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Participant Observation as a Data Collection Method
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Abstract: Observation, particularly participant observation, has been used in a variety of disciplines as a tool for collecting

data about people, processes, and cultures in qualitative research. This paper provides a look at various definitions of

participant observation, the history of its use, the purposes for which it is used, the stances of the observer, and when, what,

and how to observe. Information on keeping field notes and writing them up is also discussed, along with some exercises for

teaching observation techniques to researchers-in-training.
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1. Introduction

Participant observation, for many years, has been a hallmark of both anthropological and

sociological studies. In recent years, the field of education has seen an increase in the

number of qualitative studies that include participant observation as a way to collect

information. Qualitative methods of data collection, such as interviewing, observation, and

document analysis, have been included under the umbrella term of "ethnographic methods"

in recent years. The purpose of this paper is to discuss observation, particularly participant

observation, as a tool for collecting data in qualitative research studies. Aspects of

observation discussed herein include various definitions of participant observation, some

history of its use, the purposes for which such observation is used, the stances or roles of

the observer, and additional information about when, what, and how to observe. Further

information is provided to address keeping field notes and their use in writing up the final

story. [1]

2. Definitions

MARSHALL and ROSSMAN (1989) define observation as "the systematic description of

events, behaviors, and artifacts in the social setting chosen for study" (p.79). Observations
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enable the researcher to describe existing situations using the five senses, providing a

"written photograph" of the situation under study (ERLANDSON, HARRIS, SKIPPER, &

ALLEN, 1993). DeMUNCK and SOBO (1998) describe participant observation as the primary

method used by anthropologists doing fieldwork. Fieldwork involves "active looking,

improving memory, informal interviewing, writing detailed field notes, and perhaps most

importantly, patience" (DeWALT & DeWALT, 2002, p.vii). Participant observation is the

process enabling researchers to learn about the activities of the people under study in the

natural setting through observing and participating in those activities. It provides the context

for development of sampling guidelines and interview guides (DeWALT & DeWALT, 2002).

SCHENSUL, SCHENSUL, and LeCOMPTE (1999) define participant observation as "the

process of learning through exposure to or involvement in the day-to-day or routine activities

of participants in the researcher setting" (p.91). [2]

BERNARD (1994) adds to this understanding, indicating that participant observation requires

a certain amount of deception and impression management. Most anthropologists, he notes,

need to maintain a sense of objectivity through distance. He defines participant observation

as the process of establishing rapport within a community and learning to act in such a way

as to blend into the community so that its members will act naturally, then removing oneself

from the setting or community to immerse oneself in the data to understand what is going on

and be able to write about it. He includes more than just observation in the process of being

a participant observer; he includes observation, natural conversations, interviews of various

sorts, checklists, questionnaires, and unobtrusive methods. Participant observation is

characterized by such actions as having an open, nonjudgmental attitude, being interested in

learning more about others, being aware of the propensity for feeling culture shock and for

making mistakes, the majority of which can be overcome, being a careful observer and a

good listener, and being open to the unexpected in what is learned (DeWALT & DeWALT,

1998). [3]

FINE (2003) uses the term "peopled ethnography" to describe text that provides an

understanding of the setting and that describes theoretical implications through the use of

vignettes, based on field notes from observations, interviews, and products of the group

members. He suggests that ethnography is most effective when one observes the group

being studied in settings that enable him/her to "explore the organized routines of behavior"

(p.41). FINE, in part, defines "peopled ethnography" as being based on extensive

observation in the field, a labor-intensive activity that sometimes lasts for years. In this

description of the observation process, one is expected to become a part of the group being

studied to the extent that the members themselves include the observer in the activity and

turn to the observer for information about how the group is operating. He also indicates that it

is at this point, when members begin to ask the observer questions about the group and

when they begin to include the observer in the "gossip," that it is time to leave the field. This

process he describes of becoming a part of the community, while observing their behaviors

and activities, is called participant observation. [4]

3. The History of Participant Observation as a Method

Participant observation is considered a staple in anthropological studies, especially in

ethnographic studies, and has been used as a data collection method for over a century. As

DeWALT and DeWALT (2002) relate it, one of the first instances of its use involved the work

of Frank Hamilton CUSHING, who spent four and a half years as a participant observer with

the Zuni Pueblo people around 1879 in a study for the Smithsonian Institution's Bureau of

Ethnology. During this time, CUSHING learned the language, participated in the customs,

was adopted by a pueblo, and was initiated into the priesthood. Because he did not publish

extensively about this culture, he was criticized as having gone native, meaning that he had

lost his objectivity and, therefore, his ability to write analytically about the culture. My own

experience conducting research in indigenous communities, which began about ten years

ago with my own ethnographic doctoral dissertation on Muscogee (Creek) women's

perceptions of work (KAWULICH, 1998) and has continued in the years since (i.e.,

KAWULICH, 2004), leads me to believe that, while this may have been the case, it is also

possible that he held the Zuni people in such high esteem that he felt it impolitic or irreverent
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to do so. In my own research, I have been hesitant to write about religious ceremonies or

other aspects of indigenous culture that I have observed, for example, for fear of relating

information that my participants or other community members might feel should not be

shared. When I first began conducting my ethnographic study of the Muscogee culture, I was

made aware of several incidents in which researchers were perceived to have taken

information they had obtained through interviews or observations and had published their

findings without permission of the Creek people or done so without giving proper credit to the

participants who had shared their lives with the researchers. [5]

A short time later, in 1888, Beatrice Potter WEBB studied poor neighborhoods during the day

and returned to her privileged lifestyle at night. She took a job as a rent collector to interact

with the people in buildings and offices and took a job as a seamstress in a sweatshop to

better understand their lives. Then, in the early 1920s, MALINOWSKI studied and wrote

about his participation and observation of the Trobriands, a study BERNARD (1998) calls

one of the most cited early discussions of anthropological data collection methods. Around

the same time, Margaret MEAD studied the lives of adolescent Samoan girls. MEAD's

approach to data collection differed from that of her mentor, anthropologist Frank BOAS, who

emphasized the use of historical texts and materials to document disappearing native

cultures. Instead, MEAD participated in the living culture to record their cultural activities,

focusing on specific activities, rather than participating in the activities of the culture overall

as did MALINOWSKI. By 1874, the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain had

published a manual of methods called Notes and Queries on Anthropology, which was

subsequently revised several times until 1971 (BERNARD, 1998). [6]

STOCKING (1983, as cited in DeWALT & DeWALT, 2002) divided participant observation as

an ethnographic method of data collection into three phases: participation, observation, and

interrogation, pointing out that MALINOWSKI and MEAD both emphasized the use of

observation and interrogation, but not participation. He suggests that both MEAD and

MALINOWSKI held positions of power within the culture that enabled them to collect data

from a position of privilege. While ethnographers traditionally tried to understand others by

observing them and writing detailed accounts of others' lives from an outsider viewpoint,

more recently, sociologists have taken a more insider viewpoint by studying groups in their

own cultures. These sociological studies have brought into question the stance or positioning

of the observer and generated more creative approaches to lending voice to others in the

presentation of the findings of their studies (GAITAN, 2000). By the 1940s, participant

observation was widely used by both anthropologists and sociologists. The previously noted

studies were some of the first to use the process of participant observation to obtain data for

understanding various cultures and, as such, are considered to be required reading in

anthropology classes. [7]

4. Why Use Observation to Collect Data?

Observation methods are useful to researchers in a variety of ways. They provide

researchers with ways to check for nonverbal expression of feelings, determine who interacts

with whom, grasp how participants communicate with each other, and check for how much

time is spent on various activities (SCHMUCK, 1997). Participant observation allows

researchers to check definitions of terms that participants use in interviews, observe events

that informants may be unable or unwilling to share when doing so would be impolitic,

impolite, or insensitive, and observe situations informants have described in interviews,

thereby making them aware of distortions or inaccuracies in description provided by those

informants (MARSHALL & ROSSMAN, 1995). [8]

DeWALT and DeWALT (2002) believe that "the goal for design of research using participant

observation as a method is to develop a holistic understanding of the phenomena under

study that is as objective and accurate as possible given the limitations of the method"

(p.92). They suggest that participant observation be used as a way to increase the validity1)

of the study, as observations may help the researcher have a better understanding of the

context and phenomenon under study. Validity is stronger with the use of additional

strategies used with observation, such as interviewing, document analysis, or surveys,
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questionnaires, or other more quantitative methods. Participant observation can be used to

help answer descriptive research questions, to build theory, or to generate or test hypotheses

(DeWALT & DeWALT, 2002). [9]

When designing a research study and determining whether to use observation as a data

collection method, one must consider the types of questions guiding the study, the site under

study, what opportunities are available at the site for observation, the representativeness of

the participants of the population at that site, and the strategies to be used to record and

analyze the data (DeWALT & DeWALT, 2002). [10]

Participant observation is a beginning step in ethnographic studies. SCHENSUL,

SCHENSUL, and LeCOMPTE (1999) list the following reasons for using participant

observation in research:

to identify and guide relationships with informants;

to help the researcher get the feel for how things are organized and prioritized, how

people interrelate, and what are the cultural parameters;

to show the researcher what the cultural members deem to be important in manners,

leadership, politics, social interaction, and taboos;

to help the researcher become known to the cultural members, thereby easing

facilitation of the research process; and

to provide the researcher with a source of questions to be addressed with participants

(p.91). [11]

BERNARD (1994) lists five reasons for including participant observation in cultural studies,

all of which increase the study's validity:

It makes it possible to collect different types of data. Being on site over a period of time

familiarizes the researcher to the community, thereby facilitating involvement in sensitive

activities to which he/she generally would not be invited.

1. 

It reduces the incidence of "reactivity" or people acting in a certain way when they are

aware of being observed.

2. 

It helps the researcher to develop questions that make sense in the native language or

are culturally relevant.

3. 

It gives the researcher a better understanding of what is happening in the culture and

lends credence to one's interpretations of the observation. Participant observation also

enables the researcher to collect both quantitative and qualitative data through surveys

and interviews.

4. 

It is sometimes the only way to collect the right data for one's study (pp.142-3). [12]5. 

5. Advantages and Disadvantages of Using Participant Observation

DeMUNCK and SOBO (1998) provide several advantages of using participant observation

over other methods of data collection. These include that it affords access to the "backstage

culture" (p.43); it allows for richly detailed description, which they interpret to mean that one's

goal of describing "behaviors, intentions, situations, and events as understood by one's

informants" is highlighted (p.43); and it provides opportunities for viewing or participating in

unscheduled events. DeWALT and DeWALT (2002) add that it improves the quality of data

collection and interpretation and facilitates the development of new research questions or

hypotheses (p.8). [13]

DeMUNCK and SOBO also share several disadvantages of using participation as a method,

including that sometimes the researcher may not be interested in what happens out of the

public eye and that one must rely on the use of key informants. The MEAD-FREEMAN2)

controversy illustrates how different researchers gain different understanding of what they
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observe, based on the key informant(s) used in the study. Problems related to representation

of events and the subsequent interpretations may occur when researchers select key

informants who are similar to them or when the informants are community leaders or

marginal participants (DeMUNCK & SOBO, 1998). To alleviate this potential bias problem,

BERNARD (1994) suggests pretesting informants or selecting participants who are culturally

competent in the topic being studied. [14]

JOHNSON and SACKETT (1998) discuss participant observation as a source of erroneous

description in behavioral research. They note that the information collected by

anthropologists is not representative of the culture, as much of the data collected by these

researchers is observed based on the researcher's individual interest in a setting or behavior,

rather than being representative of what actually happens in a culture. For example, they

report that more data has been collected about political/religious activities than about

eating/sleeping activities, because the political/religious activities are more interesting to

researchers than eating/sleeping activities; yet, the amount of time the cultural members

spent on political/religious activities was less than 3%, while the amount of time they spent

eating/sleeping was greater than 60%. Such actions skew the description of cultural

activities. To alleviate this problem, they advocate the use of systematic observation

procedures to incorporate rigorous techniques for sampling and recording behavior that keep

researchers from neglecting certain aspects of culture. Their definition of structured

observation directs who is observed, when and where they are observed, what is observed,

and how the observations are recorded, providing a more quantitative observation than

participant observation. [15]

5.1 Limitations of observation

Several researchers have noted the limitations involved with using observations as a tool for

data collection. For example, DeWALT and DeWALT (2002) note that male and female

researchers have access to different information, as they have access to different people,

settings, and bodies of knowledge. Participant observation is conducted by a biased human

who serves as the instrument for data collection; the researcher must understand how

his/her gender, sexuality, ethnicity, class, and theoretical approach may affect observation,

analysis, and interpretation. [16]

SCHENSUL, SCHENSUL, and LeCOMPTE (1999) refer to participation as meaning almost

total immersion in an unfamiliar culture to study others' lives through the researcher's

participation as a full-time resident or member, though they point out that most observers are

not full participants in community life. There are a number of things that affect whether the

researcher is accepted in the community, including one's appearance, ethnicity, age, gender,

and class, for example. Another factor they mention that may inhibit one's acceptance relates

to what they call the structural characteristics—that is, those mores that exist in the

community regarding interaction and behavior (p.93). Some of the reasons they mention for

a researcher's not being included in activities include a lack of trust, the community's

discomfort with having an outsider there, potential danger to either the community or the

researcher, and the community's lack of funds to further support the researcher in the

research. Some of the ways the researcher might be excluded include the community

members' use of a language that is unfamiliar to the researcher, their changing from one

language to another that is not understood by the researcher, their changing the subject

when the researcher arrives, their refusal to answer certain questions, their moving away

from the researcher to talk out of ear shot, or their failure to invite the researcher to social

events. [17]

SCHENSUL, SCHENSUL, and LeCOMPTE further point out that all researchers should

expect to experience a feeling of having been excluded at some point in the research

process, particularly in the beginning. The important thing, they note, is for the researcher to

recognize what that exclusion means to the research process and that, after the researcher

has been in the community for a while, the community is likely to have accepted the

researcher to some degree. [18]
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Another limitation involved in conducting observations is noted by DeWALT, DeWALT, and

WAYLAND (1998). The researcher must determine to what extent he/she will participate in

the lives of the participants and whether to intervene in a situation. Another potential

limitation they mention is that of researcher bias. They note that, unless ethnographers use

other methods than just participant observation, there is likelihood that they will fail to report

the negative aspects of the cultural members. They encourage the novice researcher to

practice reflexivity at the beginning of one's research to help him/her understand the biases

he/she has that may interfere with correct interpretation of what is observed. Researcher

bias is one of the aspects of qualitative research that has led to the view that qualitative

research is subjective, rather than objective. According to RATNER (2002), some qualitative

researchers believe that one cannot be both objective and subjective, while others believe

that the two can coexist, that one's subjectivity can facilitate understanding the world of

others. He notes that, when one reflects on one's biases, he/she can then recognize those

biases that may distort understanding and replace them with those that help him/her to be

more objective. In this way, he suggests, the researcher is being respectful of the participants

by using a variety of methods to ensure that what he/she thinks is being said, in fact,

matches the understanding of the participant. BREUER and ROTH (2003) use a variety of

methods for knowledge production, including, for example, positioning or various points of

view, different frames of reference, such as special or temporal relativity, perceptual

schemata based on experience, and interaction with the social context—understanding that

any interaction changes the observed object. Using different approaches to data collection

and observation, in particular, leads to richer understanding of the social context and the

participants therein. [19]

SCHENSUL, SCHENSUL, and LeCOMPTE (1999) also suggest that observation is filtered

through one's interpretive frames and that "the most accurate observations are shaped by

formative theoretical frameworks and scrupulous attention to detail" (p.95). The quality of the

participant observation depends upon the skill of the researcher to observe, document, and

interpret what has been observed. It is important in the early stages of the research process

for the researcher to make accurate observation field notes without imposing preconceived

categories from the researcher's theoretical perspective, but allow them to emerge from the

community under study (see Section 10). [20]

6. The Stances of the Observer

The degree to which the researcher involves himself/herself in participation in the culture

under study makes a difference in the quality and amount of data he/she will be able to

collect. GOLD (1958) has provided a description of observer stances that extend Buford

JUNKER's explanation of four theoretical stances for researchers conducting field

observations. GOLD relates the four observation stances as follows:

At one extreme is the complete participant, who is a member of the group being studied

and who conceals his/her researcher role from the group to avoid disrupting normal

activity. The disadvantages of this stance are that the researcher may lack objectivity,

the group members may feel distrustful of the researcher when the research role is

revealed, and the ethics of the situation are questionable, since the group members are

being deceived.

1. 

In the participant as observer stance, the researcher is a member of the group being

studied, and the group is aware of the research activity. In this stance, the researcher is

a participant in the group who is observing others and who is interested more in

observing than in participating, as his/her participation is a given, since he/she is a

member of the group. This role also has disadvantages, in that there is a trade off

between the depth of the data revealed to the researcher and the level of confidentiality

provided to the group for the information they provide.

