gathering measures. The
approach of case studies ranges significantly from general field studies to the interview of a
single individual or group. Case· studies may focus on an individual, a group, or an entire
community and may utilise a number of data technologies such as life histories, documents,
oral histories, in-depth interviews, and participant observation.
Case studies can be rather pointed in their focus, or can approach a. broad view of life and
society. For example, an investigator may confine his examination to a single aspect of an
individual's life such as studying a medical student's actions and behaviours in medical
school.
One must determine the area of social life to be studied according to the nature of the
problem. When examining an individual case study, a similar type of assessment must be
undertaken. A single lengthy interview may be sufficient or several interviews may be
required to be supplemented with field notes during observation, copies of journal or diary
entries from the subject, or other forms of documentation. Several reasons may make it
necessary for a broader and more sweeping investigation on all aspects of an individual's
social life as they are interconnected and one cannot be adequately understood without a
consideration of the others.
4.4.1 Types of Case Study Method
According to Yin (1994) and Winston (1990) there are three types of case studies.
1. Exploratory: In exploratory case studies, fieldwork (and data collection) may be
undertaken before defining a research question. This type of study may be -seen as a prelude
to a large social scientific study.
2. Explanatory: This type of study seeks to explain certain phenomena and is useful when
conducting studies particularly in the complex studies of organisations or communities.
3. Descriptive: This type of study requires the investigator to present a descriptive theory,
which establishes the overall framework for the investigator to follow throughout the study.
Before beginning research the investigator must determine exactly what the unit of analysis
in the study will be.
What distinguishes case studies from more general ethnographic reportage is the detail and
particularity of the account. Each case study is a description of specific configuration events
in which a particular set of actors have been involved in some defined situation at a particular
point of time. In setting out a case study the analyst must decide in advance at what point to
enter the on-going flow of events and at what point to withdraw from it. It should emphasise
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on the theoretical connection between the events rather than on the events themselves. Any
technique can be used for the collection of data and it is preferable to operate with "social
fields" (Gluckman 1961) since data beyond what is strictly germane to this purpose are
redundant.

While on his notion of social fields, let us also mention Gluckman's (1961) concept of
extended-case method, which van Velsen (1964: xxv) calls "situational analysis". The
extended-case method refers to the researcher's collection of detailed material of a particular
sort. It also entails the specific use to which such field material is put while the ethnographer
analyses the same. Mostly, sociologists and anthropologists have used extended-case method
or situational analysis to discuss conflict as a normal aspect of social change. See Box 4.1 for
Velsen’s (1967: 148-149) views on the use of the extended-case method/ situational analysis.
Box 4.1
J.van Velsen on The Extended-case Method and Situational Analysis I have outlined
methods of analysis and fieldwork from the comparison of haphazardly collected customs,
through the more modest but sociologically more fruitful structural method with its
emphasis on social morphology, to a method that aims at analysing the interrelation of
structural ('universal') regularities, on the one hand, and the actual ('unique') behavior of
individuals, on the other.

Although I am of the opinion that the fieldworker's theoretical approach is of primary
importance with regard to the type of material he seeks, and although I think that fieldwork
methods can be prescribed only in general terms, I have made some suggestions regarding the
collection of the type of material that is most likely to satisfy the demands of some of the
present theories. These demands are of a synchronic analysis of general structural principles
that is closely interwoven with a diachronic analysis of the operation of these principles by
specific actors in specified situations.
Case study method is not a new style of data gathering and analytic technique. The fields of
medicine and psychology, for example, by their very nature require physicians and
psychologists to examine patients case by case. Case studies are commonly used in business
and law curricula to help Students Bridge the gap between foundational studies and practice.
The use of diaries and biographies, a popular method used by some feminist and other social
scientists, approximate the case study method. The Professional Thief by Edward Sutherland
(1937), The Jack Roller by Clifford R. Shaw (1930) and Being Different: The Autobiography
of Jane Fry by Bogdan (1974) is some examples of classic case studies.
Reflection and Action 4.1
While explaining the application of case method in the field of law, Epstein (1967:229)
'treated law as a complex social phenomenon concerned with a series of problems with
which all human groups would appear to be confronted, and for which solutions must be
devised' and showed 'how the case method, employed both as a field technique and as a
tool of analysis, and applied in different ways, may serve to illuminate these problems. The
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discussion has concentrated on law as a body of rules, as a set of procedures of inquiry and
adjudication, and as an instrument of social control.' Epstein makes a further point about
law that it 'may also be regarded as embodying a system of values; moreover, as a social
institution it is itself subject to evaluation. We are concerned here with the basic
assumptions or. Postulates that underlie the social life of a community, and the ways in
which the task and purpose of law may be perceived.' In the light of what Epstein has said
above, provide a case in the field of law, culled from any source of sociological inquiry (or
any case described in a newspaper report) and explain how that particular case exhibits the
features of case method as explained by Epstein.

4.5 Life Histories
The life history approach to social research and theory subsumes several methodological
techniques and types of data. These include case studies, interviews .and use of documents,
including letters, diaries; archival records, oral histories and various kinds of narratives. It
was used extensively in the 1920s and 1930s and was identified with the Chicago School. But
later, an increased use of quantitative techniques coupled with survey data collection led to a
relative decrease in the life history approach. In the 1970s however, there began a resurgence
of ·interest in life history research not only in the USA but also in Europe. The main
assumptions of this approach are that the actions of the individual and groups are
simultaneously emergent and structured and that the individual and group perspectives must
be used for analysis. Thus, any materials that served those perspectives can and should be
regarded as essential to the empirical study of social life.
The first such study was Thomas and Znaniecki's The Polish Peasant in Europe and America.
In this five-volume 2200-page book they presented almost 800 pages of life history data in
support of their conclusions and generalisations. Those data included newspaper articles,
letters to family members, records from courts and social work agencies, and a 300- page
biography of one person as a representative case. This approach was used in research on race
relations, delinquency, mass media, migration, occupation and other issues centred primarily
in the veers of ethnic and urban studies. Current uses of life history research display
considerable variation as well as more precise conceptual distinctions. Terms such as "life
story", "bibliography", ''discourse", "history", "oral history", "personal experience narratives",
"collective narratives", and "sagas" are now distinguished from one another and frameworks
for linking types of verbal accounts to types of generalisations have been developed.
It is now common to regard life histories as a legitimate form of data. Through the
propositions contained in narrative theory, some researchers have developed what is called
the narrative interview. This approach focuses on establishing event sequences across the life
course on the basis of interview data. Bertam (1981) has long been an advocate of the lifehistory approach. The collaborative research on social movements (1990) used life-history
data from the members of student’s movements in the USA, England, Ireland, Italy, West
Germany, and France. He shows the application of this method in large-scale comparative
research projects.
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Dolby-Stahl (1989), a folklorist®, has developed a variation of the life history approach she
calls "literary folklorist" which focuses on personal narrative data. She uses the reader
response theory to develop an interpretive method for studying the interdependence of
personal narratives (stories) and collective narratives (ethnic group folklore). The assumption
of this approach is that personal and collective narratives are inherently connected and thus a
personal story has a collective dimension. "Interpretive Biography" is designed to study the
turning points or problematic situations people find themselves in during transition periods.

The bask question he asks concerns how people live and give meaning to their lives and
capture those meanings in written narrative and oral forms.
In the Indian context, Dalit sociology is making use of the life histories of selected
Untouchables. The scheduled castes have constructed through writings of untouchables - be it
poem, short story, biography or autobiography - lives that have the essential element of social
and economic liberation. The life history of Muli, a Dalit, written by Freeman (1978)
provides an insight into the nature of caste oppression in Indian society. According to the
author many incident in his life show striking similarities with events in other cultures and his
case stands as an indictment of stratified systems like caste and others.

4.6 Oral Histories
Most contemporary social scientists make use of written and oral sources for documentation
and substantiation in social research. Diaries, letters, written documents, personal papers,
autobiographies and biographies, archival material and today even films, advertisements,
news, fiction, creative art forms like dance, music and paintings etc., are used as texts. The
latter forms of texts are constructed by fieldworkers based on often first-hand information
collected in field research by interviews, asking people to write down about themselves or
collecting life histories. Anthropologists have long adopted this method of elicitation
especially in societies where no written records existed.
Oral histories are less focused on whole life and more focused on a topic or a part of a life.
Besides contributing significantly to historical data previously collected, this method can be
used to give voice to minority groups, to pay attention to the minds of great individuals or to
permit inclusion of usually silenced groups in a population like Dalits, women, tribals, the
disabled etc. And it has even been used as a form of therapy (O'Reilly, 2005).
Historians today are making use of oral histories to supplement historical understandings.
Feminists especially insisted on using oral histories of women to recast histories. Subaltern
school historians have used this method in reconstructing histories of peasant movements and
protests.

4.7 PRA and RRA Techniques
Organisations, which adhare to participatory paradigm (very often NGOs), have developed a
number of techniques for effective interaction with communities. Two of them are Rapid
Rural Appraisal (RRA) and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA). PRA and RRA were
developed in response to disappointments and criticism of the assumptions upon which
earlier developmental work was based.
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RRA and PRA are two closely related families of approaches. They· emphasise a
reorientation in the relationship between the outsider and subjects of developmental activities
and research. Thus, a reciprocal learning process in the relationship has replaced the one-way
"transfer of know how" idea.

The term PRA describes a growing family of approaches and methods to enable local people
to share, enhance and analyse their knowledge of life and conditions, to plan and to act. PRA
flows from and owes much to the activist. Participatory research, agro-ecosystem analysis,
applied anthropology, field research on farming systems and rapid rural appraisal in RRA
information is more elicited and extracted by outsiders; in PRA it is more shared and owned
by local people. The one most important principle is "use your own best judgment at all
times" which implies improvisation.
The distinction between RRA and PRA has been described by Robert Chambers (1992). RRA
leads to learning by outsiders in a cost effective way. PRA, on the other hand, enables rural
people to unravel and analyse their own situation in ways they do not normally do, and in
optimal cases to plan and act on their own premises.
Both RRA and PRA have been referred to as data economising\ or data optimising
approaches. The experience gained with RRA during the first years of application in 1980s
showed that it was susceptible to the criticism that it had levelled at "quick and dirty"
development work and "development tourism".
Participatory assessment and activities are methods for creating a dialogue and for collecting
information. They are characterised by ingenuity and flexibility, and the methods to be
applied depend on the specific context. PRA techniques have proved to be of much use in
diagnosing specific problems and highlighting possible solutions. Here is a catalogue of
selected PRA methods, techniques and tools.
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)
v)
vi)
vii)
viii)
ix)
x)
xi)
xii)
xiii)

Review of secondary resources
Direct observation
Key indicators
Semi-structured interview
Ranking and scoring
Construction and analysis of maps, models and diagrams
Diagramming
Case studies and stories
Drama, games and role-plays
Possible future and scenario workshops
Triangulation
Continuous analysis and reporting
Participatory planning, budgeting, monitoring, evaluation and self- surveys

A PRA technique essentially complements more formal methods. More often than not these
techniques are preliminary exercises. They generally serve the purpose of dialogue with the
people, information generation, analysis in some cases and mobilisation of people around
certain issues like land rights, water, public distribution system, etc. Since the NGOs involve
multidisciplinary teams, the PRA exercises take a multidisciplinary perspective.
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The practitioners themselves have recognised three major dangers; weaknesses and
challenges of using PRA.




Rate of spread
Practitioner aptitude, and
Backsliding.

The speed of spread must not exceed the capacity for individual institutions to conduct social
and organisational experiments to discover what is most appropriate for them. The
practitioner's personal attitudes are difficult to control.
The problem of not reaching all interest groups persists, especially among women, the
landless, ethnic minorities, the poorest, etc. Higher-level planning targets disrupt bottom-up
demands and desires.
PRA does not produce the final answers. It is a process that contributes to a better
understanding of the situation.
Reflection and Action 4.2
Read carefully the following excerpt from Schonhuth(2002:152153) and discuss the merits
and demerits of PRA/ RRA approach to field research. Explore the possibility of carrying
out a one-day experience of applying the method to gain a quick understanding of access to
school education by girl children of your neighbourhood. If not on this topic, you may
select some other topic to carry out a one-day PRA exercise in order to get a feel of this
method. The Excerpt
Here is the excerpt from Michael Schonhuth's article on Negotiating with Knowledge at
Development Interfaces: Anthropology and the Quest for Participation. From my
experience, if used in a culturally suitable way, visualising tools can be extraordinarily
useful for the outsider as a means of gaining a quick picture of the local situation and
people. Far from being objective, these pictures provide an excellent basis and act as a
catalyst for elucidating discussions on local features, local knowledge and local views
of reality within homogeneous groups, and
between different groups.
On a methodological level, anthropology could profit from making more use of
visual cues to focus group discussions and to elicit cultural maps of reality. Research
results, which are normally analysed at home by the anthropologist after fieldwork, could
be discussed and corrected in the field with the local people.

4.8 Summary
In this unit, we have discussed various qualitative research methods. In these methods, people
provide answers through the process of reconstruction of the narrations. The tools used in
data collection are – oral and life histories, narratives, case study method and focus group
discussion etc. Qualitative researchers use various non-random sampling techniques, these
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include – convenience sampling, quota sampling purposive sampling, and snowball sampling.
The personal bias is the important criticism levelled against this method. Reflexivity,
flexibility and iterative are the key advantages of this method and hence, participatory
research by using mixed methods approach is increasingly being used to address complex
issues in social science research.

4.9 Glossary
Case Study:

the case study method is a very popular form of qualitative
analysis and involves a careful and complete observation of a
social unit, be that unit a person, a family, an institution, a
cultural group or even the entire community. It is a method of
study in depth rather than breadth.

Focus Group Discussion:

It is a technique for an eliciting descriptive information/data
from specific population subgroups (a group of 8 to 12
persons).

Reflexivity:

Reflexivity refers to a situation where an individual becomes a
self by being able to take the attitude of others and thereby
reflect on his or her own behaviour.

4.10 Exercise
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is focus group discussion?
Discuss the process of focus group discussion.
What is case study method? Discuss the various type of case study methods.
What is oral history? Discuss its relevance in research.
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PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION AND WAYS
OF INTERVIEWING
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5.3.4 Direct and Indirect Observation
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5.1 Introduction
The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines observation as, ‘accurate watching and noting of
phenomena as they occur in nature with regard to cause and effect or mutual relations’. Thus
observation is not only a systematic watching but it also involves listening and reading,
coupled with consideration of the seen phenomena. It involves three processes. They are:
sensation, attention or concentration and perception.
Under this method, the researcher collects information directly through observation rather
than through the reports of others. It is a process of recording relevant information without
asking anyone specific questions and in some cases, even without the knowledge of the
respondents. This method of collection is highly effective in behavioural surveys. This Unit
discusses the fieldwork practices through participant observation and the ways of
interviewing.