2. 

The observer as participant stance enables the researcher to participate in the group

activities as desired, yet the main role of the researcher in this stance is to collect data,

and the group being studied is aware of the researcher's observation activities. In this

3. 
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stance, the researcher is an observer who is not a member of the group and who is

interested in participating as a means for conducting better observation and, hence,

generating more complete understanding of the group's activities. MERRIAM (1998)

points out that, while the researcher may have access to many different people in this

situation from whom he/she may obtain information, the group members control the level

of information given. As ADLER and ADLER (1994, p.380) note, this "peripheral

membership role" enables the researcher to "observe and interact closely enough with

members to establish an insider's identity without participating in those activities

constituting the core of group membership."

The opposite extreme stance from the complete participant is the complete observer, in

which the researcher is completely hidden from view while observing or when the

researcher is in plain sight in a public setting, yet the public being studied is unaware of

being observed. In either case, the observation in this stance is unobtrusive and

unknown to participants. [21]

4. 

Of these four stances, the role providing the most ethical approach to observation is that of

the observer as participant, as the researcher's observation activities are known to the group

being studied, yet the emphasis for the researcher is on collecting data, rather than

participating in the activity being observed. [22]

MERRIAM (1998) calls the stance of participant observer a "schizophrenic activity" (p.103),

because the researcher participates in the setting under study, but not to the extent that

he/she becomes too absorbed to observe and analyze what is happening. The question

frequently is asked, should the researcher be concerned about his/her role of participant

observer affecting the situation. MERRIAM (1998) suggests that the question is not whether

the process of observing affects the situation or the participants, but how the researcher

accounts for those effects in explaining the data. Participant observation is more difficult than

simply observing without participation in the activity of the setting, since it usually requires

that the field notes be jotted down at a later time, after the activity has concluded. Yet there

are situations in which participation is required for understanding. Simply observing without

participating in the action may not lend itself to one's complete understanding of the activity.

[23]

DeWALT and DeWALT provide an alternative view of the roles the participant observer may

take, by comparing the various stances of observation through membership roles described

by both SPRADLEY (1980, pp.58-62) and ADLER and ADLER (1987). SPRADLEY

describes the various roles that observers may take, ranging in degree of participation from

non-participation (activities are observed from outside the research setting) to passive

participation (activities are observed in the setting but without participation in activities) to

moderate participation (activities are observed in the setting with almost complete

participation in activities) to complete participation (activities are observed in the setting with

complete participation in the culture). ADLER and ADLER similarly describe the range of

membership roles to include peripheral membership, active membership, and full

membership. Those serving in a peripheral membership role observe in the setting but do

not participate in activities, while active membership roles denote the researcher's

participation in certain or all activities, and full membership is reflected by fully participating in

the culture. The degree to which the researcher may participate may be determined by the

researcher or by the community (DeWALT & DeWALT, 2002). [24]

Other factors that may affect the degree to which one may participate in the culture include

the researcher's age, gender, class, and ethnicity. One also must consider the limitations of

participating in activities that are dangerous or illegal.

"The key point is that researchers should be aware of the compromises in access, objectivity, and

community expectation that are being made at any particular place along the continuum. Further, in

the writing of ethnography, the particular place of the researcher on this continuum should be made

clear" (DeWALT & DeWALT, 2002 p.23). [25]

7. How Does One Know What to Observe?
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MERRIAM (1998) suggests that the most important factor in determining what a researcher

should observe is the researcher's purpose for conducting the study in the first place. "Where

to begin looking depends on the research question, but where to focus or stop action cannot

be determined ahead of time" (MERRIAM, 1998, p.97). [26]

To help the researcher know what to observe, DeWALT and DeWALT (2002) suggest that

he/she study what is happening and why; sort out the regular from the irregular activities;

look for variation to view the event in its entirety from a variety of viewpoints; look for the

negative cases or exceptions; and, when behaviors exemplify the theoretical purposes for

the observation, seek similar opportunities for observation and plan systematic observations

of those events/behaviors. Over time, such events may change, with the season, for

example, so persistent observation of activities or events that one has already observed may

be necessary. [27]

WOLCOTT (2001) suggests that fieldworkers ask themselves if they are making good use of

the opportunity to learn what it is they want to know. He further advises that fieldworkers ask

themselves if what they want to learn makes the best use of the opportunity presented. [28]

8. How Does One Conduct an Observation?

WHYTE (1979) notes that, while there is no one way that is best for conducting research

using participant observation, the most effective work is done by researchers who view

informants as collaborators; to do otherwise, he adds, is a waste of human resources. His

emphasis is on the relationship between the researcher and informants as collaborative

researchers who, through building solid relationships, improve the research process and

improve the skills of the researcher to conduct research. [29]

Conducting observations involves a variety of activities and considerations for the

researcher, which include ethics, establishing rapport, selecting key informants, the

processes for conducting observations, deciding what and when to observe, keeping field

notes, and writing up one's findings. In this section, these aspects of the research activities

are discussed in more detail. [30]

8.1 Ethics

A primary consideration in any research study is to conduct the research in an ethical

manner, letting the community know that one's purpose for observing is to document their

activities. While there may be instances where covert observation methods might be

appropriate, these situations are few and are suspect. DeWALT, DeWALT, and WAYLAND

(1998) advise the researcher to take some of the field notes publicly to reinforce that what

the researcher is doing is collecting data for research purposes. When the researcher meets

community members for the first time, he/she should be sure to inform them of the purpose

for being there, sharing sufficient information with them about the research topic that their

questions about the research and the researcher's presence there are put to rest. This

means that one is constantly introducing oneself as a researcher. [31]

Another ethical responsibility is to preserve the anonymity of the participants in the final

write-up and in field notes to prevent their identification, should the field notes be

subpoenaed for inspection. Individual identities must be described in ways that community

members will not be able to identify the participants. Several years ago, when I submitted an

article for publication, one of the reviewers provided feedback that it would be helpful to the

reader if I described the participants as, for example, "a 35 year old divorced mother of three,

who worked at Wal-Mart." This level of detail was not a feasible option for me in providing a

description of individual participants, as it would have been easy for the local community

members to identify these participants from such specific detail; this was a small community

where everyone knew everyone else, and they would have known who the woman was.

Instead, I only provided broad descriptions that lacked specific details, such as "a woman in

her thirties who worked in the retail industry." [32]

DeWALT, DeWALT, and WAYLAND also point out that there is an ethical concern regarding
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the relationships established by the researcher when conducting participant observation; the

researcher needs to develop close relationships, yet those relationships are difficult to

maintain, when the researcher returns to his/her home at a distant location. It is typical for

researchers who spend an extended period of time in a community to establish friendships or

other relationships, some of which may extend over a lifetime; others are transient and

extend only for the duration of the research study. Particularly when conducting cross-cultural

research, it is necessary to have an understanding of cultural norms that exist. As

MARSHALL and BATTEN (2004) note, one must address issues, such as potential

exploitation and inaccuracy of findings, or other actions which may cause damage to the

community. They suggest that the researcher take a participatory approach to research by

including community members in the research process, beginning with obtaining culturally

appropriate permission to conduct research and ensuring that the research addresses issues

of importance to the community. They further suggest that the research findings be shared

with the community to ensure accuracy of findings. In my own ongoing research projects with

the Muscogee (Creek) people, I have maintained relationships with many of the people,

including tribal leaders, tribal administrators, and council members, and have shared the

findings with selected tribal members to check my findings. Further, I have given them copies

of my work for their library. I, too, have found that, by taking a participatory approach to my

research with them, I have been asked to participate in studies that they wish to have

conducted. [33]

8.2 Gaining entry and establishing rapport

Regarding entering the field, there are several activities that must be addressed. These

include choosing a site, gaining permission, selecting key informants, and familiarizing

oneself with the setting or culture (BERNARD, 1994). In this process, one must choose a site

that will facilitate easy access to the data. The objective is to collect data that will help

answer the research questions. [34]

To assist in gaining permission from the community to conduct the study, the researcher may

bring letters of introduction or other information that will ease entry, such as information

about one's affiliation, funding sources, and planned length of time in the field. One may

need to meet with the community leaders. For example, when one wishes to conduct

research in a school, permission must be granted by the school principal and, possibly, by

the district school superintendent. For research conducted in indigenous communities, it may

be necessary to gain permission from the tribal leader or council. [35]

One should use personal contacts to ease entry; these would include key informants who

serve as gatekeepers, but BERNARD cautions against choosing a gatekeeper who

represents one side of warring factions, as the researcher may be seen as affiliated with that

faction. He also cautions that, when using highly placed individuals as gatekeepers, the

researcher may be expected to serve as a spy. AGAR (1980) suggests that the researcher

be wary of accepting the first people he/she encounters in the research setting as key

informants, as they may be "deviants" or "professional stranger handlers." The former may

be people who live on the fringe of the culture, and association with them may provide the

researcher with erroneous views of the culture or may alienate the researcher from others

who might better inform the study. The "professional stranger handlers" are those people

who take upon themselves the job of finding out what it is the researcher is after and how it

may affect the members of the culture. AGAR suggests finding a key informant to sponsor

the researcher to facilitate his/her meeting those people who can provide the needed

information. These key informants must be people who are respected by other cultural

members and who are viewed to be neutral, to enable the researcher to meet informants in

all of the various factions found in the culture. [36]

The researcher also should become familiar with the setting and social organization of the

culture. This may involve mapping out the setting or developing social networks to help the

researcher understand the situation. These activities also are useful for enabling the

researcher to know what to observe and from whom to gather information. [37]

Kawulich http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/rt/printerFriendly/466/996

9 of 21 6/11/2018, 7:45 PM



"Hanging out" is the process through which the researcher gains trust and establishes

rapport with participants (BERNARD, 1994). DeMUNCK and SOBO (1998) state that, "only

through hanging out do a majority of villagers get an opportunity to watch, meet, and get to

know you outside your 'professional' role" (p.41). This process of hanging out involves

meeting and conversing with people to develop relationships over an extended period of

time. There are three stages to the hanging out process, moving from a position of formal,

ignorant intruder to welcome, knowledgeable intimate (DeMUNCK & SOBO). The first stage

is the stage at which the researcher is a stranger who is learning the social rules and

language, making herself/himself known to the community, so they will begin to teach

her/him how to behave appropriately in that culture. In the second stage, one begins to

merge with the crowd and stand out less as an intruder, what DeMUNCK and SOBO call the

"acquaintance" stage. During this stage, the language becomes more familiar to the

researcher, but he/she still may not be fluent in its use. The third stage they mention is called

the "intimate" stage, during which the researcher has established relationships with cultural

participants to the extent that he/she no longer has to think about what he/she says, but is as

comfortable with the interaction as the participants are with her/him being there. There is

more to participant observation than just hanging out. It sometimes involves the researcher's

working with and participating in everyday activities beside participants in their daily lives. It

also involves taking field notes of observations and interpretations. Included in this fieldwork

is persistent observation and intermittent questioning to gain clarification of meaning of

activities. [38]

Rapport is built over time; it involves establishing a trusting relationship with the community,

so that the cultural members feel secure in sharing sensitive information with the researcher

to the extent that they feel assured that the information gathered and reported will be

presented accurately and dependably. Rapport-building involves active listening, showing

respect and empathy, being truthful, and showing a commitment to the well-being of the

community or individual. Rapport is also related to the issue of reciprocity, the giving back of

something in return for their sharing their lives with the researcher. The cultural members are

sharing information with the researcher, making him/her welcome in the community, inviting

him/her to participate in and report on their activities. The researcher has the responsibility

for giving something back, whether it is monetary remuneration, gifts or material goods,

physical labor, time, or research results. Confidentiality is also a part of the reciprocal trust

established with the community under study. They must be assured that they can share

personal information without their identity being exposed to others. [39]

BERNARD states that "the most important thing you can do to stop being a freak is to speak

the language of the people you're studying—and speak it well" (1994, p.145). Fluency in the

native language helps gain access to sensitive information and increases rapport with

participants. Learn about local dialects, he suggests, but refrain from trying to mimic local

pronunciations, which may be misinterpreted as ridicule. Learning to speak the language

shows that the researcher has a vested interest in the community, that the interest is not

transient, and helps the researcher to understand the nuances of conversation, particularly

what constitutes humor. [40]

As mentioned in the discussion of the limitations of observation, BERNARD suggests that

gender affects one's ability to access certain information and how one views others. What is

appropriate action in some cultures is dependent upon one's gender. Gender can limit what

one can ask, what one can observe, and what one can report. For example, several years

after completing my doctoral dissertation with Muscogee (Creek) women about their

perceptions of work, I returned for additional interviews with the women to gather specific

information about more intimate aspects of their lives that had been touched on briefly in our

previous conversations, but which were not reported. During these interviews, they shared

with me their stories about how they learned about intimacy when they were growing up.

Because the conversations dealt with sexual content, which, in their culture, was referred to

more delicately as intimacy, I was unable to report my findings, as, to do so, would have

been inappropriate. One does not discuss such topics in mixed company, so my writing

about this subject might have endangered my reputation in the community or possibly
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inhibited my continued relationship with community members. I was forced to choose

between publishing the findings, which would have benefited my academic career, and

retaining my reputation within the Creek community. I chose to maintain a relationship with

the Creek people, so I did not publish any of the findings from that study. I also was told by

the funding source that I should not request additional funds for research, if the results would

not be publishable. [41]

8.3 The processes of conducting observations

Exactly how does one go about conducting observation? WERNER and SCHOEPFLE (1987,

as cited in ANGROSINO & dePEREZ, 2000) focus on the process of conducting

observations and describe three types of processes:

The first is descriptive observation, in which one observes anything and everything,

assuming that he/she knows nothing; the disadvantage of this type is that it can lead to

the collection of minutiae that may or may not be relevant to the study.

1. 

The second type, focused observation, emphasizes observation supported by

interviews, in which the participants' insights guide the researcher's decisions about

what to observe.

2. 

The third type of observation, considered by ANGROSINO and DePEREZ to be the

most systematic, is selective observation, in which the researcher focuses on different

types of activities to help delineate the differences in those activities (ANGROSINO &

dePEREZ, 2000, p.677). [42]

3. 

Other researchers have taken a different approach to explaining how to conduct

observations. For example, MERRIAM (1988) developed an observation guide in which she

compiled various elements to be recorded in field notes. The first of these elements includes

the physical environment. This involves observing the surroundings of the setting and

providing a written description of the context. Next, she describes the participants in detail.

Then she records the activities and interactions that occur in the setting. She also looks at

the frequency and duration of those activities/interactions and other subtle factors, such as

informal, unplanned activities, symbolic meanings, nonverbal communication, physical clues,

and what should happen that has not happened. In her 1998 book, MERRIAM adds such

elements as observing the conversation in terms of content, who speaks to whom, who

listens, silences, the researcher's own behavior and how that role affects those one is

observing, and what one says or thinks. [43]

To conduct participant observation, one must live in the context to facilitate prolonged

engagement; prolonged engagement is one of the activities listed by LINCOLN and GUBA

(1994) to establish trustworthiness. The findings are considered to be more trustworthy,

when the researcher can show that he/she spent a considerable amount of time in the

setting, as this prolonged interaction with the community enables the researcher to have

more opportunities to observe and participate in a variety of activities over time. The reader

would not view the findings as credible, if the researcher only spent a week in the culture;

however, he/she would be more assured that the findings are accurate, if the researcher

lived in the culture for an extended time or visited the culture repeatedly over time. Living in

the culture enables one to learn the language and participate in everyday activities. Through

these activities, the researcher has access to community members who can explain the

meaning that such activities hold for them as individuals and can use conversations to elicit

data in lieu of more formal interviews. [44]

When I was preparing to conduct my ethnographic study with the Muscogee (Creek) women

of Oklahoma, my professor, Valerie FENNELL, told me that I should take the attitude of "treat

me like a little child who knows nothing," so that my informants would teach me what I

needed to know about the culture. I found this attitude to be very helpful in establishing

rapport, in getting the community members to explain things they thought I should know, and

in inviting me to observe activities that they felt were important for my understanding of their

culture. DeWALT and DeWALT support the view of the ethnographer as an apprentice, taking
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the stance of a child in need of teaching about the cultural mores as a means for

enculturation. KOTTAK (1994) defines enculturation as "the social process by which culture

is learned and transmitted across generations" (p.16). Conducting observations involves

such activities as "fitting in, active seeing, short-term memory, informal interviewing,

recording detailed field notes, and, perhaps most importantly, patience" (DeWALT &

DeWALT, 2002, p.17). DeWALT and DeWALT extend this list of necessary skills, adding

MEAD's suggested activities, which include developing tolerance to poor conditions and

unpleasant situations, resisting impulsiveness, particularly interrupting others, and resisting

attachment to particular factions or individuals. [45]

ANGROSINO and DePEREZ (2000) advocate using a structured observation process to

maximize the efficiency of the field experience, minimize researcher bias, and facilitate

replication or verification by others, all of which make the findings more objective. This

objectivity, they explain, occurs when there is agreement between the researcher and the

participants as to what is going on. Sociologists, they note, typically use document analysis

to check their results, while anthropologists tend to verify their findings through participant

observation. [46]

BERNARD (1994) states that most basic anthropological research is conducted over a

period of about a year, but recently there have been participant observations that were

conducted in a matter of weeks. In these instances, he notes the use of rapid assessment

techniques that include

"going in and getting on with the job of collection data without spending months developing rapport.

This means going into a field situation armed with a lot of questions that you want to answer and

perhaps a checklist of data that you need to collect" (p.139). [47]

In this instance the cultural members are taken into the researcher's confidence as research

partners to enable him/her to get the questions answered. BERNARD notes that those

anthropologists who are in the field for extended periods of time are better able to obtain

information of a sensitive nature, such as information about witchcraft, sexuality, political

feuds, etc. By staying involved with the culture over a period of years, data about social

changes that occur over time are more readily perceived and understood. [48]

BERNARD and his associates developed an outline of the stages of participant observation

fieldwork that includes initial contact; shock; discovering the obvious; the break; focusing;

exhaustion, the second break, and frantic activity; and leaving. In ethnographic research, it is

common for the researcher to live in the culture under study for extended periods of time and

to return home for short breaks, then return to the research setting for more data collection.

When the researcher encounters a culture that is different from his/her own and lives in that

culture, constantly being bombarded by new stimuli, culture shock results. Researchers react

differently to such shock. Some may sit in their motel room and play cards or read novels to

escape. Others may work and rework data endlessly. Sometimes the researcher needs to

take a break from the constant observation and note taking to recuperate. When I conducted

my dissertation fieldwork, I stayed in a local motel, although I had been invited to stay at the

home of some community members. I chose to remain in the motel, because this enabled

me to have the down time in the evenings that I needed to write up field notes and code and

analyze data. Had I stayed with friends, they may have felt that they had to entertain me, and

I would have felt obligated to spend my evenings conversing or participating in whatever

activities they had planned, when I needed some time to myself to be alone, think, and "veg"

out. [49]

The aspects of conducting observations are discussed above, but these are not the only

ways to conduct observations. DeMUNCK and SOBO use freelisting to elicit from cultural

members items related to specific categories of information. Through freelisting, they build a

dictionary of coded responses to explain various categories. They also suggest the use of

pile sorting, which involves the use of cards that participants sort into piles according to

similar topics. The process involves making decisions about what topics to include. Such

card pile sorting processes are easy to administer and may be meaningful to the participant's

world and frames of reference (DeMUNCK & SOBO, 1998). [50]
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A different approach to observation, consensus analysis, is a method DeMUNCK and SOBO

describe to design sampling frames for ethnographic research, enabling the researcher to

establish the viewpoints of the participants from the inside out. This involves aspects of

ethnographic fieldwork, such as getting to know participants intimately to understand their

way of thinking and experiencing the world. It further involves verifying information gathered

to determine if the researcher correctly understood the information collected. The question of

whether one has understood correctly lends itself to the internal validity question of whether

the researcher has correctly understood the participants. Whether the information can be

generalized addresses the external validity in terms of whether the interpretation is

transferable from the sample to the population from which it was selected. DeMUNCK and

SOBO note that the ethnographer begins with a topic and discusses that topic with various

people who know about it. He/She selects a variety of people who know about the topic to

include in the sample, remembering that not everyone has the same opinion or experience

about the topic. They suggest using a nested sampling frame to determine differences in

knowledge about a topic. To help determine the differences, the researcher should ask the

participants if they know people who have a different experience or opinion of the topic.

Seeking out participants with different points of view enables the researcher to fully flesh out

understanding of the topic in that culture. DeMUNCK and SOBO also suggest talking with

anyone who is willing to teach you. [51]

9. Tips for Collecting Useful Observation Data

TAYLOR and BOGDAN (1984) provided several tips for conducting observations after one

has gained entry into the setting under study. They suggest that the researcher should:

be unobtrusive in dress and actions;

become familiar with the setting before beginning to collect data;

keep the observations short at first to keep from becoming overwhelmed;

be honest, but not too technical or detailed, in explaining to participants what he/she is

doing. [52]

MERRIAM (1998) adds that the researcher should:

pay attention, shifting from a "wide" to a "narrow" angle perspective, focusing on a single

person, activity, interaction, then returning to a view of the overall situation;

look for key words in conversations to trigger later recollection of the conversation

content;

concentrate on the first and last remarks of a conversation, as these are most easily

remembered;

during breaks in the action, mentally replay remarks and scenes one has observed. [53]

DeWALT and DeWALT (2002) make these suggestions:

Actively observe, attending to details one wants to record later.

Look at the interactions occurring in the setting, including who talks to whom, whose

opinions are respected, how decisions are made. Also observe where participants stand

or sit, particularly those with power versus those with less power or men versus women.

Counting persons or incidents of observed activity is useful in helping one recollect the

situation, especially when viewing complex events or events in which there are many

participants.

Listen carefully to conversations, trying to remember as many verbatim conversations,

nonverbal expressions, and gestures as possible. To assist in seeing events with "new

eyes," turn detailed jottings into extensive field notes, including spatial maps and

interaction maps. Look carefully to seek out new insights.
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Keep a running observation record. [54]

WOLCOTT (2001) adds to the discussion of how to conduct observations. He suggests that,

to move around gracefully within the culture, one should:

practice reciprocity in whatever terms are appropriate for that culture;

be tolerant of ambiguity; this includes being adaptable and flexible;

have personal determination and faith in oneself to help alleviate culture shock. [55]

He further shares some tips for doing better participant observation (pp.96-100).

When one is not sure what to attend to, he/she should look to see what it is that he/she

is attending to and try to determine how and why one's attention has been drawn as it

has. One should take note of what he/she is observing, what is being put into the field

notes and in how much detail, and what one is noting about the researcher's personal

experience in conducting the research. The process of note taking is not complete until

one has reviewed his/her notes to make sure that he/she is coupling the analysis with

observations throughout the process to keep the researcher on track.

The researcher should review constantly what he/she is looking for and whether he/she

is seeing it or is likely to do so in the circumstances for observation presented. It may be

necessary to refocus one's attention to what is actually going on. This process involves

looking for recurring patterns or underlying themes in behavior, action or inaction.

He/she should also reflect on what someone from another discipline might find of

interest there. He/she should look at her/his participation, what he/she is observing and

recording, in terms of the kind of information he/she will need to report rather than what

he/she feels he/she should collect.

Being attentive for any length of time is difficult to do. One tends to do it off and on. One

should be aware that his/her attention to details comes in short bursts that are followed

by inattentive rests, and those moments of attention should be capitalized upon.

One should reflect on the note taking process and subsequent writing-up practices as a

critical part of fieldwork, making it part of the daily routine, keeping the entries up to

date. The elaborated note taking also provides a connection between what he/she is

experiencing and how he/she is translating that experience into a form that can be

communicated to others. He/she should make a habit of including in one's field notes

such specifics as day, date, and time, along with a simple coding system for keeping

track of entries, and reflections on and about one's mood, personal reactions, and

random thoughts, as these may help to recapture detail not written down. One should

also consider beginning to do some writing as fieldwork proceeds. One should take time

frequently to draft expanded pieces written using "thick description," as described by

GEERTZ (1973), so that such details might later be incorporated into the final write up.

One should take seriously the challenge of participating and focus, when appropriate, on

one's role as participant over one's role as observer. Fieldwork involves more than data

gathering. It may also involve informal interviews, conversations, or more structured

interviews, such as questionnaires or surveys. [56]

BERNARD notes that one must become explicitly aware, being attentive in his/her

observations, reporting what is seen, not inferred. It is natural to impose on a situation what

is culturally correct, in the absence of real memories, but building memory capacity can be

enhanced by practicing reliable observation. If the data one collects is not reliable, the

conclusions will not be valid. BERNARD advises that the researcher not talk to anyone after

observing, until he/she has written down his/her field notes. He advocates that he/she try to

remember things in historical/chronological order and draw a map of the physical space to

help him/her remember details. He also suggests that the researcher maintain naiveté,

assuming an attitude of learner and being guided by participants' teaching without being

considered stupid, incompetent, or dangerous to their wellbeing. Sometimes, he points out,
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one's expertise is what helps to establish rapport. Having good writing skills, that is, writing

concisely and compellingly, is also necessary to good participant observation. The

researcher must learn to 'hang out' to enable him/her to ask questions when appropriate and

to ask appropriate questions. Maintaining one's objectivity means realizing and

acknowledging one's biases, assumptions, prejudices, opinions, and values. [57]

10. Keeping and Analyzing Field Notes and Writing up the Findings

KUTSCHE (1998) suggests that, when mapping out a setting, one must first learn to put

aside his/her preconceptions. The process of mapping, as he describes it, involves

describing the relationship between the sociocultural behavior one observes and the physical

environment. The researcher should draw a physical map of the setting, using as much detail

as possible. KUTSCHE suggests that the researcher visit the setting under study at different

times of the day to see how it is used differently at different times of the day/night. He/she

should describe without judgment and avoid using meaningless adjectives, such as "older"

(older than what/whom?) or "pretty" (as compared to what/whom?); use adjectives that help

to describe the various aspects of the setting meaningfully (what is it that makes the house

inviting?). When one succeeds in avoiding judgment, he/she is practicing cultural relativism.

This mapping process uses only one of the five senses—vision. "Human events happen in

particular places, weathers, times, and so forth. If you are intrigued, you will be pleased to

know that what you are doing is a subdiscipline of anthropology called cultural ecology"

(p.16). It involves looking at the interaction of the participants with the environment.

STEWARD (1955, as cited in KUTSCHE, 1998), a student of KROEBER (1939, as cited in

KUTSCHE, 1998), who wrote about Native American adaptations to North American

environments, developed a theory called "multilinear evolution" in which he described how

cultural traditions evolve related to specific environments.

"Cultural systems are not just rules for behavior, ways of surviving, or straitjackets to constrict free

expression ... All cultures, no matter how simple or sophisticated, are also rhythms, music,

architecture, the dances of living. ... To look at culture as style is to look at ritual" (p.49). [58]

KUTSCHE refers to ritual as being the symbolic representation of the sentiments in a

situation, where the situation involves person, place, time, conception, thing, or occasion.

Some of the examples of cultural rituals KUTSCHE presents for analysis include rites of

deference or rites of passage. Ritual and habit are different, KUTSCHE explains, in that

habits have no symbolic expression or meaning (such as tying one's shoes in the same way

each time). [59]

In mapping out the setting being observed, SCHENSUL, SCHENSUL, and LeCOMPTE

(1999) suggest the following be included:

a count of attendees, including such demographics as age, gender, and race;

a physical map of the setting and description of the physical surroundings;

a portrayal of where participants are positioned over time;

a description of the activities being observed, detailing activities of interest. [60]

They indicate that counting, census taking, and mapping are important ways to help the

researcher gain a better understanding of the social setting in the early stages of

participation, particularly when the researcher is not fluent in the language and has few key

informants in the community. [61]

Social differences they mention that are readily observed include differences among

individuals, families, or groups by educational level, type of employment, and income. Things

to look for include the cultural members' manner of dress and decorative accoutrements,

leisure activities, speech patterns, place of residence and choice of transportation. They also

add that one might look for differences in housing structure or payment structure for goods or

services. [62]

Field notes are the primary way of capturing the data that is collected from participant
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observations. Notes taken to capture this data include records of what is observed, including

informal conversations with participants, records of activities and ceremonies, during which

the researcher is unable to question participants about their activities, and journal notes that

are kept on a daily basis. DeWALT, DeWALT, and WAYLAND describe field notes as both

data and analysis, as the notes provide an accurate description of what is observed and are

the product of the observation process. As they note, observations are not data unless they

are recorded into field notes. [63]

DeMUNCK and SOBO (1998) advocate using two notebooks for keeping field notes, one

with questions to be answered, the other with more personal observations that may not fit the

topics covered in the first notebook. They do this to alleviate the clutter of extraneous

information that can occur when taking. Field notes in the first notebook should include

jottings, maps, diagrams, interview notes, and observations. In the second notebook, they

suggest keeping memos, casual "mullings, questions, comments, quirky notes, and diary

type entries" (p.45). One can find information in the notes easily by indexing and cross-

referencing information from both notebooks by noting on index cards such information as

"conflicts, gender, jokes, religion, marriage, kinship, men's activities, women's activities, and

so on" (p.45). They summarize each day's notes and index them by notebook, page number,

and a short identifying description. [64]

The feelings, thoughts, suppositions of the researcher may be noted separately.

SCHENSUL, SCHENSUL, and LeCOMPTE (1999) note that good field notes:

use exact quotes when possible;

use pseudonyms to protect confidentiality;

describe activities in the order in which they occur;

provide descriptions without inferring meaning;

include relevant background information to situate the event;

separate one's own thoughts and assumptions from what one actually observes;

record the date, time, place, and name of researcher on each set of notes. [65]

Regarding coding their observation notes, DeMUNCK and SOBO (1998) suggest that coding

is used to select and emphasize information that is important enough to record, enabling the

researcher to weed out extraneous information and focus his/her observations on the type of

information needed for the study. They describe codes as

"rules for organizing symbols into larger and more meaningful strings of symbols. It is important, no

imperative, to construct a coding system not because the coding system represents the 'true'

structure of the process you are studying, but because it offers a framework for organizing and

thinking about the data" (p.48). [66]

KUTSCHE states that, when one is trying to analyze interview information and observation

field notes, he/she is trying to develop a model that helps to make sense of what the

participants do. One is constructing a model of culture, not telling the truth about the data, as

there are numerous truths, particularly when presented from each individual participant's

viewpoint. The researcher should set out an outline of the information he/she has, organize

the information according to the outline, then move the points around as the argument of

one's study dictates. He further suggests that he/she organize the collected data into a

narrative in which one may tell the story of a day or a week in the lives of informants, as they

may have provided information in these terms in response to grand tour questions, that is,

questions that encourage participants to elaborate on their description of a cultural scene

(SPRADLEY, 1979). Once the data have been organized in this way, there will probably be

several sections in the narrative that reflect one's interpretation of certain themes that make

the cultural scene clear to the reader. He further suggests asking participants to help

structure the report. In this way, member checks and peer debriefing occur to help ensure the

trustworthiness of the data (LINCOLN & GUBA, 1994). [67]
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When writing up one's description of a ritual, KUTSCHE advises the researcher to make a

short draft of the ritual and then take specific aspects to focus on and write up in detail with

one's analysis. It is the analysis that differentiates between creative writing and ethnology, he

points out. When writing up one's ethnographic observations, KUTSCHE advises that the

researcher follow the lead of SPRADLEY and McCURDY (1972) and find a cultural scene,

spend time with the informants, asking questions and clarifying answers, analyze the

material, pulling together the themes into a well-organized story. Regarding developing

models, he indicates that the aim is to construct a picture of the culture that reflects the data

one has collected. He bases his model development on guidelines by Ward H.

GOODENOUGH, who advocates that the first level of development includes what happens,

followed by a second level of development which includes what the ethnographer has

observed, subsequently followed by a third level including what was recorded in the field,

and finally followed by a fourth level derived from one's notes. He adds that GOODENOUGH

describes a fifth level, in which ethnological theory is developed from separate models of

separate cultures. KUTSCHE defines models as having four properties described by LEVI-

STRAUSS (1953, p.525, as cited in KUTSCHE,1998), two of which are pertinent to this

discussion: the first property, in which the structure exhibits the characteristics of a system,

and the fourth property, in which the model makes clear all observed facts. [68]

WOLCOTT indicates that fieldworkers of today should put themselves into their written

discussion of the analysis without regaling the reader with self-reports of how well they did

their job. This means that there will be a bit of postmodern auto-ethnographic information told

in the etic or researcher's voice (PIKE, 1966), along with the participants' voices which

provide the emic perspective (PIKE, 1966). Autoethnography, in recent years, has become

an accepted means for illustrating the knowledge production of researchers from their own

perspective, incorporating their own feelings and emotions into the mix, as is illustrated by

Carolyn ELLIS (i.e., ELLIS, 2003, and HOLMAN JONES, 2004). [69]

11. Teaching Participant Observation

Throughout the past eight or so years of teaching qualitative research courses, I have

developed a variety of exercises for teaching observation skills, based on techniques I

observed from other researchers and teachers of qualitative research or techniques

described in others' syllabi. Over time, I have revised others' exercises and created my own

to address the needs of my students in learning how to conduct qualitative research. Below

are several of those exercises that other professors of qualitative research methods may find

useful. [70]

Memory Exercise—Students are asked to think of a familiar place, such as a room in their

home, and make field notes that include a map of the setting and a physical description of as

much as they can remember of what is contained in that setting. They are then asked to

compare their recollections with the actual setting to see what they were able to remember

and how well they were able to do so. The purpose of this exercise is to help students realize

how easy it is to overlook various aspects that they have not consciously tried to remember.