5.2 Learning Objectives
After reading this unit, you will be able to:



Describe the meaning and concept of observation method;
Explain different kinds of observation method;
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Discuss advantages and limitations of participant observation method

5.3 Observation
Observation is one of the earliest methods of data collection. It is largely employed by social
anthropologists, with sociologists and other social scientists opting in larger numbers for
survey and other techniques. Nevertheless, over a period of time observation has gradually
gained importance outside anthropology and empirically in the social sciences. Today,
observation is considered to be one of the fundamental critical techniques of social research,
Literally, observation means a method of data collection that employs vision as its main
means of data collection. It is used as the only technique of data collection, or jointly with
other techniques, like in intensive interviewing, and case studies. Observation is one of the
major components of Participatory Research Appraisal (PRA). Observation is an indirect
method of data collection since in most cases data is collected without the full knowledge of
the respondents.
Observation is open to all observable social phenomena. However, there are some limitations.
In the first place there are issues that do not lend themselves to an observational analysis, for
example personal, sensitive issues or causes and consequences of social phenomena. Also,
past or future events cannot be observed. Further, observation is limited by the fact that it is
possible with observable phenomena.
There are several types of observation, some more popular than others. Although basically
similar, they do differ from each other in the degree of the observer's participation in the
environment, or the setting in which it occurs and in the manner in which it is organized.
Participant observation as a technique of anthropological research is associated with
Bronislow Malinowski (1922) which has been incorporated into modern socialcultural
anthropological fieldwork as a-fundamental element. He not only spent a longer period
among the Trobriand Islanders of Melanesia, from 1914 to 1918 but he was also the first
anthropologist to conduct fieldwork through native language. Being a participant observer
and having knowledge in native language, he was successful in collecting vast information on
social, religious, economic and political life of the Trobriand Islanders.
5.3.1 Naive and Scientific Observation
Naive observation refers to everyday, unstructured observation which people use when they
interact with others in social phenomena. Observation becomes scientific when it is
systematically planned and executed, when it is related to a certain goal and when it is
subjected to tests and controls.
5.3.2 Participant and Non-Participant Observation
In general, the degree of the observer’s involvement in observation varies from no
participation at all to full participation. In the first case observers study the people from
outside the group without becoming a part of the environment of the observed. In the second
case, they actually become members of the group they are supposed to study. The first type of
observation is known as non- participant observation; the other is participant observation.
Malinowski’s classic fieldwork in the Trobriand Islands is of immense significance in the
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establishment of anthropological fieldwork methods and particularly of the methodology of
participant observation.
In participant observation, the observer observes from inside the group. For instance, Verrier
Elwin used participant observation in studying the life of the tribal youth among the Muria of
Basthar (1947). S. C. Roy who is regarded as ‘The Father of Indian Ethnography’, conducted
fieldwork in tribal villages of Chota Nagpur and Orissa, and published ethnographic accounts
on Munda (1912), Oraon (1915), Birhor (1925), Kharia (1937) and Bhutyas (1935). There are
several such sptudies in anthropological literature on tribal, rural and urban studies in India
and abroad. By ‘becoming’ a member of these groups, one can study among other things their
structure, process, problems and attitudes from the inside, and as experienced by the members
of the groups.
A method is thought to be qualitative if it shows among other things, at least the following
characteristics:





A commitment to studying everyday life events, which are studied the way they are
experienced and understood by the participants.
A perception of reality as constructed through interaction and communication of the
participants.
Performance of the study in the natural environment of the participants without
changing it in any way.
Perception of reality in an interpretative manner.

Hence, participant observation is set to study social events under all these conditions,
bringing data close to reality, the people living in it and the way they construct and
experience it. More particularly, participant observation observes communication and
interaction in an unstructured and natural manner, where the design is developed and
modified while observation is carried out in a face-to-face relationship, and in an open and
flexible way. Here observation is directed towards a social situation, which only later and
after the study has been initiated is broken down into single elements.
In the case of non-participant observation, the observers are not a part of the environment
they study. Their position is clearly defined and different from that of the people. In ideal
terms, the observers are invisible, unnoticed and outside the group they observe.
Between participant and non-participant observation, there can be another form of
observation. This is called quasi-participant observation. Quasi participant observation is one,
where an observer tries to get involved in local daily life (everything from important
ceremonies and rituals to ordinary things like meal preparation and consumption) and also
carefully observes everything he/she can, about it. Through this the ethnographer or
researcher seeks to gain what is called an “emic” perspective or the “native’s point of view”
without imposing their conceptual frameworks. This emic worldview, which may be quite
different from the “etic” or outsider’s perspective on local life, is a unique and critical part of
anthropology.
5.3.3 Open and Hidden Observation
This distinction refers to the degree to which the identity of the researcher as an observer as
well as the purpose of the study is known to the participants. While in the case of open
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observation the participants are well informed of the nature of the study and the identity of
the researcher but in hidden observation they are not.
5.3.4 Direct and Indirect Observation
Direct observation studies the subject it intends to explain; for example, if the study intends
to explain the patterns of conflict in marital dyads, and observation involves married couples,
this is a direct observation. Indirect observation does not involve the observer directly, either
because the informant refuses to take part in the study or a direct observation is not possible
(e.g. the subject is deceased). Instead, researchers observe the physical traces of the
phenomena under study, which have been let behind and make conclusions about the subject.
The researcher has to carry a field dairy and write the observations while collecting data by
using observation as a research tool. The application of different types of observation
depends on the nature of the event to be observed, the acceptance of people participating in
that event and the skills of the observer.
The structure and process of observation depend on many factors, especially with regard to
the underlying methodology. While in some cases observation is employed as participant
observation, in other cases it might appear as non- participant observation. In case study
research, for instance, both direct observation and participant observation can be employed,
however, in both cases its process is quite clearly explained and outlined in the protocol.
In some cases (where the detailed step by step program of the event to be observed is known
in advance, example: marriage ritual) observation is employed in a structured way, where
everything must be followed to the last detail as prescribed; in other cases like dispute
resolution, it is done only while employing other methods, for example while interviewing
respondents.
The skills of the observer is often more significant in the context of observation than that of
assistants working in the context of other forms of data collection; this is because
observation, particularly participant observation relies very much on the attributes of the
researcher for both amount and quality of information. Skills are more in demand here than in
experiments or surveys. Particularly with regard to observation employed in the context of
case studies, this is more crucial since the observer is often expected to carry out the study
single handed.
The qualities of an observer will vary from case to case particularly with reference to the type
of observation chosen. But intelligence and previous experience with observation, exact
knowledge of the topic and (where appropriate) of the categories, flexibility and adaptability,
ability to get along with others, to follow instructions to the smallest detail, to be unbiased
and free from ideological constraints and to be honest and trustworthy are of paramount
importance.
Pilot studies will certainly show the way. Nevertheless, concentration on the following points
is a must for researchers:




Thorough understanding of the research topic
Knowledge of the peculiarities of the population;
Understanding of possible problem areas of the study;
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Familiarity with the categories (where appropriate) and their effective use;
Introduction to ways of overcoming unexpected problems and conflicts;
Ability to follow instructions accurately and adjust them without causing bias or
distortion of the data;
Adaptability and flexibility;
Ability to observe several subjects and categories at the same time.

The nature of observation makes ethics a real issue since observers have the opportunity to
interfere directly with the personal life of the subjects, and since in many cases observation
takes place without the subjects being aware of it. This becomes even more serious when the
subjects do not know the identity of the observer. However, in some cases ethics is not an
important issue and should not hinder researchers from pursuing their research interests if
they think that the investigation is carried out for a good purpose.
Check Your Progress Exercise 5.1
Notes:
I.
II.