In this way, they begin to be attentive to details and begin to practice active observing skills.

[71]

Sight without sound—In this exercise, students are asked to find a setting in which they are

able to see activity but in which they are unable to hear what is being said in the interaction.

For a specified length of time (5 to 10 minutes), they are to observe the action/interaction,

and record as much information as they can in as much detail as possible. This exercise has

also been done by turning off the sound on the television and observing the

actions/interactions on a program; students, in this case, are instructed to find a television

program with which they are unfamiliar, so they are less apt to impose upon their field notes

what they believe they know about familiar characters or programs. This option is less

desirable, as students sometimes find it difficult to find a program with which they do not

have some familiarity. The purpose of the exercise is to teach the students to begin

observing and taking in information using their sight. [72]
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Instructions for writing up their field notes include having them begin by drawing a map of the

setting and providing a description of the participants. By having them record on one side of

their paper what information they take in through their senses and on the other side whatever

thoughts, feelings, ideas they have about what is happening, they are more likely to begin to

see the difference in observed data and their own construction or interpretation of the activity.

This exercise also helps them realize the importance of using all of their senses to take in

information and the importance of observing both the verbal and the nonverbal behaviors of

the situation. Possible settings for observation in this exercise have included sitting inside

fast-food restaurants, viewing the playground, observing interactions across parking lots or

mall food courts, or viewing interactions at a distance on the subway, for example. [73]

Sound without sight—In this exercise, similar to the above exercise, students are asked to

find a setting in which they are able to hear activity/interactions, but in which they are unable

to see what is going on. Again, for a specified length of time, they are asked to record as

much as they can hear of the interaction, putting their thoughts, feelings, and ideas about

what is happening on the right side of the paper, and putting the information they take in with

their senses on the left hand side of the paper. Before beginning, they again are asked to

describe the setting, but, if possible, they are not to see the participants in the setting under

study. In this way, they are better able to note their guesses about the participants' ages,

gender, ethnicity, etc. My students have conducted this exercise in restaurants, listening to

conversations of patrons in booths behind them, while sitting on airplanes or other modes of

transportation, or by sitting outside classrooms where students were interacting, for example.

A variation of this exercise is to have students turn their backs to the television or listen to a

radio program with which they are unfamiliar, and have them conduct the exercise in that

fashion, without sight to guide their interpretations. [74]

In both of these examples, male students are cautioned to stay away from playgrounds or

other settings where there actions may be misconstrued. They are further cautioned against

sitting in vehicles and observing, as several of my students have been approached by

security or police officers who questioned them about their actions. The lesson here is that,

while much information can be taken in through hearing conversations, without the body

language, meanings can be misconstrued. Further, they usually find it interesting to make

guesses about the participants in terms of age, gender, ethnicity, and relationship to other

participants in the setting, based on what they heard. [75]

In both of these examples, it is especially interesting when one student conducts the sight

without sound and another students conducts the sound without sight exercise using the

same interaction/setting, as their explanations, when shared in class, sometimes illustrate

how easy it is to put one's own construction on what is actually happening. [76]

Photographic Observation—This exercise encourages students to use photographs to help

them remember activities, and photographs can serve as illustrations of aspects of activities

that are not easily described. Students are asked to take a series of 12 to 36 photographs of

an activity, and provide a written description of the activity that tells the story of what is

happening in the activity, photo by photo. They are instructed to number the photographs and

take notes as they take pictures to help them keep the photos organized in the right

sequence. Several students have indicated that this was a fun exercise in which their

children, who were the participants in the activity, were delighted to be involved; they also

noted that this provided them with a pictographic recollection of a part of their children's lives

that would be a keepsake. One student recorded her 6 year old daughter's first formal tea

party, for example. [77]

Direct Observation—In this instance, students are asked to find a setting they wish to

observe in which they will be able to observe without interruption and in which they will not

be participating. For some specified length of time (about 15 to 30 minutes), they are asked

to record everything they can take in through their senses about that setting and the

interactions contained therein for the duration of the time period, again recording on one side

of the paper their field notes from observation and on the other side their thoughts, feelings,

and ideas about what is happening. Part of the lesson here is that, when researchers are
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recording aspects of the observation, whether it be the physical characteristics of the setting

or interactions between participants, they are unable to both observe and record. This

exercise is also good practice for getting them to write detailed notes about what is or is not

happening, about the physical surroundings, and about interactions, particularly

conversations and the nonverbal behaviors that go along with those conversations. [78]

Participant Observation—Students are asked to participate in some activity that takes at

least 2 hours, during which they are not allowed to take any notes. Having a few friends or

family members over for dinner is a good example of a situation where they must participate

without taking notes. In this situation, the students must periodically review what they want to

remember. They are instructed to remember as much as possible, then record their

recollections in as much detail as they can remember as soon as possible after the activity

ends. Students are cautioned not to talk to anyone or drink too much, so their recollections

will be unaltered. The lesson here is that they must consciously try to remember bits of

conversation and other details in chronological order. [79]

When comparing their field notes from direct observation to participant observation, the

students may find that their notes from direct observation (without participation) are more

detailed and lengthy than with participant observation; however, through participation, there

is more involvement in the activities under study, so there is likely to be better interpretation

of what happened and why. They also may find that participant observation lends itself better

to recollecting information at a later time than direct observation. [80]

12. Summary

Participant observation involves the researcher's involvement in a variety of activities over an

extended period of time that enable him/her to observe the cultural members in their daily

lives and to participate in their activities to facilitate a better understanding of those behaviors

and activities. The process of conducting this type of field work involves gaining entry into the

community, selecting gatekeepers and key informants, participating in as many different

activities as are allowable by the community members, clarifying one's findings through

member checks, formal interviews, and informal conversations, and keeping organized,

structured field notes to facilitate the development of a narrative that explains various cultural

aspects to the reader. Participant observation is used as a mainstay in field work in a variety

of disciplines, and, as such, has proven to be a beneficial tool for producing studies that

provide accurate representation of a culture. This paper, while not wholly inclusive of all that

has been written about this type of field work methods, presents an overview of what is

known about it, including its various definitions, history, and purposes, the stances of the

researcher, and information about how to conduct observations in the field. [81]

Notes

1) Validity is a term typically associated with quantitative research; however, when viewed in terms of its meaning of

reflecting what is purported to be measured/observed, its use is appropriate. Validity in this instance may refer to context

validity, face validity or trustworthiness as described by LINCOLN and GUBA (1994). <back>

2) Many years after MEAD studied the Samoan girls, FREEMAN replicated MEAD's study and derived different

interpretations. FREEMAN's study suggested that MEAD's informants had misled her by telling her what they wanted her to

believe, rather than what was truthful about their activities. <back>
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Documentary linguists aspiring to conduct socially responsible research find them-
selves immersed in a literature on ‘collaborative methods’ that does not address
some of the most pressing interpersonal challenges that fieldworkers experience
in their community relationships. As recent controversies about the nature of col-
laboration indicate, collaborative models embed assumptions about reciprocity,
negotiation, and the meaning and moral valence of categories like ‘research,’ ‘lan-
guage,’ and ‘documentation,’ which do not translate equally well across all com-
munities. There is thus a need for a method flexible enough to respond to the
complexity and diversity of what goes on in particular cross-cultural researcher-
community relationships. In this article, we encourage documentary linguists to
consider the benefits of participant observation, a research method that is de-
signed specifically to deal with the interpersonal nature of fieldwork in the hu-
man sciences. Because it ties knowledge production directly to the development
of social relationships across difference, participant observation can help docu-
mentary linguists think fruitfully about the social approaches they take in their
fieldwork, whether these ultimately come to involve formal collaboration or some
other form of reciprocity.

1. Introduction 1 The current generation of documentary linguists has expressed a
seemingly inexhaustible interest in discussing and promoting collaborative research,
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taking the call for a more responsible linguistics to a level hardly imaginable twenty
years ago. Florey (2008) describes this research climate as a “new linguistics,” in
which researchers engaged in the scientific study of language also address and even
prioritize the interests of the communities they work with. But having reached a point
where collaborative research is now regularly hailed as ‘best practice’ in linguistic
fieldwork (e.g., Leonard & Haynes 2010, Mihas 2012; Penfield et al. 2008) and may
even be a requirement for linguists seeking research licenses and grant funding, we
believe it is time to take stock. Originally inspired by developments in critical soci-
olinguistics (e.g., Cameron et al. 1992) and similar movements attempting to address
power disparities in research (see e.g., Czaykowska-Higgins 2009; Rice 2006, 2009,
2011; Schwartz & Lederman 2011), the documentary linguistics literature has con-
verged on a common model of what collaboration entails. Going beyond the merely
ethical methods of traditional ‘linguist-focused’ research (Czaykowska-Higgins 2009)
that prioritizes the targeted pursuit of questions deriving from academic concerns,
collaborative research as typically described has the following key components:2

• Linguists and community representatives work together as equal partners to
design and establish project goals that will serve both academic and community
needs.

• The products developed in the course of collaboration are accessible and useful
for both community members and scholars.

• Community members gain new skills through linguistic training, so that the
research process empowers them to carry out their own linguistic work with-
out outsider involvement, rather than requiring them to depend on academic
expertise and authority.

• Reciprocally, community members educate linguists about local expectations
and norms, teaching them how to live and work in what is often, for the linguist,
an unfamiliar physical and social environment.

A number of case studies have been offered in the literature to develop and illus-
trate this model, which foregrounds the interests of speakers and responds in part to
calls coming from communities themselves (e.g., Ahlers 2009; Benedicto et al. 2007;
Bowern & Warner 2015; Cruz & Woodbury 2014; Dicker et al. 2009; Dwyer 2010;
Fitzgerald&Linn 2013; Florey 2008; Furbee& Stanley 2002; Garrett 2014; Leonard
& Haynes 2010; Linn 2014; Mihas 2012; Miyashita & Chatsis 2013; Miyashita

2There is considerable debate in the linguistics literature over the precise nature of “truly collaborative
collaboration” (Leonard & Haynes 2010:273). The rise of collaboration in documentary linguistics is
part of a larger cross-disciplinary movement that emphasizes equal partnership throughout the entire
research process, from collaborative project design to co-authorship of resulting publications (Schwartz
& Lederman 2011). But Bowern & Warner (2015:65) have recently proposed a definition that even
considers an outside researcher involving community members in data collection, entry, and processing to
be collaborative on the grounds that it gives community members “a stake in the research,”“opportunities
to shape the research program,”and“insight into how research is conducted.” It is not our goal here to take
a position on what constitutes ‘true’ collaboration. Rather, we seek to show how participant observation
can be useful to linguists regardless of the definition of collaboration they hold.
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& Crow Shoe 2009; Penfield et al. 2008; Rehg 2007; Shneiderman 2010; Shulist
2013; Truong & Garcez 2012; Vallejos 2014; Warner et al. 2007; Watahomigie &
Yamamoto 1992; Yamada 2007, 2011).

While most published discussions of collaboration offer positive narratives of suc-
cess, examples of unsuccessful or otherwise unconventional collaborations are less of-
ten discussed. One exception comes from Sarah Shulist (2013), who discovered that
her lack of prior familiarity with the urban setting in Brazil where she worked led her
to have unrealistic expectations about her ability to conduct collaborative research
on language revitalization there for her dissertation. Shulist’s case also highlights the
need for greater nuance in thinking about the temporal dimensions of collaboration,
since the features outlined above would seem to imply relationships spanning years,
decades, or even entire careers. Indeed, many researchers describe their long-term
partnerships as evolving after working in a community for many years, rather than
as something they set out to do or were required to do as a prerequisite to research.

Moreover, the collaborations described in case studies may not resonate with re-
searchers who have had different experiences. This is a problem that we (and others;
see Holton 2009; Shulist 2013) have encountered in reading about ‘communities’
that are assumed to be both unified and enthusiastic about language development.
Saul Schwartz, for example, works in North America with a Chiwere (Siouan) doc-
umentation and revitalization project that is supported by some of those for whom
Chiwere is a heritage language, but which is controversial among others as a result
of language ideological differences, tribal politics, and individual and family affinities
and animosities. And Lise Dobrin works with an Arapesh community in a cultural
area of Papua New Guinea that has been characterized as ‘importing’ because of the
high value people in this area place on the ability to appropriate objects and prac-
tices that have their origins elsewhere. In this cultural context, a movement to resist
the shift to a non-local language would actually represent a profound move away
from traditional values (Dobrin 2014; see Good 2012:44ff for a similar argument).
For fieldworkers who find themselves aligned with only some factions of a broader
community (e.g., Cruz & Woodbury 2014; Debenport 2010a; Kroskrity 2014), col-
laboration will involve linguists in social conflicts that mirror the troubling power
dynamics that the approach is supposed to help mitigate. And for those who find
themselves workingwithin communities that are indifferent, ambivalent, or otherwise
unprepared to take action with respect to their language (Dauenhauer &Dauenhauer
1998; Perley 2011), calls for collaboration do little to address how linguists might
ethically engage in field research when their specifically language-related services are
not in demand.

In other words, the articulation of any one set of common features as essential
for doing ethical field research overlooks much of the complexity and diversity of
what goes on in particular researcher-community relationships. This is a point of
professional discomfort for some, who can feel imposed-upon or guilty when they
find that designing their projects around the model being promulgated does not fit
their situation or serve their goals (Crippen & Robinson 2013). In light of this dis-
comfort, some authors have tried to acknowledge that “there are no single answers”
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when it comes to ethical fieldwork because every research situation presents a unique
set of personal, social, and cultural circumstances (Rice 2012:420; see also Bowern
& Warner 2015; Czaykowska-Higgins 2009). Others have argued that ethical re-
search is to some extent relative to the specific cultural contexts in which fieldwork
takes place (Dobrin 2008, Holton 2009). Nevertheless, the discourse of collabora-
tion in documentary linguistics has become increasingly standardized, presupposing
rather than opening up the possibilities for how socially responsible research might
be imagined and implemented.

The need for a broader perspective on ethical research is suggested by some of
the questions that have been raised in the literature about what community collab-
oration should entail. At what point in a project should collaboration commence
(Leonard & Haynes 2010)? Is it really suitable in all societies (Good 2012)? Is it nec-
essary at all (Crippen & Robinson 2013)? These questions reflect linguists’ varied
experiences with the interpersonal dimensions of fieldwork, suggesting that the real
challenge linguists face is something more complicated than deciding whether or not
to collaborate; rather, it is discovering how to engage with speakers and communities
in ways that resonate with their cultural values, even though these may be implicit
or counterintuitive from the researcher’s point of view. As we will argue, addressing
this challenge requires us to recognize that the very notion of collaboration embeds
within it certain culturally specific assumptions about reciprocity, negotiation, and
the meaning and moral valence of categories like ‘research,’ ‘language,’ and ‘docu-
mentation,’ which may not translate equally well in all communities. To that extent,
as we hope to show, linguists may find useful the anthropological method of partici-
pant observation, which is designed specifically to deal with the interpersonal nature
of field research in the human sciences. Because it ties knowledge production directly
to the development of social relationships across difference, participant observation
can help documentary linguists think fruitfully about the social approaches they take
in their fieldwork, whether these ultimately come to involve formal collaboration
or some other form of reciprocity. We believe the notion of participant observation
could be a constructive methodological resource for those who are committed to
conducting their research in an ethical manner, but who conclude that the standard
model of collaboration described above is not a realistic option for them. Formal col-
laboration need not be regarded as an end in itself; it is only one possibility for field
linguists seeking to achieve positive social relations with community interlocutors.

2. Is data really the goal? Although the literature on collaboration appears to be
refining a methodological model for ethical research, we argue that this actually mis-
construes what collaboration is. Collaboration is not a method of data collection
on par with elicitation, the production of grammaticality judgments, or the experi-
mental manipulation of variables. Instead, in emphasizing collaboration, linguistic
fieldworkers seem to be striving for something more general: a way to integrate pos-
itive social relations into their research practices.

Linguists involved in collaborative research often struggle to describe and justify
their community engagement to skeptical colleagues, who can be quick to dismiss
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such activities as ‘linguistic social work’ as opposed to the real business of scientific
research (Newman 1998:11, 2003:6). Graduate students are sometimes advised to
postpone more involved forms of community engagement until after they get their
degree or get tenure—even by professors who are in principle sympathetic to their
aims—on the grounds that collaboration is likely to diminish their academic produc-
tivity (see Yamada 2007:258). Perhaps in response to such criticisms, a number of
documentary linguists have presented collaboration as a research method that will
lead to more or better scholarship, for example by ensuring the richness and hence
multifunctionality of the documentary record, minimizing observer effects and inter-
pretive bias, or transferring skills to speakers (Bowern&Warner 2015:76–77; Dwyer
2010; Furbee 2010; Vallejos 2014). We cannot help but observe, however, that these
claimed advantages are all subsidiary to the discipline’s main scientific goals. Indeed,
what impresses us is how often linguists elect to take on collaborative projects despite
the fact that these present serious challenges that are likely to interfere with, rather
than advance, their primary scholarly agendas and careers.

As has often been noted, seriously engaging community interests can lead lin-
guists into activities that exceed their expertise. These include pedagogical activities,
like developing writing systems and classroom language lessons, and technological
ones, like multimedia development and graphic design (see e.g., Gerdts 2010; Nathan
2004; Speas 2009). They can also lead to outputs that rank rather low on implicit
scales of academic value. Here we may think first of dictionaries or text collections,
which can be viewed (albeit wrongly) as atheoretical ‘compilations,’ but these are
only the tip of the iceberg in terms of the kinds of products communities may desire
or need. Young Arapesh townpeople Dobrin works with in Papua New Guinea have
asked her to help them develop an interactive kinship chart that they can consult
in order to help them know how to appropriately address their elders. Jack Martin
(personal communication) once noted to us that what a community he works with re-
ally needs is native-language coloring books—not the most compelling addition to a
young scholar’s tenure file! The Chiwere project Schwartz works with receives numer-
ous requests to translate heritage language words and texts into English, or to calque
contemporary English idioms and slogans into heritage language tokens for blogs,
t-shirts, grant applications, and tribal programs. Although translation is a highly
developed skill, it is a marginally theorized part of documentary practice (though
see Evans & Sasse 2007; Foley 2007; Schultze-Berndt 2006; Woodbury 2007), and
translation into a major lingua franca is antithetical in some ways to preserving the
native language. Of course, from the community’s perspective, the value system may
be entirely reversed: being able to access a text in English may be more useful to com-
munity members than having it written in a heritage language they don’t understand.
But that is just the point: collaboration can require linguists to make some significant
compromises from the perspective of their other professional commitments.3

3Bowern &Warner (2015:70–73) maintain that documentary linguists do in fact possess expertise relevant
to language revitalization, especially if the scope of revitalization is expanded from“kindergarten primers”
to include immersion environments, teacher training, master-apprentice programs, and issues related to
“ideological clarification.” On some level, whether or not individual linguists possess expertise on these
topics depends on their personal career trajectories; for some, helping to develop an immersion program
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These compromises can even render invisible linguistic work that would otherwise
be academically valued. Erin Debenport’s (2010b, 2015) collaborative work onTiwa,
a Pueblo language in the US Southwest, provides a radical example. Due to local lan-
guage ideologies that forbid the circulation of the language beyond the boundaries of
the community, all of her linguistic work is kept strictly within the community and
is publicly unavailable. While the community granted her permission to reveal exam-
ples of the language to her advisers when she defended her dissertation, these were
not to circulate further; what she publishes are ethnographic accounts of the work’s
sociocultural dimensions. By asking academic communities to count as ‘research’ a
variety of nontraditional outputs, collaborative research presents a challenge to tra-
ditional academic values (Schwartz & Lederman 2011:70–71). For example, Jack
Martin (personal communication) worked for a number of years on a dictionary
that was restricted to tribal members, reviewed only by them, and distributed only
through their tribal museum. Because of its ambiguous status as a publication, it took
many years before he felt comfortable listing it on his CV. As these scholars found,
the time and effort invested in collaborative projects can be challenging to justify as
legitimate labor to a wider disciplinary audience that prioritizes theoretical advances
over descriptive work, much less community engagement.

To make matters worse, collaborative relationships are notoriously subject to
the vicissitudes of community politics, making them unreliable reference points in
building a career. As many linguists have found (e.g., Cruz & Woodbury 2014;
Czaykowska-Higgins 2009:40, Rice 2006:137), factors like age, kinship, class, and
religion can disaggregate communities into competing groups with potentially con-
flicting attitudes toward language preservation. Collaborative relationships are also
dynamic: collaboration presupposes relationships with an extended duration, but
over years and decades relationships can change as academics and community part-
ners alike transition to new social positions. Sometimes these changes seem produc-
tive, breathing new life and value into old projects as communities take new interest
in and ownership over their results and direction (Dobrin & Holton 2013). On the
other hand, they can also make language researchers unwelcome in places where they
have had congenial working relations for years.

One such example of souring community relationships is found in the work of
MarkAwakuni-Swetland, who was adopted into an Omaha family in the 1970s. Dur-
ing the 1990s, he conducted research on Omaha language, history, and culture with
the formal permission of the Omaha Tribal Council, and in 1999, he established
an Omaha language program at the University of Nebraska with what seemed like
overwhelming community support (Awakuni-Swetland 2003). But by 2010, the Om-
aha tribal government changed their relationship with Awakuni-Swetland. An office-
holder on the tribal council accused him ofmisrepresenting himself as a tribal member,
profiting from the language through teaching, grants, and textbooks, and circulating

may take them even further beyond their comfort zone than coloring books. Whether or not linguists have
relevant expertise, the question remains: is that expertise professional, in the sense of being recognized by
colleagues as a valid and valuable form of disciplinary practice? The answer is currently no as Bowern &
Warner (2015:73–76) concede: the fact remains that revitalization work must be accomplished “on top of
the work that is likely to be acknowledged in hiring and tenure decisions” (Robinson& Crippen 2015:87).
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the language online without full permission, claims which Awakuni-Swetland and
his Omaha family denied. An investigation by the University of Nebraska’s Chancel-
lor’s Office found the accusations to be without evidence (Perlman 2010). When he
came up for tenure, some tribal members lobbied the University’s Board of Regents
to stop the process, and the tribe’s cultural authority demanded damages from the
university for institutional racism, commoditizing Omaha heritage without consulta-
tion, and theft of cultural and intellectual property. In a press release, they also called
for Awakuni-Swetland to “cease and desist” from further work on the language and
turn over all research and teaching materials to the Tribe (Abourezk 2010a,b; Omaha
Tribal Historical Research Project, Inc. 2010). Debenport (2010a) describes a similar
experience: after collaborating for six years with a Tiwa documentation and revital-
ization program, Debenport suddenly found herself unwelcome in the community
when members of the tribal government who were opposed to Tiwa literacy decided
to end the project and confiscated materials that she had helped them develop. Cases
like these illustrate how community-internal social processes can have unpredictable
results for collaborative researchers over the long term.

In light of these kinds of challenges, it seems reasonable to ask why many lin-
guists feel such a strong impetus to collaborate. Our interpretation is that it reflects
a growing awareness today that basic linguistic research is, to some degree, moti-
vated by a desire to address the problematic social inequalities behind language shift.
The current interest in collaboration cannot be understood without reference to the
disciplinary movement to document endangered languages that began in the early
1990s. Responding to the worldwide shift from local to dominant languages, this
movement called upon linguists to document, describe, and assist communities in
revitalizing endangered languages before their loss makes studying them impossible
(Hale et al. 1992). But although the documentation agenda may have gotten its orig-
inal purchase in linguistics by pointing to language endangerment as a problem of
diminishing data for the field, the process of conducting research on endangered lan-
guages has drawn linguists into relationships with people who are at various points
along the road to language shift because they are experiencing the larger pressures
that are well known to lead there: relative poverty, social marginalization, encom-
passment by dominant political structures, and misrecognition. Since the forces that
drive language shift are fundamentally political, economic, and cultural, rather than
linguistic, linguists who care about language vitality have begun involving themselves
in activities that seek to address the root of the problem, even to the point of focus-
ing their efforts on reducing socioeconomic inequalities or disparities in access to
healthcare, rather than on linguistics (Henderson et al. 2014). Dwyer (2010:212)
calls collaboration “implicitly activist,” and we agree with this characterization. It
responds to a question that fieldworkers have been asking themselves: Given that
our research requires us to interact with speakers in this precarious situation, how
can we do so in a way that does not objectify them and subordinate them in status,
hence replicating in microcosm the marginalization that leads the languages we study
to become endangered in the first place?
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Or to put it somewhat differently, linguists are more aware than ever before that
language documentation does indeed involve “linguistic social work.” While this
term was originally used by Paul Newman (1998, 2003) to question the disciplinary
legitimacy of community engagement, we wish to claim for it a more neutral sense:
that of establishing and maintaining positive, mutually beneficial social relationships
with speakers and other community stakeholders. One way to understand the pro-
liferation of literature on collaboration, with its descriptions of individual projects
and celebration of their outcomes, is as a mechanism for translating field linguists’
otherwise invisible social labor into something that can be comprehended by existing
standards of disciplinary value (e.g., Bowern andWarner 2015:73–74). Developing a
native-language coloring book might not be considered a legitimate professional ac-
complishment, but an article that describes the process of producing such a coloring
book in a peer-reviewed academic journal is. From this perspective, the impulse to
construe collaboration (along with participatory action research, community-based
research, and similar approaches) as a ‘method’ that improves scientific outcomes
makes sense, but perhaps also undermines many documentary linguists’ long-term
activist goals, since it presupposes and tacitly affirms the placement of documentary
and descriptive work at the bottom of the disciplinary hierarchy, and social work
nowhere at all. Until we recognize that the motive to collaborate emerges not just
from scientific priorities but also from the “‘human connection’ piece of linguistic
fieldwork that is so essential to successful working relationships and yet so rarely ac-
knowledged publicly” (Yamada 2007:270; see also Bowern & Warner 2015:77–78),
we will continue to struggle to provide an adequate accounting for the activities we
are engaged in to our colleagues and even to ourselves. It seems that documentary
and descriptive linguists are looking for a new way—and have a new willingness—to
talk about the centrality of social relations in the professional work that they do.

3. Participant observation in linguistics and anthropology In the remainder of this
paper, we would like to present the anthropological model of participant observation
as another possible pathway to establishing positive social relations in particular situ-
ations, one that takes the classic questions of collaborative models like who controls
the agenda or who benefits from the products to be potentially important, but only
secondarily. Collaboration attempts to blur the troubling boundaries between “us”
and “them” by empowering community members to themselves become researchers.
But, as we observe above (and discuss further below), differences in power and cul-
ture between communities and academics cannot always be minimized in this way.
Moreover, given that differences in culture and language are what motivate documen-
tary research in the first place, the goal need not be to transcend those differences by
achieving mutual agreement or reconciling academic and community values. Instead,
we suggest, researchers can work to have positive social relations with community
interlocutors across difference by trying, in so far as is possible, to understand what
good relationships look like from their consultants’ perspectives. By probing our ex-
periences of coming to understand and empathize with people whose lives and goals
are different from our own, we take the critical first step toward being able to engage
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with them on their cultural terms. This is not something we are proposing researchers
do instead of their linguistic research, but rather as an integral part of it.

It is important to distinguish anthropological from linguistic participant observa-
tion, since the two disciplines use the same term with rather different meanings and
associations. In linguistics, participant observation is a marginal methodology that
is rarely discussed in field methods texts. When it is, however, its primary advertised
advantage is to mitigate the observer effects associated with structured elicitation,
enabling fieldworkers to record more naturalistic data (Crowley 2007:144; Sakel &
Everett 2012:136). In other words, it is meant to let linguists fade into the back-
ground while their strategically placed devices record what people would be saying
if the fieldworker were not there. Thus, linguistic participant observation has been
glossed as “overhearing” (Crowley 2007:142) or “eavesdropping” (Sakel & Everett
2012:136), and for some linguists has even raised concerns about the ethics of clan-
destine research (Wilson 2012). Not surprisingly, the concern to avoid observer in-
terference also appears in the linguistic literature on collaboration. With regard to a
project carried out by teams of native-speaker researchers, Dwyer describes the ad-
vantages of the research design as “effectively neutralizing the ‘observer’s paradox’:
researchers themselves were local, so their presence at events was minimally disrup-
tive” (2010:204–205). Others have noted the advantages of similar arrangements
(Vallejos 2014). Hand in hand with this is an emphasis on training for community
members to empower them to do their own language work without having to rely
on external support or expertise (Czaykowska-Higgins 2009:25 and many others).
If an invisible linguist is good, an absent linguist is even better! So to summarize,
participant observation as presented in linguistic field manuals is an activity along
the lines of “the observation of participants (by a non-participating researcher).”

Anthropological participant observation is something very different. It involves
researchers immersing themselves in native lifeways in order to gain experiential
knowledge of what they are studying. Participant observation as practiced in an-
thropology is that discipline’s most central and distinctive method for producing
knowledge about social life. As a result of the historical divergence of American an-
thropology and linguistics in the twentieth century (Agha 2007; Duranti 2003, 2012;
Stocking 1992), even anthropological linguists have not generally been exposed to im-
portant ideas about the reflexive nature and conduct of fieldwork that are nowwidely
accepted in sociocultural and linguistic anthropology. Rather than considering inter-
action between fieldworkers and community members to be observer interference,
a personal investment in social relationships in the community is taken to be essen-
tial for understanding the “native’s point of view,” the classic goal of sociocultural
anthropological fieldwork since Malinowski (1922:25). One standard reference on
anthropological methods describes it as “going out and staying out, learning a new
language, […] and experiencing the lives of the people you are studying as much as
you can. […] Participant observation involves immersing yourself in a culture and
learning to remove yourself every day from that immersion so you can intellectualize
what you’ve seen and heard, put it into perspective, and write about it convincingly.
When it’s done right, participant observation turns fieldworkers into instruments of
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data collection and data analysis” (Bernard 2006:344). In other words, participant
observation requires fieldworkers to embrace rather than try to mitigate their role
as the personal vehicles of research. Participant observers pay close attention not
only to what community interlocutors tell them, but also to what they do not say
or would find unsayable, in order to help make their very different ‘common sense’
explicit: just as speakers are rarely able to articulate the grammatical principles that
they have internalized,“‘tacit’ aspects of culture largely remain outside our awareness
or consciousness”but can be uncovered in the course of fieldwork (DeWalt &DeWalt
2011:1–2). As this description intimates, while anthropologists participate in local
community practices, that does not mean that they ‘go native.’ They continue to be
anthropologists as they contemplate and record their experiences and observations
in the field, and as they use their fieldnotes, memories, and embodied knowledge to
write ethnographies for academic audiences when they return home.

Anthropological fieldworkers sometimes think of what they are doing as appren-
ticing themselves to native experts, or they liken themselves to students who take
notes as they study under native teachers. This is something linguists can also re-
late to (see Hill 2006:119–124). Initially, researchers can feel like helpless children
dependent on native parents for instruction and care. This is an experience that an-
thropological and linguistic fieldworkers share; for example, Stebbins (2012:300) as-
sesses her ability to carry out everyday tasks during her linguistic fieldwork in Papua
New Guinea as “infantile” and “on par with a local three-year-old”—something the
present authors have felt as well. Participant observers put themselves in this kind of
subordinate “one down” position (Agar 1996:119) as a way of learning how to par-
ticipate properly in local social life, which they do as much by getting things wrong
and being corrected as they do by getting them right. To the extent that many commu-
nities have formal or informal practices for socializing newcomers into the group and
recognize a distinct transitional role, participant observers are often “legitimate pe-
ripheral participants” in whatever is going on—that is, both their participation and
its amateur or unconventional qualities are anticipated, expected, or perhaps even
required (Lave & Wenger 1991). Through this process of socialization, anthropol-
ogists do not become insiders, but they do not quite remain outsiders either. This
contrasts with some linguistic models of collaboration, which tend to present ‘out-
sider linguist’ and ‘community member insider’ as if they were clear and static roles.
Cruz &Woodbury (2014) illustrate what they call the “plasticity” of insider/outsider
status in discussing their collaborative documentary work on Chatino languages in
Mexico. When Cruz, a native speaker linguist, returned to do research in the village
where she had grown up but not lived since she was a child, she realized she was
not viewed categorically as an “insider” or an “outsider”, but “found herself occupy-
ing a range of positions along a continuum” depending upon the situation (p. 284).
This dynamic and context-dependent process of identification is a hallmark of the
participant observer’s position, whether he or she is native or not.