Use the space given below for your answer
II. Check your answer with given at the end of this unit

Q.1 Define observation method. Enumerate its purpose.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………….
Q.2 Discuss the points you would keep in mind while planning an observation.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………….

5.4 Advantages of Participant Observation
We will find that observation as a method of data collection is generally considered to have
the following advantages over other methods.









It provides information when other methods are not effective.
It employs a relatively less complicated and less time consuming procedure of subject
selection.
It can offer data when respondents are unable and/or unwilling to cooperate or to offer
information.
It approaches reality to its natural structure and studies events as they evolve.
It offers first-hand information without relying on the reports of others.
It allows the collection of wide range of information even when the information is
thought to be, at the time of study, irrelevant. This is particularly true of participant
observation.
It is relatively inexpensive.
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5.5 Limitations of Participant Observation
However observation also has some limitations, of which the ones listed below are the most
significant.







It cannot be employed when large groups or extensive events are studied.
It cannot provide information about past, future or unpredictable events.
It is inadequate when studying certain phenomena such as sexual behaviour, family
violence, etc.
It is exposed to the observer’s bias, selective perception and selective memory.
It offers no control measures regarding bias, attitudes and opinions of the observer.
It cannot offer quantitative generalizations on the results.

Despite these limitations, observation one of the most popular methods of data collection,
employed by researchers of both the quantitative and qualitative domains.
Activity
a) Choose an event/occasion/ritual/everyday affair to observe. Write what you
observed in detail and tell us what kind of observation method did you use and
why? Or
b) Is there any form of observation between participant and non-participant
observation? If yes, name it and tell us when it is used.

Check Your Progress Exercise 19.2
Notes:
I.
II.

Use the space given below for your answer
II. Check your answer with given at the end of this unit

Q.3 Define participant observation.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………….

5.6 Summary
Observation method is one of the most important and authentic method used for data
collection. The observer uses his sensory organs and observes the behaviour / attitude of the
people or a group. The observer has to plan carefully and execute the plans to collect accurate
information. The observation could be supported with interaction. This method gives an
opportunity to know the insights of the group and naturally, the observer will be able to get
the factual data compared to other methods of data collection. Further, unlike other methods,
the observer will be able to also observe the individual in a specific situation and integrate
between what is being said and being done. It means, the facial and verbal expressions can be
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put together to understand the subject. In other methods, the data is collected from the subject
and it is not known to what extent it is being practised.
The observer needs to have necessary skills, and knowledge of the tools, techniques applied
in the observation. Even the investigator needs to have the knowledge of the subject, and
should have an initiation to join into the group without any difficulty. If necessary, the
training should be given to the observer and while choosing the observer, one has to assess
and evaluate the capabilities. The observer also needs to be told about the period of time and
schedules.
Observation method has several types. The types include: participant and nonparticipant,
structured and unstructured; systematic and non-systematic etc. Even though they appear to
be different types, there is a close relationship between these categories. The type has to be
chosen on the basis of the subject and environment

5.7 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys
Answer to Q.1:

Observation is defined as planned, systematic viewing
of a phenomena or event to record its occurrence in a
scientific and unbiased manner. Its purpose is to collect
valid data for inference to analyse and draw inference
regarding a situation to finally propose a theory.

Answer to Q.2:

While planning an observation, one should keep in
mind the following:






Answer to Q.3:

What should be observed;
How the observation should be recorded;
What type of tools and techniques need to be used;
How to ensure accuracy of observation; and
What type of relationship should be there between
the observers and observed- how the desired
relationship should be established.

In participant observation, the investigator becomes a
part of the group or phenomenon. Then the investigator
become participant or member of the group and also
investigates / observes the situation. He participates in
all the activities and functions of the group and
simultaneously observes the behaviour of the group.
The investigator has to play twin roles such as observer
and participant.

5.8 Exercise
1.
2.
3.
4.

Discuss the meaning and concept of observation methods.
What are the different kinds of observation method? Discuss with example.
Discuss the limitation of participation observation method.
What is direct and indirect observation?
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6.1 Introduction
Ethnography as a method is closely associated with Anthropology. However, it is also used in
other disciplines like Sociology and Political Scientists today and certain genres of fiction
writing are also said to borrow from the techniques of ethnographic writing. It emerged as an
approach that addressed Anthropology’s central interest in knowing about ‘other’ cultures,
and at the same time made one sensitive to the peculiarities of what is considered one’s ‘own’
culture through observation of the ‘other’.

6.2 Learning Objectives
After reading this unit, you will be able to understand:






To know how to apply the method of ethnography,
Know how it has emerged and also transformed over the years,
Debates about what the objective of Anthropology and Sociology ought to be.
This module would acquaint you with these shifts and tell you about the techniques of
doing ethnographic fieldwork and genres of writing ethnography
Examples of various genres of ethnography are also given for reference.

6.3 Field Work
In this unit, we are concerned with the subject of field research and how it is carried out.
Research carried out through fieldwork has a specific connotation in the social sciences. By
fieldwork is meant interacting with people in their natural habitats, observing them and
collecting socially relevant facts about their lives over a lengthy period of time.
This notion of fieldwork should be distinguished from the work of journalists, who also go to
the field (in situ) to collect information and prepare news reports. Fieldwork is also different
from the work that market organisations carry out, sending their investigators to collect data
on the responses of users (and prospective buyers) of particular products or brands. By
comparison to this, fieldwork is an intensive data collection on a given subject over a
prolonged period of time by staying with the members of a community (may be a village,
urban slum, or an association etc.).
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6.3.1 History of Field Research
The classical meaning of fieldwork has been derived from the work of Bronislaw Malinowski
(1922a). He laid the foundation of the method of participant observation for anthropological
fieldwork. Prior to the early 1900s, most ethnographic information was collected by what
Malinowski called the amateurs (missionaries, colonial administrators, and travellers) and
survey work of sorts had been carried out measuring skulls and describing physical traits
(O'Reilly 2005: 7)
Malinowski maintained that an ethnographer needed to carry out fieldwork for not less than
one year in a given community by staying there, learning their language and recording the
behaviour of people. In this context, the notion of fieldwork meant going "out there", or, in
the words of John Beattie (1964), to study the "other culture". Within the Western tradition,
an anthropologist was required to take up the study of another society, the ways of which
were unfamiliar to her or him, observing, describing, and analysing it in the form of a
monograph. This was primarily a response to the fact .that small-scale, tribal cultures were
fast disappearing and their cultures, customs and practices were urgently required to be
recorded. Fieldwork thus emerged as a "scientific method" for collecting primary information
from people.
The importance of fieldwork was also realised in the early twentieth century when
sociologists at Chicago University started working through what was then called the "case
study method". This method also necessitated the collection of extensive case studies from
smaller communities, like urban slums within large cities like Chicago and New York.
Through this method, the sociologists posed a major challenge to the then influential
"scientific statistical method". The Chicago sociologists not only studied face-to-face
interactions in everyday settings, they also produced narratives of the social world, thus
yielding the method of life history and the use of documents, such as diaries and letters. The
mention of British and American traditions of field research does not imply that there are no
other important traditions with their own styles of generating data from the field. For
example, the German tradition of field research includes the collection of museum specimens
along with other information and uses the field material to build regional hypotheses. The
French tradition is much influenced by Durkheimian sociology, while the Dutch tradition
focuses on the academic training of administrators in anthropology, language and literature.
Madge (1963), Easthope (1974) and Wax (1971) have discussed the development of field
methods in sociology.
Malinowski's (1922) emphasis on understanding the "native point of view" through intensive
fieldwork required that the anthropologist collected data on the imponderable of actual life
and of typical behaviour, i.e., every aspect of culture in order to have a full understanding of
how a culture was organised and how it functioned. In addition to Malinowski, Franz Boas
(1920) also popularised fieldwork as an important part of the training of anthropologists.
Boas's influence was tremendous as he insisted on the collection of data from "Primitive
Societies", not only in terms of their social and cultural aspects, but also physical, linguistic,
psychological and geographical dimensions. Therefore, from the early twentieth century,
fieldwork became an essential aspect of social research, and every researcher of the social
world was expected to be initiated into it. The focus on studying a single community through
the use of participant observation came to be characterised as ethnographic work. The term•
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"ethnography" owes its importance to the notion of observation and description of social
behaviour in a single community. In India most anthropologists focused on the village for
intensive study. For instance, Srinivas's (1976) study of Rampura is a good example of field
based research work.
Over time, the definition and character of fieldwork has undergone tremendous change
keeping in line with the changing socio-political context and the theoretical advances in the
field. The idea of field has moved away from studying another culture to studying one's own
culture, from a very small-scale unit to a larger social unit. Though the notion of "going to the
field" is still popular among social scientists, it does not evoke the image of a bounded
community. Today, we find social scientists not only studying villages, castes, tribes, but also
co-operatives, NGOs, cinema, markets, the homeless, children and even literature. Social
scientists today carry out multi-sited field research, producing monographs that are sensitive
to contesting perspectives on reality (Clifford and Marcus 1986).