To a large degree, participant observers’ roles in the community are not under their
own control: they are placed in roles that make sense to their hosts. The implications
of this for researchers’ activities are significant because different expectations attach
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to different social roles. Anthropological participant observers use their experience
of others’ reactions to their behavior to ask themselves questions like Stebbins does:
“[W]hat does it mean to be a nice woman in Papua New Guinea?” (2012:314). De-
pending on local gender norms, the answer could be very different fromwhat it means
to be a ‘good man.’ Or, to take a classic anthropological example, a ‘good father’ (or
son) can be very different from a ‘good uncle’ (or nephew) depending on whether
the kinship system follows matrilineal or patrilineal descent (Radcliffe-Brown 1952).
We may expect different interpretations to attach to ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ in sim-
ilar ways. Part of the challenge for participant observers is to figure out what roles
(both elected and imposed) they are playing, and to see how it feels and how others
react when they try to act accordingly. ‘Acting accordingly’ does not always mean
doing what is expected. Fieldworkers can try to resist roles they are uncomfortable
with by acting in a way that is incompatible with those roles. For example, Steb-
bins (2012:303) attempts to resist the role of misis ‘white woman’ in Papua New
Guinea. (One of the most difficult experiences in fieldwork can be realizing that you
are ascribed a role like ‘wealthy foreigner’ or ‘colonizer’ that is at variance with your
self-image.) But before they can begin to manage the significance of their actions
in relation to their hosts, participant observers must understand and internalize the
local cultural categories and standards by which those actions are being interpreted.
In other words, in order to know what to do, it is necessary for participant observers
to understand who they are to their hosts.

So far, we have presented anthropological participant observation primarily as a
mindset characterized by curiosity, empathy, and a certain degree of self-abnegation:
it is not always easy, particularly for those who occupy social roles as teachers and
experts in their own societies, to embrace the reversal of roles in the field that par-
ticipant observation requires. Sympathetic readers may wonder how, in practical
terms, linguists can operationalize participant observation as a method in their field-
work—after all, don’t anthropologists undergo years of specialized training to pre-
pare them to be good participant observers? Perhaps surprisingly, this is not quite
the case: the practicalities of participant observation, and the related question of
whether the method can be taught to students prior to fieldwork itself, are controver-
sial, with the historical lack of formal methods training in sociocultural anthropol-
ogy (Mead 1959) contributing to a mystification of fieldwork as “the ethnographer’s
magic” (Malinowski 1922:6). For example, nothing could seem more basic to imple-
menting participant observation than applying a writing instrument to the pages of
a notebook, but there is no consensus among anthropologists even on something as
fundamental as what fieldnotes are, how to write them, and whether they should be
archived (Sanjek 1990). Linguists interested in reading more about participant obser-
vation could begin with Malinowski’s (1922:1–25) famous programmatic statement
or more recent references on anthropological methods (e.g., Bernard 2006; DeWalt
& DeWalt 2011), but in a sense there is no need. What participant observation af-
firms above all is that the most relevant learning happens not in the classroom but
‘out there’ in the field through interactions with those who are hosting the research.
Applying participant observation shifts the question from ‘What do I think is appro-
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priate?’ or ‘What does the literature on collaborative ‘best practices’ or my IRB say is
ethical?’ to ‘What constitutes good relationships according to those I am interacting
with in the field?’

We have written this article because we believe that incorporating participant
observation into long-term linguistic fieldwork could enhance rather than disrupt es-
tablished practices and values in language documentation. Note that for linguists
to employ traditionally anthropological methods to calibrate their social relations
in research does not necessarily imply that they will start including material on kin-
ship terminologies and other stereotypically ‘cultural’ topics in their documentation
as a way of making their results useful to anthropological audiences (see Franchetto
2006:186–188). Since field linguists are routinely engaged in social interactions with
language communities, they are already in a position to systematically incorporate
participant observation into their methodological repertoires. Of course, linguists
are already engaging in a form of participant observation when they learn the lan-
guage they are studying (or whatever language is in use in the community) and use
it with the people around them (Chelliah & de Reuse 2011:430), or when they en-
gage in the various activities that Guérin & Lacrampe (2010) gloss as “social integra-
tion.” We do not see participant observation as something that would require extra
training (though for students who plan on doing linguistic fieldwork, following an
ethnographic methods course as a part of their education certainly could not hurt);
nor need it replace a specifically structural-linguistic research agenda. Rather, we see
it as providing a new, more adequate conceptual and methodological foundation for
the investment linguists are already making in their fieldwork relationships.

4. Participant observation, collaboration, and social relations across cultural differ-
ence In recent years, a number of scholars have proposed that documentary lin-
guists incorporate ethnographic methods in their fieldwork (Ahlers 2009; Childs et
al. 2014; Dobrin 2008; Dobrin & Berson 2011; Harrison 2005; Hill 2006). Here,
our emphasis has been on how the ethnographic method of participant observation
can help documentary linguists establish positive social relationships with language
communities. While not synonymous with ‘collaboration’ as linguists have tended to
conceive of it, an inherently intersubjective method like participant observation can
help facilitate collaboration. Note that we do not say ‘subjective’ method. In par-
ticipant observation, the way one person’s thoughts and actions come to bear upon
another’s is shaped in part by how the other person reacts to them. Virtually all
of social life is intersubjective in this way. For purposes of this paper, we are being
agnostic about whether language itself is similarly socially rooted. Linguistic anthro-
pologists would argue that it is: Jane Hill (2006), for example, proposes intertwining
documentary linguistics with an ethnography of language in order to capture the in-
terplay between language structure, language use, and culture. “If we are to succeed
in documentation,” she writes, “we must incorporate a cultural and ethnographic
understanding of language into the very foundations of our research” (p. 113). Simi-
larly, Childs et al. (2014) propose the use of ethnographic methods not only as a way
to help move the focus of documentation from ancestral codes to the social contexts
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of language choice and use in multilingual communities; they also see it as a “prereq-
uisite to culturally sensitive language planning and maintenance activities” (p. 171).
But the intersubjective approach to field relationships we are advocating is also com-
patible with taking a formal approach to the analysis of whatever linguistic materials
are collected.

For linguists who see no need for collaboration, it is perfectly possible to conduct
field-based research without long-term engagement. Paying consultants or engaging
in forms of reciprocity that do not center on language itself may still be highly mean-
ingful and fulfilling for community interlocutors: language is not the only currency
of positive reciprocity (Rice 2011). Some have suggested that language revitalization
efforts have little need for linguists’ professional expertise at all (Speas 2009). Even
research that involves initiating contact, eliciting a word list, and then parting ways
without expectations of future interaction may not seem negatively ‘linguist-centered’
from the perspective of a community whose interests lie elsewhere, and who feel they
have been treated respectfully and fairly compensated for their effort and knowledge.
While finding out what kinds of reciprocities are most culturally appropriate is some-
thing that usually takes time—often months, and very often years—even linguists
who are unable to conduct long-term fieldwork can educate themselves about the so-
cieties they are planning to work in by reading ethnographic studies that have been
written about them, noting especially those details that bear on exchange, interac-
tional norms, knowledge transmission, and moral relations. Culture, like language,
is always changing, and people may or may not live today in the same way that earlier
ethnographies describe for their ancestors, but there are often continuities in practices
and values that remain culturally significant and detectable over time, if in an altered
form.

But for linguists who are committed to linguistic social work, we believe that
participant observation offers a more productive path to meeting the challenge of
determining what constitutes positive social relations than proposing directly to ne-
gotiate relative benefits, since these may not be the key issue at stake for their con-
sultants. Indeed, one great advantage of participant observation is that it enables us
to acknowledge that there are innumerable possibilities for constructing our research
relations as partnerships in which community interests play a central—and centrally
valued—role. After all, in studies based on fieldwork, the data is always to some ex-
tent collaboratively constructed through an interactional process in which all parties
are moving things forward according to their own wishes and understandings while
simultaneously responding in light of their interlocutors’ moves.⁴

It should also be recognized that express negotiation, which is fundamental to the
notion of formal collaboration, is itself a culturally specific style of interaction that

⁴For example, when Dobrin mentioned to one of her Arapesh consultants that there were only a few
minutes left on the tape they were using, he took the opportunity to record something of profound per-
sonal importance to him—a brief narrative performing the newly modern religious understanding he had
achieved as a result of his contact with Dobrin and her husband. Even though Dobrin can be heard playing
the role of linguist on the recording (and the recording now constitutes an instance of language documen-
tation preserved in the Arapesh Grammar and Digital Language Archive), close analysis reveals that the
speaker was also assimilating her interruptions and questions into the structure of his own speech (Dobrin
2012).
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assumes that participants can and do say what they mean in an effort to clarify and
reconcile differences. Yet not all people everywhere make the same connection West-
erners do between overt speech and inner thoughts, intentions, and desires (see, e.g.,
Keane 2002, Weiner 1984) or use direct negotiation as a way to achieve consensus
leading to concerted action (see, e.g., Brison 1992). We cannot assume that every-
one will have the metalinguistic terms to objectify their ideas about language use,
or that from the community’s perspective the ‘project’ is the culturally appropriate
unit of activity to focus on in discussions about such matters (Jensen 2012). As Ed-
ward Sapir (1927:121) long ago pointed out, the “deep-seated cultural patterns” that
shape human behavior are “not so much capable of conscious description.” For this
reason, participant observation can help us expand the reach of our cross-cultural
partnerships beyond what is expressly said and into the realm of what is felt.

Of course, we are not suggesting that fieldworkers disregard what their consul-
tants say, but rather pointing out that when working across cultures, taking our in-
terlocutors’ discourse at face value out of respect for their autonomy makes it easy to
misread the expressive, non-referential, and metalinguistic dimensions of their speech.
Furthermore, not all cultural values are amenable to discursive representation since
“tacit knowledge, the things we come to know without even knowing that we know
them […] is hard to put into words” (DeWalt & DeWalt 2011:172). As a result, there
are often significant disjunctures between discourse and practice in language revital-
ization, where what is said in one context may not seem consistent with what is then
said, done, or felt at another time or place (Meek 2010). The dramatic cancellation of
revitalization programs launched with initial enthusiasm, for example, is a persistent
source of confusion and frustration for academic researchers and local language ac-
tivists alike (Schwartz&Dobrin 2016). Her fieldwork on the FortApache reservation
in Arizona led Nevins to write that language projects “were often received ambiva-
lently and often became the target of controversy, despite the fact that nearly everyone
voices concern about keeping Apache language going” (2013:14). This irony was not
lost on tribal members, some of whom observed, after a promising project to develop
online Apache language learning materials was shut down,“everyone says they want
to save the language but when you try something, they don’t want it” (2013:14).
Similarly, Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer (1998) note with regard to Southeast Alaska
that there is “a broad gap and disparity” between people’s “verbally expressed goals
on the one hand (generally advocating language and culture preservation) and un-
stated but deeply felt emotions and anxieties on the other (generally advocating or
contributing to abandonment)” (p. 62). And as Leonard & Haynes (2010) write, “in
some cultural contexts, particular issues may be important but not openly discussed,
so ‘listening’ may also [have to] include actively observing what is not talked about,
and developing culturally appropriate ways to address these issues” (p. 287).

During fieldwork in Papua New Guinea, for example, Dobrin noticed a discrep-
ancy between villagers’ elaborate talk supporting a vernacular language preschool
in the community and the failure of parents to actually send their children to the
preschool when it was open. With ethnographic understanding developed through
her participation in many different aspects of village life, she came to appreciate that
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the villagers valued the preschool not only because of its educational functions, but
also because they hoped it would draw the attention of outsiders, who would then
take an active role in supporting the project. Once it became clear that the school
was to be funded and operated by the villagers alone, their interest in the project
dissipated (Dobrin 2008).

During his fieldwork in Kansas, Nebraska, and Oklahoma, Schwartz noticed that
many pedagogical materials found ambivalent receptions among significant portions
of the three federally-recognized tribes for whom Chiwere is a heritage language.
Community members would explain why existing materials were inadequate for their
purposes by saying, “Ioway and Otoe are different languages” or, “I can’t read the
spelling.” The community linguists, language activists, and educators that Schwartz
worked with attributed these views to ignorance and believed that they could be dis-
pelled through education. They were frustrated by those who were slowing down
the progress of language revitalization by “always wanting to do it their own way”
and thus “constantly reinventing the wheel.” Over time, Schwartz came to realize
that claims that Ioway and Otoe (mutually intelligible Chiwere dialects) were dif-
ferent languages and that certain orthographies were unreadable were based not on
ignorance but rather were polite ways of disaffiliating from others and the mate-
rials they produced, and reflected a general preference for indirect communication
regarding sensitive interpersonal matters. Rather than seeing such factionalism as
counterproductive, he came to appreciate that controversies about language revital-
ization reflected disagreement not about the value of language, but about the sources
of legitimate authority (Schwartz 2015; see also Nevins 2013).

Finally, collaboration presupposes that all parties at least have compatible under-
standings of concepts like research, language, culture, and preservation, when in fact
researchers and host communities can have radically different understandings of all
of these (Dobrin & Berson 2011:196–199, Schwartz & Dobrin 2016). An impres-
sive example of this is presented in Becquelin et al.’s (2008) description of the uneasy
interface between their own documentary work and indigenous practices and dis-
courses of ‘language’ and ‘culture’ among Trumai Indians in the Upper Xingu area
of Brazil. In some ways, Trumai people strategically embrace the wider Brazilian
society’s “folklorized” view of native cultures as “collective patrimony” (2008:49),
which would make the documentation of myths seem like a reasonable objective for
a collaborative research project. But Trumai myth narratives embed their speakers’
commentary on current events, and what the researchers found was that Trumai audi-
ences listening to recorded myths would listen past their mythic content to interpret
the clues they held about what was happening in the village at the time the recordings
were made. The researchers eventually realized that “when listening to [myth] record-
ings, what [they and the Trumai were] listening to is not the same object” (2008:55).
They also found that the collaboratively produced documentation was (from the re-
searchers’ perspective) often lost or destroyed, making them realize that distributing
archival records for community curation simply “does not match the way the Trumai
live their culture” (2008:56). Reflecting on their work in this community, Becquelin
et al. (2008:53) had to wonder whether “fruitful collaboration between researchers
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and the native community in the field of linguistic/cultural documentation is really
possible.”

While participant observation may sometimes lead a fieldworker to decide that
formal collaboration could be productively implemented in a given research situation,
it can also help us see how fieldwork that is not strictly collaborative can nonetheless
involve positive social relationships, even though the results may be counterintuitive
from the researcher’s own cultural perspective. Nevins (2013) reaches such a con-
clusion after reflecting on a series of collaborative language maintenance projects
she was involved in with the Fort Apache reservation community. Despite following
what is “now best practice in language documentation and maintenance: collabora-
tive projects that involve coordinating researcher and community goals, that accord
expert status to indigenous vernacular authorities and that provide access to formal
university training for local language advocates,” she found that the work “still oc-
casioned push-back and interception” (p. 224). In light of these experiences, Nevins
proposes to readjust “the definition of research relationships” from a model based on
“contract around common objectives” to one of “reciprocity between persons whose
objectives are understood to be different, or equivocal” (p. 224–5). The alternative
model of engagement across difference that she proposes grows out of her analysis
of talk at an Apache Sunrise ceremony. There the leader “casts his act of speaking in
terms analogous to the act of giving the prepared food” where “[a]longside gifts of
food, gifts of words are offered in reciprocal exchanges between families who other-
wise stand to one another as different, or other” (p. 225). Nevins asks, “Could lan-
guage expert and community participation be modeled on [such distinctively Apache]
reciprocal ‘gifts of words,’” thereby setting “a new precedent for mutual recogni-
tion” (p. 225)? Reading back over Apache texts, both those she recorded and those
recorded by a previous generation of researchers, she finds evidence that this is in-
deed the frame that documented speakers were attempting to use (p. 122–145). She
therefore proposes to shift from a model of collaboration to a model of reciprocity as
“a frame for recasting language research and language programs in more […] open-
ended terms” (p. 226). While Nevins draws on a distinctively Apache conception
of “gifts of words,” reciprocity may also be a salient model for language research in
other communities where instances of speaking can at times be understood as acts of
exchange (e.g., Slotta 2012).

The disorienting incongruity between academic and local understandings illus-
trated by the Trumai and Apache cases just described is not an isolated phenomenon:
for linguists and community members alike, fieldwork provides an opportunity to
move diverse agendas forward across cultures, and in the process partial miscommu-
nication and low-level conflict are probably not the exception but the norm. Our
emphasis on the challenges to collaboration throughout this paper is an effort to
acknowledge that cultural differences cannot always be overcome through direct ne-
gotiation. Making an effort to understand and respond to the culturally particular
concerns of those with whom we work will not always make for an easy or efficient
path to successful language revitalization or documentation, but it can expand the
possibilities for both of these over time.
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This is something we have experienced in our own research. Dobrin’s participant
observation in an Arapesh village in Papua New Guinea led her to conclude that
because of the particular way in which good social relations are conceived of and
lived by people in that community, the most helpful thing she could do to support
the villagers’ positive sense of self-worth—and hence their vernacular language in a
situation of advanced language shift—was to intensify her engagement with the com-
munity in material exchange (Dobrin 2008). Although this conclusion originally sat
uneasily with her own cultural assumption that empowerment would follow from au-
tonomy and self-determination, she decided that for her to take the lead in language-
related activities would not be received as a neo-colonial imposition but a welcome
form of recognition, as indeed it has been. Schwartz, hoping to write an ethnogra-
phy of language preservation for his dissertation, got involved in a community-based
Chiwere documentation and revitalization project in which he helped his elderly com-
munity partner format dictionary entries, develop pedagogical materials, and support
their family’s language nest. While Schwartz appreciated the technical benefits of pro-
grams like ELAN and FLEx, his collaborator had been working on the dictionary in
Microsoft Word before he met Schwartz, and he was sensitive to perceived interfer-
ence in the project due to controversies surrounding language preservation in the
community. When Schwartz brought up the possibility of using FLEx for the dictio-
nary, his collaborator said that he had tried that program in the past but preferred
the more intuitive interface of Word, which allowed him to work on his own and
customize individual entries. As one of the last semi-speakers of his language, this
sense of control over the project and the technology was exceedingly important to
him. Through participant observation, Schwartz came to see how working together
in the speaker’s preferred medium was more respectful and empowering than trying
to persuade him of the advantages of FLEx or transferring the materials to a program
that he had already tried and rejected. Even though it meant violating linguistic best
practices, Schwartz chose to adopt a ‘one down’ or learner’s position, deferring above
all to the relationship, rather than the data format.

In other words, doing what is necessary to support positive social relationships
across cultural difference can lead to some awkward results: Is it interfering for an
outside linguist to administer and prompt discussion on a social networking site for
members of a New Guinea language community, as Dobrin now does? Isn’t the
longevity and portability of the Chiwere documentation threatened by Schwartz’s
decision to follow his community partner’s software preferences? At some level the
answer to both of these questions must be yes. But following our community in-
terlocutors’ leads even to counterintuitive ends can also provide new openings for
engagement, language development, and research. Dobrin’s positive connection with
the village led her eventually to be welcomed by the substantial urban village dias-
pora, a community for whom (unlike the villagers) language loss is felt to be a serious
problem undermining cultural continuity. She is now working with some of them to
develop language revitalization resources focused on the kinship system and helping
them to preserve prized items of cultural heritage (Dobrin & Holton 2013). She also
worked with members of the diaspora community to bring a village elder to visit her
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in the U.S. to serve as a native speaker consultant in a linguistic field methods course
at her university. While he was there, he worked with texts that Dobrin had collected
in the village, providing Tok Pisin translations that would make them accessible to
his community. In Schwartz’s case, one result of his positive relationship with his
community partner was that he found himself taking on a more active role in manag-
ing interactions between the project, funding agencies, and tribal members over time.
When his collaborator asked him to write a grant to fund a new corpus project to
digitize, transcribe, and annotate legacy recordings, Schwartz arranged for part of
the project budget to be used to hire a new student assistant whose responsibilities
would include transferring data between Word and ELAN. Thus, unlike the dictio-
nary, the corpus project is able to accommodate Schwartz’s collaborator’s preferences
while also adhering to linguistic best practices. In both of these cases, a conscious in-
vestment in ‘linguistic social work’ contributed to the development of positive social
relations from the perspective of our community interlocutors, and these in turn led
to follow-on opportunities that could not have been foreseen, let alone negotiated, at
the initiation of the research.

5. Conclusion Discussions of collaboration in contemporary documentary linguis-
tics have revolved around a very particular vision of what ethical research entails.
In this paper, we have tried to open up the possibilities for field linguists who, for
whatever reason, may not be in a position to collaborate on this model, but who are
still concerned about their social responsibilities to their host communities and the
individuals who become their consultants, teachers, friends, and even kin.

It is not only an awareness of power differences that serves as the impetus for
linguists to engage in collaborative research. Experiences of traversing cultural differ-
ences can also spark a desire to establish mutually rewarding relationships with those
whose languages and lifeways we are professionally dedicated to understanding, as
these challenge our assumptions, enrich our knowledge, and transform us personally.
But cultural difference is also where collaboration encounters its limits. The theme
of ‘collaborative methods’ is so prominent in the current literature on the ethics of
linguistic field research that it has come to seem synonymous with ethical research
itself. But as we have tried to show, collaboration is not really a method, much less a
generalizable model of ethical research. Whereas an ideal of collaborative ‘best prac-
tices’ promotes an established set of features for ethical research, the anthropological
method of participant observation offers a means for discovering what constitutes
positive relations according to members of a host community, and hence gives field-
workers a way to determine what practices will actually serve best in a given research
situation, whether this ultimately leads them to pursue formal collaboration, engage
in personal forms of reciprocity, conclude that a shared understanding of research
goals is not really achievable, or something else as yet unimaginable. By participat-
ing with intention in an irreducibly social process that does not presuppose or impose
any one set of ideas about how good interactions will unfold, linguists can learn how
to engage in those ways that are most meaningful to a community, in its own terms.
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DebATe

ethnography?
Participant observation, a potentially 
revolutionary praxis

Alpa Shah, London School of Economics 
and Political Science

This essay focuses on the core of ethnographic research—participant observation—to argue 
that it is a potentially revolutionary praxis because it forces us to question our theoretical 
presuppositions about the world, produce knowledge that is new, was confined to the 
margins, or was silenced. It is argued that participant observation is not merely a method 
of anthropology but is a form of production of knowledge through being and action; it is 
praxis, the process by which theory is dialectically produced and realized in action. Four core 
aspects of participation observation are discussed as long duration (long-term engagement), 
revealing social relations of a group of people (understanding a group of people and their social 
processes), holism (studying all aspects of social life, marking its fundamental democracy), 
and the dialectical relationship between intimacy and estrangement (befriending strangers). 
Though the risks and limits of participant observation are outlined, as are the tensions 
between activism and anthropology, it is argued that engaging in participant observation is 
a profoundly political act, one that can enable us to challenge hegemonic conceptions of the 
world, challenge authority, and better act in the world.

Keywords: ethnography, theory, participant observation, India, revolutionary praxis

“That’s enough about ethnography!” says Tim Ingold (2014). It was a provocation 
to those who value ethnography, but it seems to me that the substance of the de-
bates that have ensued, in the Cultural Anthropology Forum and in this volume of 
Hau, shows more agreement than disagreement with what is special about the pro-
cess of our fieldwork and writing. In this essay I seek to clarify why ethnographic 
research carried out by anthropologists is important beyond the confines of our 
own discipline, why how we do it has the potential to contribute new knowledge 
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about the world, why—as I will argue here—participant observation is a potentially 
revolutionary praxis.

I am entirely in agreement with Tim Ingold and Signe Howell that when schol-
ars in other disciplines—whether it is in geography, sociology, or education—talk 
about ethnographic research, it does not always come with the same potential as 
an anthropologist’s fieldwork, even when it is more than a set of open-ended in-
terviews, even when they claim to have spent a year doing it. There are, however, 
brilliant exceptions. Two books that attracted me to anthropology were written by 
scholars trained in other disciplines: Paul Willis’s Learning to labour (1978) and 
James Scott’s Weapons of the weak (1985). I will return to these books, but it is 
true that ethnography is often used so loosely in other disciplines (or by marketing 
firms for that matter) that one cannot assume much more than attention to qualita-
tive research when the word is evoked.

I also empathize with Ingold’s sentiments that there is a danger that anthropol-
ogy can become too introverted, too obsessed with naval gazing in “the theater of 
its operations” and with mystification. There are self-imposed threats that can re-
duce what we do to mere qualitative data collection or producing case studies. This 
situation can arise from our failure to recognize the significance of our praxis, our 
diluting the rigor of our fieldwork, and our own apathy.

This nonrecognition, dilution, and apathy are compounded by forces from 
within our own universities and funding councils, forces that today prioritize very 
corporate notions of time-space efficiency in research, writing, and its assessment. 
In this era of metric measures and “value for money,” I know from personal experi-
ence that it is not uncommon for eSRC Grants Assessment Panels to raise ques-
tions about the cost of field visits if you can contact someone on the phone or 
through a computer, to question whether it is necessary to go and speak to a person 
face-to-face!

It is undeniably evermore difficult to continue to make the case for research that 
prioritizes living for a year and a half with one group of people in an open-ended 
study, beginning with the premise that we can’t possibly know what we will find or 
even what the right questions will be. Moreover, with language learning centers be-
ing forced to close, it is difficult to argue for the time (forget cost) necessary to learn 
the often-obscure languages of the people we work with. And, even if we tell our 
doctoral students that we expect them to eventually discard their proposals because 
of the new knowledge they will acquire in the process of fieldwork, that fieldwork 
itself will produce not only new research questions but also new fields of enquiry 
that they could not possibly conceive would be important from the corridors of our 
departments, we have still compromised by ensuring they produce prefieldwork 
proposals that in form resemble those of other disciplines—with research themes, 
questions, and sometimes hypotheses. In the compulsion to work beyond our dis-
ciplines and work with activists, practitioners, and in interdisciplinary teams, we 
are often under pressure to produce fast results and quick-fix solutions. It is easy to 
give in, to compromise, to not fight our ground.

My own fieldwork with Maoist-inspired Naxalite revolutionary guerrillas in 
India has taught me that self-criticism should be a crucial part of any struggle and 
that it is important to recognize the limitations of our allies. To that extent, Ingold 
is correct to call us up on where we may be faltering and to critically analyze distant 
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others who claim to be close to us. but rather than waste our time disparaging over 
what they are doing in the name of ethnography, we should take courage from the 
fact that we are recognized, that others are trying to emulate what they think we do 
(even if it is not the same), that our potential is celebrated; that bbC Radio 4 even 
have an annual ethnography Prize. These are our friends not our foes.

We do need to be ever clearer about what we do, why we do it, and why it 
is important. And to that extent Ingold has helped us by generating this debate. 
Rita Astuti puts it the most clearly. “We do fieldwork. We write ethnography.” In 
this spirit, rather than fuss around about whether we need more or less ethnogra-
phy, dillydallying hither and thither about whether it is too corrupted or should be 
resurrected, my proposition is that we keep our eye on the ball and focus on the 
strength that does in fact unite us. both Tim Ingold and Signe Howell have iden-
tified what this is. I would like to take their arguments further and propose that 
we are the inheritors, practitioners, and proponents of a potentially revolutionary 
praxis; and that praxis is participant observation.

Participant observation can be revolutionary praxis for at least two reasons. The 
first is that through living with and being a part of other people’s lives as fully 
as possible, participant observation makes us question our fundamental assump-
tions and preexisting theories about the world; it enables us to discover new ways 
of thinking about, seeing, and acting in the world. It does so by being inherently 
democratic not only because of its pedagogy of a two-way process of exchange be-
tween educator and educated but also because it ensures that we explore all aspects 
of the lives of the people we are working with, recognize their interconnections. 
For instance, we can’t just produce a study of voting behavior or labor relations or 
market activity, but must explore the interrelations between all the different as-
pects of life—politics, economics, religion, and kinship that matter to those we are 
studying—to understand any one issue. Second, a point to which I will return in 
my concluding section, is that by taking seriously the lives of others, participant 
observation enables us to understand the relationship between history, ideology, 
and action in ways that we could not have foreseen, and is therefore crucial to 
understanding both why things remain the same and in thinking about how domi-
nant powers and authority can be challenged, that is crucial to revolutionary social 
change.

Others may borrow from us, may try to emulate us, are welcome to join us, but 
it is we—in the discipline of anthropology—that even when the forces are stacked 
up against us, who create the space for and fight for participant observation.

Why is participant observation a potentially revolutionary praxis?
Anthropology is often critiqued by those who don’t know it or can’t understand 
its potential to produce at worst detailed descriptions or at best interesting case 
studies—Ingold’s charge of ethnography. While there is nothing wrong with a case 
study, the implication is that we can’t produce much else through our localized field-
work. This supposition misses the point that unlike other disciplines—which most 
commonly rely on finding data to confirm or negate preexisting theoretical frame-
works or hypotheses—the in-depth and holistic experiences and understandings of 
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participant observation provide to us the possibilities of reaching general proposi-
tions we could never have arrived at before we embarked on fieldwork and to thus 
question dominant theoretical and political positions.

Since I do not wish to argue that participant observation as revolutionary praxis 
is the preserve of anthropology, let me illustrate with examples from the two eth-
nographies I began this essay with, to show how and why the in-depth and holistic 
research of participant observation can lead to new general propositions. In Learn-
ing to labour, Paul Willis (1978) challenges the proposition that working class kids 
are left to working class jobs because they are less capable of acquiring the skills to 
move on. Through participant observation with a group of working class boys in 
their last year-and-a-half at school and their first few months at work, Willis shows 
how in fact the lads recognized that there was no such thing as an equal opportu-
nity for them—that no matter how hard they tried, they would always be far less 
successful than middle-class students. They thus developed an antagonism to the 
ethic of modern education as enforced in the school system and developed a coun-
terculture against it that came across in their linguistic and visual expression and 
style. Over the formal knowledge prioritized in school, they glorified hard manual 
labor and privileged practical knowledge, life experience, and “street wisdom.” 
They challenged obedience and shunned meritocracy for they knew all too well 
that their fate was not going to be determined by their individual ability to acquire 
a skill but the ways in which the labor market works to marginalize them and was 
beyond their control. Not only does Willis show the complex dynamics through 
which working class kids get working class jobs but also illustrates how their youth 
culture of resistance in fact buttressed the status quo.

Similarly, in Weapons of the weak, James Scott (1985) challenges dominant theo-
ries—in this case, theories of class struggle that look for or focus on large-scale 
resistance and epochal events—by living for eighteen months with Malaysian peas-
ants. Instead, he shows how with the polarizing effects of the Green Revolution that 
spread capitalism in agriculture in Malaysia, the far more significant form of class 
struggle was the everyday resistance that stopped short of outright defiance—the 
foot dragging, the lying, the arson, the stealing from the rich, the gossip about and 
the jokes that are told of the rich—that most often were unseen by the powerful 
groups. The Malaysian peasants were dominated without hegemony but their ev-
eryday forms of resistance would—without Scott’s participant observation living 
with them—have gone unnoticed by those coming in looking for symbols, out-
comes, and rhetoric that match the book theories of class struggle.

Of course, these books—like all good books—are not without problems or 
critiques, but what they illustrate is that participant observation is a potentially 
revolutionary praxis and understanding why entails a consideration of the relation-
ship between method and theory. Willis once said about participant observation’s 
relation to theory, “It has directed its followers towards a profoundly important 
methodological possibility—that of being ‘surprised,’ of reaching knowledge not 
prefigured in one’s starting paradigm” (Willis 1980: 90, cited in Malkki 2007: 174). 
Indeed, I would argue that participant observation is not merely a method of an-
thropology but is a form of production of knowledge through being and action. It 
is thus praxis, the process by which theory is dialectically produced and realized 
in action. It has more in common with and is better thought of in relation to Marx 
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and Gramsci’s “Philosophy of Praxis” (Thomas 2015), Mao Zedong’s On practice 
(2008), in which knowledge arises from practice, or Paulo Freire’s reflection and 
action in the Pedagogy of the oppressed (1970) than any methods manual.

Participant observation is potentially revolutionary because it forces one to 
question one’s theoretical presuppositions about the world by an intimate long-term 
engagement with, and participation in, the lives of strangers. It makes us recognize 
that our theoretical conceptions of the world come from a particular historical, so-
cial, and spatial location. There are of course other disciplines that can help us for 
similar ends—for instance the study of history. I am so often struck by the explicit 
similarities in participant observation as potentially revolutionary praxis and the 
attitude to the relation between theory and practice by those that have focused on 
the “small voices of history,” the “history from below,” as e. P. Thompson (1971) or 
Ranajit Guha ([1983] 1999) have. but it is participant observation that consistently 
forces us as anthropologists to always question our ideas of the world by engaging 
with those of others; revisiting and revising the questions that we enter the field 
with, often making our initial ideas redundant.

In my own case, for example, I applied for a PhD in anthropology to study a 
UNICeF program for the Development of Women and Children in Rural Areas, 
but preliminary fieldwork revealed it only existed on paper. In the first year of 
my PhD, I changed my proposal to comparing the poverty alleviation work of a 
government and an NGO in Jharkhand, eastern India, but quickly realized as I 
began fieldwork that the Adivasi people of the region were far more interesting 
than the institutions that tried to work among them. I could never have imagined 
when I began that I would end up following Adivasi migrant labor to brick facto-
ries in Calcutta, chasing wild elephants’ night after night with the Adivasis, trying 
to understand why they sought to keep the state away from their lives while the 
local elites moralized about their siphoning off of public funds for their private 
pockets, or that I would help my village friends escape from the pressure of hav-
ing to comply with Maoist revolutionaries. I could not, in my wildest dreams, have 
guessed that I would write a thesis on understandings of the state that would turn 
into a book on indigenous politics and that many years later I would return to live 
with the Maoist guerrillas themselves in a different part of the country. Participant 
observation makes us consider people’s lives and social relations in their totality, 
makes us always be open to considering new possibilities in an open-ended study, 
and forces us to constantly revisit our theories and assumptions. It is this reques-
tioning with which we often seduce potential students to anthropology when we 
say that the beauty of subject is that it makes peculiar what we once thought was 
normal and shows us that what is strange might in fact be the basis of new norma-
tive analysis of the world, that is new theory.