6.4 What is Ethnography?
What sets Sociology and Social Anthropology apart from the natural sciences is the distinct
subject matter of people, processes and cultures. Ethnography is a research method that was
initially distinctive to Social Anthropology and later came into use in Sociology and which
has emerged to address this specific subject matter. The ethnographic method involves the
practice of “fieldwork” in which the researcher produces an account of a culture or society
through close interaction, observation and engagement in the everyday life of people from a
particular culture. The written account, which emerges from these observations, is also
known as ethnography.
6.4.1 ‘Being There’: The Field and the Fieldworker as Sources of Knowledge
The central tools of ‘knowing’ in the ethnographic approach are two. One is the “field” where
the researcher records observations, learning from a close, engagement with people from a
certain context over days and months. The other is the researcher herself or himself, whose
presence and interaction with those in the field and analyses create knowledge about a
culture.
This ‘being there’ or presence of the ethnographer in a place to be studied is crucial to the
concept of ethnographic fieldwork. The classical model of fieldwork, which was influenced
by British Structural Functionalist Anthropology and to an extent American Cultural
Anthropology of the early twentieth century, valued the researcher’s immersion in the field,
by spending a long period of time and forging a rapport with “natives” in the field.
6.4.2 Ethnography and Its Relation to other Qualitative Research Methods




The Ethnographic Method does not rely on questionnaires or surveys or solely on
interviews. However, notions of fieldwork have been shifting and often,
ethnographers combine observation with techniques like dialogues, interviews etc.
The Ethnographic Method is useful for studying a culture in the present, unlike the
historical method. This can be a limitation for the ethnographer to whom a
background of the past is crucial to make sense of the present. But this is often
countered with the researcher also considering secondary material and in a few
contexts archival data related to the ‘field’.
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6.4.3 Techniques
Certain techniques are associated with the practice of Fieldwork.








The technique of observation is predominantly used as an ethnographic method, in
which the researcher observes and records her or his observations of a culture and
writes an account. This is borrowed from the model of the natural sciences.
The method of participant observation is commonly followed by ethnographers from
the twentieth century onwards, its coinage being traced to Malinowski. In this method
the researcher is not just an onlooker and scientist, but also a fellow person who
participates in the life of the culture s/he is immersed in.
Learning the language of a culture is often thought a central prerequisite for
ethnographic fieldwork.
Establishing rapport with the ‘natives’ of a field is a technique that ethnographers
follow.
The ability to translate a culture with sensitivity and skill to a readership that is alien
to the culture is an important skill and is integral to ethnographic writing.

6.5. Historically looking at Ethnography
Ethnography has been characteristic of Social Anthropology and is also used as a research
method in contemporary Sociology; but it has at different points been associated with other
disciplines and practices.






The ethnographic tradition finds its roots in the natural sciences, particularly in
Biology in which scientists documented the habits and characteristics of flora and
fauna on their expeditions. The zoologist turned anthropologist Alfred CortHaddon
(1890) was one of the first scientists who collected ethnographic material from the
Torres Straits Islands. The concept of “anthropological fieldwork” was most likely
introduced by Haddon from the discourse of naturalists (Stocking 1985: 80).
The collection of empirical data about the ways of life of a people had a long
tradition, particularly among missionaries and administrators of the European colonies
in the nineteenth century. The earliest British anthropologists were in “a working
ethnographic relationship with missionaries” (ibid. 74). In the nineteenth century,
ethnography emerged from the concerns of the colonial administrators and
missionaries of amassing data about the ways of life and the rituals and beliefs of the
natives in the colonies (Malinowski 1922, 1930).
As such for a long time the methods of observation in the ethnographic tradition bore
the imprints of the positivistic sciences and the earliest ethnographers espoused the
value of objective scientific data collection.

6.5.1 Founders of the Ethnographic Tradition: Malinowski’s Work in the Trobriand
Islands
The work of the Polish born functionalist anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, “The
Argonauts of the Western Pacific” published in 1922 is one of the canons of the ethnographic
tradition. It is perhaps the earliest example of a researcher’s immersion in the field to produce
an ethnographic account. Malinowski spent six years from 1914-1920 in the Trobriand
Islands, making three expeditions to his field and writing up his work in the intervals on the
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systems of exchange of the Trobriand Islanders. Although scientists like Alfred Cort Haddon
or Lewis Henry Morgan who worked with Native Americans in the nineteenth century had
studied cultures by observing them, Bronislaw Malinowski also learned the language of the
Trobriand Islanders instead of relying on native interpreters as his forbears had done.
In the Preface to “Argonauts of the Western Pacific”, Frazer writes “In the Trobriand Islands,
to the east of New Guinea, to which he next turned his attention, Dr. Malinowski lived as a
native among the natives for many months together, watching them daily at work and at play,
conversing with them in their own tongue, and deriving all his information from the surest
sources - personal observation and statements made to him directly by the natives in their
own language without the intervention of an interpreter” (Frazer in Malinowski 2005: v).
This became the standard procedure of ethnographic fieldwork.
Malinowski’s monograph is the most influential ethnography till date. He is known as the
founder of the ethnographic approach and the method of participant observation. It set the
parameters for the ethnographic method not only in Britain, but also spurred a debate among
anthropologists in the United States of America, across Europe and indirectly influenced
future generations of Social Anthropologists in India.
6.5.2 The Earliest Ethnographers
Though Malinowski is regarded as the founder of the ethnographic tradition, the method can
also be attributed to the works of other scholars before his time or his contemporaries who
contributed to the techniques of ethnography.
• Lewis Henry Morgan was an American anthropologist who collected kinship terms of the
Iroquois Indians in the nineteenth century, although he was not fluent in the language of the
Iroquois.
• Franz Boas was a German born anthropologist who worked and taught in America from the
late nineteenth century till the first half of the twentieth century. He stressed on the
importance of cultural relativism in fieldwork, asking anthropologists to contextualise the
beliefs and practices of the natives in that particular culture.
• Margaret Mead was a twentieth century American cultural anthropologist. Mead was a
student of Boaz and her most influential work was “Coming of Age in Samoa” published in
1922, which was an ethnographic account of her fieldwork on youth and adolescence in
Samoa. Mead’s work offered an alternate perspective to the American concept of adolescence
by documenting practices in another culture (Mead 1928).

6.6 The Requisites for Ethnographic Fieldwork and Immersion in the Field




A long period of stay in the field is a requisite of ethnographic research. The kind of
ethnography informed by the functionalist thinking conceptualises society as a whole.
Therefore, the culture of a people in all its aspects has to be observed and
documented, according to this position.
Linguistic proficiency is essential for ethnographers. The researcher would have to
learn the language of those inhabiting the field so as to be able to communicate with
them, follow idiomatic expressions, and understand conversations.
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An ethnographer must ideally stay in close contact with the natives, and cut herself or
himself off from her or his own culture during fieldwork.

6.7 Advantages of Ethnographic Fieldwork




The knowledge produced by ethnographic fieldwork of different cultures is different
from that of archival research or of armchair Anthropology. It allows the researcher to
record first hand observations about cultures instead of relying only on textual and
other secondary material.
In the Indian context, the interest in ethnographies of villages in the mid twentieth
century emerged in the context of the nationalist imagination. They provided accounts
of local caste practices, social transformations etc., in the villages as opposed to
earlier works of Indologists who primarily relied on textual sources and on
informants. The shift in perspectives arising from the use of different sources of data
has been identified as the shift from the “book view” to the “field view” (Srinivas
1996: 200). The ‘locally contextualised’ perspective offered by informed, sensitive,
observation of the systems of exchange and customs of the caste system was
strikingly different from the textual understanding of the Varna system.
Check Your Progress Exercise 6.1

Notes:
I. Use the space given below for your answer
II. Check your answer with given at the end of this unit
Q.1 What is the source of ethnographic knowledge?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………
Q.2 Who is one of the most influential ethnographers whose work has defined the
parameters of the ethnographic method in Anthropology?
………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………..……
…………………………………………………………………………………………..…
………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………....

6.8 Ethnographic Concerns of the Twentieth Century
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The archetypal notion of the field and with it the techniques associated with fieldwork began
to be questioned from the 1940s onwards. The association of the anthropological tradition
with colonial administration and the authority of the white male anthropologist writing the
ethnography of the colonised natives attracted reworking of the agenda of Anthropology and
of the ethnographic approach (Uberoi, Deshpande & Sundar 2010; Clifford & Marcus 1986).
6.8.1 ‘Native Ethnographers’ in India
In the Indian context, some of the earliest ethnographies of the twentieth century emerge
from fieldwork in the Indian villages. While this was a break from earlier studies of caste
practices based on texts like the Manusmriti, it also differed from anthropological accounts of
Europeans, in that ‘native’ anthropologists began to interrogate and provide accounts of their
‘own’ cultures. M.N. Srinivas’ ethnography of the village of Rampura in the Mysore District,
which was published in 1976 as “The Remembered Village” is a canonical text in this regard
(Srinivas 1988). This work is both significant as it points to a shift in the objective of
ethnography in the second half of the twentieth century, and because it opens up the debate of
how, even a racially and linguistically “native” ethnographer of all intents and purposes,
remains an outsider to her/his field.
6.8.2 Ethnography and Interpretive Anthropology
In the 1960s, the theoretical debates informed by the works of Parsons, by Weberian theory
and the Frankfurt School Theories as well as a well-defined critique of the colonial agenda of
Anthropology gave rise to new concerns and techniques of doing fieldwork and writing
ethnography (Marcus 1986; Gupta & Ferguson 1997).




The techniques of ethnography emerged with the changing conceptualisation of
culture. The goal of ethnography was no longer to produce holistic accounts of
bounded tribal cultures or making sweeping generalisations about customs and
structures of ‘primitive’ societies to contribute to evolutionist theory or functionalist
theory.
The positivistic model followed by Anthropology began to be questioned. Culture
came to be seen as a text and ethnography could not be seen as a scientific method of
collecting and writing up ‘facts’ about cultures. Rather, interpretation of cultures was
called for. Ethnography would look at the systems of meanings in a particular culture,
and representation of the ethnographer’s observations had to be given great thought,
as the ethnographer herself or himself was located in a certain cultural context and
was bound to “see” things in the field in a certain way.

6.8.2.1 Thick Description
The approach of ‘thick description’ in writing ethnography was popularised by the American
Anthropologist Clifford Geertz in the 1970s. Geertz wrote about thick description in “The
Interpretation of Cultures” borrowing the concept from Gilbert Ryle. Geertz employs the
metaphor of culture as a text in which the ethnographer engages in the act of interpreting the
symbolic acts of speech or gestures in the field to readers about the meanings in the culture
that is being described. Thick description involves describing the contexts and the meanings
ascribed to social action in the field and not just a description of observed actions. The
approach is crucial to representation of a culture when writing ethnography. Geertz illustrates
the technique by describing a situation in which a boy rapidly contracting one eye can be
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“read” by an ethnographer as having one of different meanings. Whereas a ‘thin’ description
would give an account of a boy contracting one eye, a ‘thick’ description would interpret the
meaning of the act through the context in which it occurred and differentiate between a
conspiratorial wink, a rehearsed wink or a ‘burlesque’ wink in which the boy might be
imitating someone who does not wink well. The approach has been illustrated by Geertz in
his description of a Balinese cockfight (Geertz 1973).
Thick description as an ethnographic technique is still predominant. It also implies that the
observer should interpret culture and not just record actions as “facts”. However, in recent
years the hidden authority of the ethnographer has been criticised and the feasibility of thick
description as a technique has been questioned. Crapanzano (2010) has pointed out that in
thick description, researchers like Geertz have assumed to understand the meanings attributed
to actions by natives without giving attention to experiences by natives.
6.8.2.2 Culture as Text
The changing conceptualisation of culture has meant that the ethnographic method gives
importance to the process of fieldwork. Not only do the natives interpret situations and act
accordingly, but the ethnographer also interprets the information collected through
observation or participant observation. In contemporary academia, this kind of self-reflexive
approach is a requisite in following the ethnographic approach. Ethnography then becomes
not so much an observational activity as it was in the early twentieth century as an
interpretive activity.

6.9 Changing Notions of the Field and of the Native-Outsider Separation
The traditional ethnographic approach of the early twentieth century clearly distinguished
between the natives who were observed and the colonial white male anthropologist who was
the “outsider” to the culture that was observed. This view has changed over time and with it,
the techniques of doing ethnographic fieldwork. In the postcolonial context, the choice of
fields is not restricted to a “primitive society”, a “tribe” or a “village” in one of the former
European colonies. Anthropologists and Sociologists today explore a variety of contexts,
even urban ones.
From the 1940s there have also been “native ethnographers” who have studied the same
linguist, ethnic, religious or racial groups they themselves belong to. The dichotomy of the
“native” and the “outsider” is questioned in these works.
It has also been debated in recent years that immersion in a field is never complete. No
amount of familiarity with a language or sameness of physical appearance, religious
affiliation, social location etc., means that the ethnographer is a complete “native” to the
field. The position of M.N. Srinivas who did his fieldwork in the village of Rampura is a
classic example. Srinivas spoke the same language as those in Rampura and was by all
accounts more of a native to the village in Mysore State than a British anthropologist would
be. At the same time his urban upbringing, his education in other states in India and abroad,
his Brahmin identity and his class background set him apart from the villagers in Rampura, a
position that is reflected in his ethnography. With the interpretive approach in ethnography, a
greater degree of self-reflexivity to the process of doing fieldwork is required. The meanings,
contexts and locations of the “observers” or ethnographers also have to be analysed in the
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ethnographic approach. With the publication of Malinowski’s diary (Malinowski 1989),
which recorded his loneliness, despair and sometimes contempt for the field, there was a
renewed interest in the need to locate ethnographies in the personal experiences of
researchers.
The interpretive approach has also revealed the centrality of the ethnographer as a tool. There
are certain ethnographies of the same field by different researchers, which are startlingly
different accounts of the same place. Annette Weiner (1992), for example, wrote ethnography
of the exchange system in the Trobriand Islands from the 1970s to 1990s where Malinowski
had done his fieldwork more than fifty years before. Her work among other things, explores
the place of women in systems of exchange - a section that was invisible in Malinowski’s
writing.
The concept of a spatially bounded field, which contains a culture, has also been questioned
by contemporary Sociologists and Anthropologists. Patel (1998), for example, questions
Srinivas’ tendency to overlook how urban India spills into the village of Rampura in his
attempt to represent his “field” as essentially rural. Many contemporary Sociologists do not
necessarily do their fieldwork in a place far away from their own culture (Gupta & Ferguson
1997). With the proliferation of theories of globalisation, e.g. the world-system theory,
theories of hybridity, networks etc., what can be seen as one’s “own” culture as opposed to
that of “another” culture is also being increasingly questioned and this has influenced the
choice of many fields. Srivastava (2014), for example, does ethnographic fieldwork of the
networks of slum dwellers and various other groups in the urban spaces of Delhi.
6.9.1 Multi-sited Ethnography
The classical anthropological tradition of treating villages or localities as territorially fixed,
geographically demarcated, stable local cultures began to be questioned in the 1980s. In the
1990s, George Marcus proclaimed the need for decentring the field in a capitalist “world
system” where migration, flows of images and ideologies across geographical and cultural
borders meant that culture was not neatly bound to specific geographical territories (Falzon
2009). Changes in the University structures and reduction in funding of anthropological and
sociological fieldwork also influenced the practice of ethnographic fieldwork. The concept of
multi-sited fieldwork as opposed to ethnography of a unitary geographically bounded field
was promoted.
6.9.1.1 Techniques of Fieldwork in Multi-sited Ethnography





The multi-sited field can be constructed by following people, things or metaphors
(Marcus 1995).
Ulf Hannerz (2003) suggests that an ethnographer can construct the sites by looking at
the translocal linkages of a site, as Hannerz himself had done in the study of foreign
news correspondents in three countries. Sometimes the different sites can be
constructed by following transnational linkages of respondents in any one site, e.g.
Helena Wulff (1998) studied the transnational ballet scene in Europe; Christina
Garsten studied the transnational organisation of the manufacturers of Apple.
Multi-sited Ethnography can mean the duration of “fieldwork” in any site is reduced.
This can impact the nature of relationships with “natives” as opposed to the
archetypal anthropological field. But multi-sited ethnography explores transcultural
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relationships and is not concerned about giving a holistic view of any bounded
culture.
Ethnographers in a multi-sited field might rely more on informants than their
predecessors in order to follow the transnational linkages of a site.
Participant observation is less likely in the multi-sited ethnographic approach.
There might be a possibility of a field without any real “natives” in a multi-sited
ethnographic approach (Hannerz 2003).

6.10 Ethnography and Theory: Guidelines of Following the Ethnographic
Approach
Though a lot of stress is given on observation and (primarily at the time of writing
ethnography) on interpretation or self-reflexivity, it has to be kept in mind that what one
observes in the field is underpinned by certain theoretical positions. Weiner’s work (Weiner
1992) is an example of how the predominance of certain Western theories of exchange
influenced the findings of Malinowski in the Trobriand Islands. Similarly, the theoretical
influences of structural functionalism, theories of shapes and flows of globalisation,
postcolonial theories are a few of the many influences that determine what an ethnographer
would “see” in the field and how that would be translated.
Developing a research question ought to be the first step in the ethnographic method.
Identifying theoretical interests would also be helpful before a researcher goes in the ‘field’.
An Interpretive approach has to realise that the act of ‘seeing’ is a subjective one.
Check Your Progress Exercise 6.2
Note:
I. Use the space given below for your answer
II. Check your answer with given at the end of this unit
Q.3 What is one of the principle shifts in the ethnographic approach from the second half of
the twentieth century onwards?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………
Q.4 Who is one of the earliest and most influential “native ethnographers” in Indian
Sociology?
…..…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………..……………………………………………………………………………………
………………………
Q.5 Who popularized the concept of thick description?
………..…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…….…………………………………………………………………………………………
…….…………………….......................................................................................................
Q.6 Is the field always a village or a primitive society?
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…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………………………………

6.11 Challenges of Doing Ethnographic Fieldwork
careful so as not to romanticise the culture being observed.
Malinowski (1930) cautioned against a tendency of ethnographers to notice and write about
the sensational, and of treating customs and beliefs of a culture as a collector might treat
savage “curios” (ibid: 217).
















Researchers following the classical ethnographic approach of long periods of
fieldwork might feel bouts of “homesickness” and a yearning for one’s own way of
life.
Researchers must attain ‘communicative competence’ in the field and be familiar in
the language spoken in the field. The linguistic requisite sometimes restricts
ethnographer to English speaking sites in a transcultural multi-sited Ethnography.
The concept of doing ethnography has been reworked with shifting concerns of
Anthropology and Sociology and changing perspectives about culture in the
contemporary world. The researcher must not just record observations made in the
field, but also try and understand the meanings attached to the various actions and
practices of the natives in the field.
The researcher must conform to a code of ethics so as not to harm or breach the
confidence of anyone. Also, a researcher is situated between intersecting roles of an
individual, a scientist, and a cultural translator (Robben & Sluka 2011).
If a multi-sited approach is followed, a researcher must carefully constitute the sites of
the field. The aim of multi-sited ethnography is not just to compare different cultural
contexts, but to explore the linkages and relationships between a set of sites.
Where the distinction between the “home” and the “field” of the ethnographer is not
valid, the researcher must be careful in problematizing a culture that is familiar to her
or him.
Fieldwork and immersion in a field in a culture, which is different from the
researcher’s own, is challenging. But an ethnographer can face different kinds of
challenges when the field is not too far away from “home”, particularly in a discipline
where the tradition of a faraway “other” culture has been a model for ethnography
(Robben & Sluka 2011). Thick description or being self-reflexive can pose challenges
for an ethnographer writing about a context s/he otherwise takes for granted.
One of the principal challenges faced by ethnographers on “returning” from the
“field”, from the hiatus of their everyday life is how to order the diffuse and varied
materials collected in the field and write it up.

6.12 Challenges of Writing an Ethnography and Representation
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A common dilemma of ethnographers when writing up their observations is that of
representing the “other” culture. While the tendency to sensationalise peculiarities of
a culture is cautioned against, writing in a way to familiarise practices of that culture
which might appear peculiar to readers also raises issues. This is particularly true of
ethnographies that follow the tenets of cultural relativism.
Self-Reflexivity of the researcher is an essential aspect of writing ethnography. In the
contemporary academic context, approaches like “thick description” are valued. It is
also essential that the researcher discusses the process of research. The researcher
ought to reflect on her/his location in the field and its advantages, limitations and
scope for doing fieldwork. This was also a concern of earlier anthropologists.
Margaret Mead, for example, talked about a disciplined awareness of one’s own
cultural standing (Mead 1928: 345).
The issue of cultural translation when a researcher writes about a culture for a
readership comprised of people from another cultural context is a challenge that
researchers have to address.
It has been argued by some that the interpretations not only vary with the cultural
standing of an ethnographer, but also from other aspects of social location like gender.
Anthropologists (Behar & Gordon 1996) talk about possibilities of feminist
ethnography, which have been largely overlooked by other contemporary
Anthropologists and Sociologists.
The researcher can choose from different genres of ethnography when writing. The
researcher ought to problematize the research question, have an understanding of the
various theoretical strands and accordingly follow or evolve a style of writing.

6.13 Alternate Methods of Documenting the “Field”
Researchers have also sometimes used visual methods to record observations in the field.
Pierre Bourdieu’s photographs of French occupied Algeria are an example of this approach.
The photographs can act as aids to memory at the time of writing up ethnography (Bourdieu
2012).
Contemporary researchers also point to a possibility of ethnography of non-places. In
temporary contexts, like conferences or music festivals, this is apparent. A few researchers
have reflected on the possibility of biography as ethnography (Krismundsdottir 2006). In
these contexts, an ethnographer can rely on textual sources like pamphlets, brochures,
biographies or other sources like expert opinion to aid observations.

6.14 Genres and Applications of Ethnography
Many researchers experiment with genres of writing ethnographies. Scholars like Levi
Strauss and Geertz were influenced by literary styles in fiction and literary theory. This is not
just true of contemporary ethnographies. Even Anthropologists like Ruth Benedict are known
for their ethnographic styles (Behar & Gordon 1996). Clifford& Marcus (1986) assert that
ethnography is “hybrid textual activity” (ibid: 26) and conceives of the possibility of a poetics
involved in writing ethnography. Although ethnography is long associated with the
Anthropological tradition, it has also been used innovatively in a variety of contexts, e.g.
Srivastava’s work of networks of slum dwellers in Delhi (Srivastava 2014), Garsten’s work
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on the transnational organisations of the manufacturers of Apple computers (Garsten 1994),
Payal Arora’s work on social computing in Himachal Pradesh (Arora 2010), to name a few.
The ethnographic method has been used in a number of contexts like organizations,
marketplaces, schools, subcultures, and states.
The writing of ethnography is as integral as fieldwork and the researcher must consider
available genres and style before selecting a style.

6.15 Some Examples of Ethnographies
6.15.1 Classical Monographs





Benedict, Ruth. Patterns of Culture, 1934
Evans-Pritchard, E. E. The Nuer: A Description of the Modes of Livelihood and
Political Institutions of a Nilotic People, 1940.
Malinowski, B. Argonauts Of The Western Pacific: An Account Of Native Enterprise
And Adventure In The Archipelagoes Of Melanesain New Guinea, 1922.
Mead, M. Coming of Age in Samoa, 1928. Srinivas, M. N. The Remembered Village,
1976.

6.15.2 Contemporary Examples of Ethnographic Approach





Bourdieu, P. Picturing Algeria, 2012. (Primarily of interest for the use of visual
methods of translating the field)
Garsten, C. Apple World, 1994. (Primarily of interest as an example of mulisited
ethnography)
Geertz, Clifford. “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight” In Interpretation of
Cultures, 1973. (Primarily of Interest because of its Thick Description)
Srivastava, S. Entangled Urbanism: Slum, Gated Community and Shopping Mall in
Delhi and Gurgaon, 2014 (Primarily of interest as ethnography of an urban space).

6.16 Limitations of the Ethnographic Approach
The ethnographic approach of doing fieldwork relies on the observations made by the
ethnographer in the present. Events or situations in the past that give meaning to occurrences
in the observed present are, therefore, not observed first hand. Also, it is helpful for primarily
those aspects of a culture that are observable.
A researcher can be conflicted between ethical imperatives of being neutral in the field and
her/his own moral standpoint. It can be challenging for a researcher, for example, to refrain
from interfering in a fight, or to make decisions about abandoning “scientific objectivism” in
the field when someone faces the threat of violence.
The writing of ethnography can be challenging and relies to a great extent on the
interpretations of the ethnographer. Works like that of Annette Weiner (1992) or that of Ruth
Behar and Deborah A. Gordon (1996) that talk about a genre of feminist ethnography, are
examples of how the same spaces could yield starkly different ethnographic accounts by
different researchers when viewed from the lens of gender.
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Finally, the questions about what kind of distance is necessary for a context to be a ‘field’,
the positioning of an ethnographer as a native or an outsider are not resolvable and
researchers must evolve their own techniques of distancing or familiarising the alien and
constitute a field according to their research interests.

Check Your Progress Exercise 6.3
Notes:
I.
II.

Use the space given below for your answer
II. Check your answer with given at the end of this unit

Q.7 What is one of the central challenges of doing ethnographic fieldwork in another
culture?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………..…………………………………………………………………
Q.8 Can an ethnographer be a native to a field?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

6.17 Summary
In this module the different techniques in the ethnographic approach of doing fieldwork and
writing up the observations of the field have been discussed along with the historical shifts in
the kind of techniques and agendas of using the ethnographic method. The challenges and
limitations of the ethnographic method have been discussed and a few works representing the
varying styles of ethnography have been provided to give an overview of the genres and
styles available to a researcher.

6.18 Glossary
Ethnography:

observing a complete social setting and all that it entails Field

Research:

gathering data from a natural environment without doing a lab
experiment or a survey Participant

Observation:

when a researcher immerses herself in a group or social setting
in order to make observations from an “insider” perspective.

6.19 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys
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Answer to Q.1:

The source of ethnographic knowledge is the experience
of fieldwork, which is the extensive engagement over a
period of time with a certain culture.

Answer to Q.2:

Bronislaw Malinowski, who worked on the systems of
exchange among the Trobriand Islanders, evolved
techniques like participant observation, and learnt the
language of the Trobriand Islanders set the parameters
of the ethnographic approach in the 1920s.

Answer to Q.3:

In the aftermath of the Second World War and the
decolonisation of the former European and British
colonies, the colonial legacy and the positivistic values
of Anthropology and the ethnographic method began to
be questioned. Culture was seen as text, and the
function of the ethnographer became that of interpreting
culture. Techniques like “thick description” came into
use in this kind of interpretive ethnography where the
ethnographer not only observed, but also analysed the
structure of meanings behind the actions recorded in the
field.

Answer to Q.4:

M. N. Srinivas is regarded as one of the earliest “native
ethnographers” in India. Although he was trained at the
University of Bombay and at Oxford, Srinivas returned
in the 1940s to his home in Mysore and did his
fieldwork in the village of Rampura in the Mysore
District, living there for a year.

Answer to Q.5:

The term thick description was used by Gilbert Ryle.
The Anthropologist Clifford Geertz popularised the
concept and stressed its importance for an interpretive
ethnographic approach, applying the technique to his
own fieldwork in Bali.

Answer to Q.6:

The archetypal field in classical Anthropology in the
works of evolutionists and structural functionalists were
often single sites, particularly the settlement of a tribe,
an island or a village. However, from the second half of
the twentieth century a variety of contexts from urban
neighbourhoods to organisation began to be seen as
fields. From the 1980s, the concept of a multi-sited field
has also emerged.

Answer to Q.7:

The researcher must be wary of romanticising or
sensationalising the “other” culture.

Answer to Q.8:

An ethnographer can be a native in her/his field to an
extent, for example, if s/he is of the same linguistic,
racial or religious group. But beyond a point, an
63

ethnographer by virtue of her/his training as a
researcher, a certain social location and biographical
experience cannot be a complete insider to her/his field.

6.20 Exercise
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is the ethnography method?
What are the historical perspective of ethnographical method?
Discuss the techniques of conducting ethnographical fieldwork.
Explain the genres of ethnographical research.
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