What is this theory? Another issue on which there seems to be much confusion. 
Theory is a set of general propositions about the world that cannot possibly belong 
to any department or discipline. Participant observation enables us to contribute 
to theory no matter under what rubric or in which discipline. So the debates about 
whether something is called anthropological theory, ethnographic theory, or so-
ciological theory seem to me to be superfluous. The point is that the knowledge we 
produce—while inevitably emerging from a history of ideas in particular fields and 
institutional frameworks—is and should be beyond the confines of any disciplinary 
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boundary. Anthropologists practicing participant observation may contribute with 
theoretical propositions to theories of cognition just as they may to theories of the 
economy, and in all these fields our propositions may lead to alternative ideas and 
action to that which prevail. Our theoretical propositions need not be new. We are 
always building on the work of others and we may be reviving old ideas long bur-
ied. Whatever we propose though should always at its heart be interdisciplinary—
cross-disciplinary is in fact a more ambitious way to put it—for theory (or action) 
can never be the preserve of any discipline.

Moreover, in some parts of the world where anthropology departments are tak-
en over by other traditions or there are no anthropology departments, the praxis 
of participant observation may only take place in other disciplines. In the Indian 
case, for instance, anthropology departments tend to be populated by those de-
scribing and measuring the world (sometimes even through cranial indices) and it 
is sociology that is more likely to engage in participant observation. (Though it is 
in fact rare in the Indian academy to find the doctoral scholar who truly embarks 
on participant observation and perhaps it is more alive there outside of the insti-
tutional structures of academia). In the United Kingdom or in the United States, 
anthropology then is the name given to the institutional structures—whether it is 
departments, journals, or seminars—that keep alive the praxis of participant ob-
servation and its traditions. It is important that we teach what has theoretically de-
veloped from participant observation and its history as the subject “anthropology,” 
that we critically analyze each other’s fieldwork and ideas in anthropology seminars 
to refine them, interrogate our propositions from within. but these—our activities 
in the discipline of anthropology as it exists in the universities—are just the start-
ing point, the home from which we reach out beyond our institutional confines 
(a point I will return to).

Our project is ambitious in a world where theory is controlled by people sitting 
in the offices of other disciplines who are usually more powerful than we are. It is 
easy to give up and talk only to ourselves, produce simply description, or conjure 
up some “ethnographic theory” that may mean something (if anything) only to a 
small number of people within the discipline, or engage in interdisciplinary work 
to merely produce case studies for other disciplines to theorize. but we must keep 
up our spirit, challenge ourselves, not get too comfortable, and at least try to realize 
the full potential of participant observation.

What is participant observation?
The foundations on which we build participant observation as revolutionary 
praxis critically entail attention to history and the possibility of its transformation 
through human action. It must have at its heart the idea that we and the people we 
live and work with come together in a particular conjuncture of time and space, 
are inheritors to specific ideological and material histories, are working with and 
against their grain. Attention to and awareness of this history, the structures of 
ideology and material forces within which our fieldwork is placed, is crucial to 
our ability to engage in participant observation that produces new knowledge and 
has the potential to transform ideology and action, challenge dominant theory, 
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propose alternative theories, and take action that may potentially challenge the 
forces around us, change the course of history.

To dispel a few misconceived notions, I would like to go over some well-re-
hearsed ground about what participant observation ought to mean. Some readers 
may find some of the ground covered one over which much ink has been shed. 
Nevertheless, I feel it is important to reiterate not only in relation to our friends in 
other disciplines who valorize ethnography but usually do something far less radi-
cal than what we hope to embark on, but also because even in our own discipline, 
in this era of quick results and impact, we can usefully reignite its spark.

Participant observation centers a long-term intimate engagement with a group 
of people that were once strangers to us in order to know and experience the world 
through their perspectives and actions in as holistic a way as possible. For short, I 
will refer to these four core aspects that are the basis of participation observation 
as long duration (long-term engagement), revealing social relations of a group 
of people (understanding a group of people and their social processes), holism 
(studying all aspects of social life, marking its fundamental democracy), and the di-
alectical relationship between intimacy and estrangement (befriending strangers).

Let us turn first to the relationship between intimacy and estrangement. Why is 
it important to work with people who you feel at first sufficiently alienated from? 
It is nothing to do with exoticism or cultural relativism (the stereotypes that are 
sometimes lazily attributed to anthropologists) but it marks the very basis of our 
ability to contribute new insights. Working with people who are similar to us or 
have the same histories as we do risks us perpetuating what most other disciplines 
do—that is, to work from theoretical premises that ultimately only demonstrate 
their own assumptions.

Working with strangers does not mean we all have to take the next boat to the 
last tribe that Survival International has found. Far from it. It could mean working 
on our own doorstep with people who are at first new to—and different to—us. It 
could, in some rare cases, also mean working with the communities that we come 
from if we have been sufficiently estranged from them over the course of our lives. 
For what is important, as Kirsten Hastrup (2004: 468) once said, “is a deliberate 
alienation from the world under study in order to understand it as it cannot un-
derstand itself.”

Of course, the point is that over time we will be profoundly intimate with the 
people we study, sometimes become kin, certainly no longer strangers, and will be 
able to maintain that productive-but-difficult tension between involvement and 
detachment as friends and scholars.

Duration, like estrangement, is important because it takes a very long time to 
become a part of other people’s lives, to learn to speak, think, see, feel, and act like 
them (Malinowski’s recommendations in the Argonauts). Participant observation, 
it is typically suggested, should in new communities be conducted over at least a 
year (that is if there is already some grasp of the language), ideally eighteen months 
or more (though some anthropologists have life-long engagements with the people 
they work with), preferably living with the people one is studying or in very close 
vicinity. This commitment of time to those one is studying is important to get to 
know people intimately, to see and understand the conflicts and contradictions 
between them, and most importantly to challenge our own ideas and assumptions.
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The insights of participant observation are based not only on what is said but 
also that which is left unsaid and demonstrated only through action. Foundational 
to participant observation is the recognition that knowledge itself is practical and 
that theoretical or abstract knowledge—that which is communicated in language—
is a very particular kind of knowledge that must be situated in relation to practice. 
Participant observation thus enables us to explore the disjuncture between what 
people say and what they do.

To access and understand as full a reach of knowledge production as possible, 
and the contradictions that lie within, one needs to be very intimately embedded 
in the communities one is working with, be involved and observe them through 
different seasons and stages of a lifecycle. This is why we guide our PhD students 
to spend at least eighteen months in the field with the communities they are study-
ing, that indeed six months into field research they may realize that they need to 
discard much of what they thought was the case in the previous six months. It takes 
time to question and undo what one thinks one knows and to acquire new knowl-
edge not only by speaking with others but through becoming—in practice and in 
part—others.

Then there is holism—that is the significance of understanding the total social 
context of the people we are trying to understand. Participant observation is an 
inherently democratic form of knowledge production because it takes seriously 
the lives of ordinary people in a holistic way. Holism is important because it recog-
nizes that we cannot understand one aspect of social life in isolation from another. 
We do not need to define ourselves as a political anthropologist or an economic 
anthropologist or an anthropologist of ethics, as though these labels are a badge to 
differentiate ourselves from other anthropologists, for the wonders of our holism 
means that the most insightful work we do is that which does not limit our schol-
arly boundaries. To quote Jonathan Parry reflecting on Malinowski, “it was not 
possible to understand chieftainship in the Trobriand Islands without understand-
ing its links with international trade in the form of the kula” (2012: 44). We cannot 
separate a domain of study that is politics from one that is economics, any more 
than we can separate religion from kinship, because it is the interrelations between 
them that are the most significant.

Finally, we have the revelation of social relations of a group of people. The poten-
tial theoretical contributions of participant observation are dependent on knowing 
intimately a group of people—defined in various kinds of ways—and those that 
affect them and are affected by them. This inevitably leads one to understanding 
people, places, and forces beyond the group of people one is living with, at differ-
ent scales of analysis. There is often some misunderstanding around this focus on 
revealing the social relations of a group of people in relation to “sites” and “scales.” 
In the quest for depth of understanding, focusing on the situation of a group of 
people does not mean confining oneself to one site or one village or one scale. In 
fact it demands that we follow processes in and out of our field sites, follow the 
impact and bearing they have on the people we are concerned about; and this may 
mean following processes (e.g., spread of neoliberal financialization) that are often 
beyond person-to-person relations, are often hidden.

I have often heard students remark in somewhat confused terms, “My study is 
not just a village ethnography; it is multisited.” What they seem to misrecognize is 
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that there is really no such thing as the kind of bounded village ethnography they 
imagine, if there ever was one, and that studying a group of people and all the dif-
ferent social relations that have a bearing on them inevitably leads one, through 
the people and processes, to different physical locations, different sites, explor-
ing different scales. To cite Parry again in relation to his first fieldwork based in 
a Himalayan village, “In order to investigate the hypergamous marriage system of 
the Kangra Rajputs I found that, avant la lettre, I needed to do some ‘multi-sited’ 
fieldwork at different points on the east-west chain along which brides are given, 
and in order to understand how it had changed over time I needed to examine the 
policies that the british army applied to recruitment and promotions in its Dogra 
regiments” (2012: 44). Inevitably, to understand the social relations that the people 
we study are embedded in, we must work across time and space. Perhaps even more 
significantly, the danger is that research that seeks to be multisited without recog-
nizing the importance of a focus on the social relations of a group of people, ends 
up studying groups of different people in different places who don’t have much 
of a bearing on each other, thus producing thin bits of evidence that are not only 
incommensurable but also do not challenge the theoretically presuppositions that 
we began with.

The risks of participant observation
Participant observation of the kind I describe—that centers a dialectical relation-
ship between intimacy and estrangement, long duration, holism, and revealing the 
social relations of a group of people—makes the fieldwork we do perhaps more 
difficult than that of any social science.

It requires us to dive deep into the sea of other people’s lives and find a way 
to swim with them. It requires commitment, endurance, constant improvisation, 
humility, sociality, and the ability to give oneself up to and for others. It also entails 
the ability to retrieve oneself and be prepared to rethink, from this position, every-
thing one thinks one knows. And then it needs one to swim back to the shore and 
be prepared that this shore is almost always going to be different from the shore 
where one began.

This swimming in the sea is risky. It is not just that participant observation is 
practically risky but more profoundly the risks are at least four-fold:

The first is that we may be unable to leave our shoreline because we fear the wa-
ter we need to dive into. So though we may spend a long time in our field site, we 
remain on the peripheries of what is going on there. essentially, we never leave our 
own lives to delve into those of others and are then not able to challenge ourselves 
and our ideas about the world in any significant way, running the risk that we con-
tribute only in terms that have been preconceived.

In today’s era, we do not have the forced emotional and physical separation 
that existed in previous times to help us. In most of our field sites, there is the 
easy possibility of a constant emotional intrusion via technology—mobile phones, 
emails—from our shoreline that can be limiting to our learning, to the production 
of democratic pedagogy. This intrusion need not of course be prohibitive but it 
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means that we must work ever harder at alienating ourselves from our worlds to 
dive into those of others.

The second risk is that we may sink into the sea of other people’s lives, unable 
to cope with the challenges of trying to swim back to the shore. While physically 
it may result in “going and staying native” altogether, there is also another risk—a 
theoretical one akin to that which David Graeber (2015) has highlighted in his cri-
tique of the ontological turn in anthropology. We may remain swimming with the 
people we are studying, refusing to or unable to come back to the shore, thinking 
that it is enough to simply present their constructive imagination as “radical alter-
ity,” without challenging ourselves to think about what implications our experienc-
es with them have for the general questions of what it means to be human and to 
have social relations anywhere in the world. There is of course nothing wrong with 
presenting cultural critique as radical alterity. but it is politically and theoretically 
limited and may result in us simply producing a collection of pretty butterflies, for 
other people to collate, theorize, and act on; rendering what we do as not much 
more than laboratory specimens for other disciplines and their theoretical supposi-
tions. Then the risk is that we are indeed drowned out.

The third risk is that there is potentially no end to our enquiry. While our open-
ended quest through participant observation and search for holism is the beauty of 
what we do, it is also important to acknowledge there is a delicate tension between 
reaching our conclusions and getting an adequate purchase on the whole. In the 
end, we do have to make compromises and judgments about what to include and 
where to stop (see Parry 2012).

The fourth risk is that there is a tension between participation and observation. 
Most of us most of the time are doing just the observing and not the participat-
ing. It is the participation, in particular, that has the potential to reveal unique 
new insights as Parry shows of his bhilai work when he got involved in the arrest 
of his research assistant, Ajay T. G. who was jailed for allegedly being a Maoist 
revolutionary. but once we become truly participants it makes us lay our stakes on 
the ground and potentially alienates related others and prevents us from observing 
them (in Parry’s [2015] case, once he was seen as a part and parcel of Ajay’s ar-
rest—the local press reported that Ajay had brought a professor from the London 
School of economics to help in the recruitment of the Maoists and to fund the 
movement—the aristocracy of labor with whom they had worked shunned them).

While participant observation is foundational, so as not to be misunderstood, it 
is worth noting a few further points in relation to its limits.

The first is in relation to fieldwork. That is, while participant observation is 
crucial, our fieldwork must involve a range of methods that will depend on the 
fieldwork context and the issues we become compelled to contribute to theoreti-
cally and politically. So, for instance, household surveys are crucial not only to have 
basic information about the people we are working with but also to show general 
patterns and configurations emerging from our analysis. We are only shooting our-
selves in the foot by not being rigorous enough to capture statistically some of the 
more general patterns we propose. More generally, collecting data and empirical 
evidence is important if we wish our work to be convincing to others and have an 
impact in debates with those working in different disciplines.
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Similarly, archival research into the places and people we are working with is 
important to deepen our understanding of the relationship between the present 
and the past, to better understand the present. Learning the political or ritual lan-
guage of the groups we are interested in, apart from their everyday language and 
practice, is also significant. In certain cases simulated environments can help us 
get deeper into particular issues whether it is the kind of experiments described by 
Astuti or getting a group of people together to have a focused discussion or debate 
on a particular issue (what other disciplines often call “focus groups”) or even for-
mal interviews (in contexts where this may be expected of a researcher). Following 
flows of processes—for instance, the movement of capital or finance—as it impacts 
on the people we are living with but are beyond their immediate environment may 
be important. These are all different methodological tools we may also use in our 
fieldwork.

A second point is the place of participant observation in relation to the anthro-
pologist’s lifecycle. It is rare to find the anthropologist who immerses herself totally 
in a new setting twice in their lifetime—three times is almost unheard of today 
but was perhaps not so unusual in an earlier era. There are many reasons for this. 
Participant observation is so emotionally and practically challenging that it is not 
only hard to keep putting yourself through it again and again but also difficult to 
inflict it repeatedly on one’s family and friends. In today’s era, it is also extremely 
difficult to get away from our institutional contexts—the responsibilities we have 
as Heads of Departments, Conveners, Chairs of Committees—that tie us to our 
bureaucracies. It is more common for the anthropologist to return to the same site. 
Astuti is correct to suggest that the point, in these return encounters, is to continue 
to challenge our theoretical suppositions and ourselves.

It is perhaps even more common to find anthropologists who do not return 
to their field site, engage in much thinner fieldwork elsewhere, or make specula-
tions about the world based on the work of others. Howell says we have no future 
as such “armchair anthropologists.” This may perhaps be the case if that is all we 
were to do as a community, but there is clearly also a value in anthropologists who 
have once experienced the revolutionary praxis of participant observation, casting 
their net out to try to read against the grain of the knowledge produced by others 
from a different era or from different spaces, consolidating the work of others. For 
participant observation crucially teaches us how to read the work of others—to be 
able to assess the validity of the claims that are being made, the evidence on which 
they are forged, and to read against their grain. Perhaps it is no surprise that we so 
often say, when reflecting back on an anthropologists lifeworks, that it was the first 
book that was the best!

A final point is in relation to what we do with participant observation, for there 
is so much to do. In the early part of our lives as anthropologists there is a certain 
degree of policing—a compulsion self-imposed and increasingly institutionally 
imposed—to prove that we have passed the test, the rite de passage. We write eth-
nographic texts and we submit articles to anthropology journals mainly for other 
anthropologists to read. There is nothing wrong with this and indeed in this neo-
liberal university environment where everything needs to be utilitarian, measured 
according to what impact it can have on business or policy, it seems to be more 
important than ever to have the production of knowledge just for the sake of it. 
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but we can and should not hesitate to also reach beyond the university. We may 
do this in different ways and through different mediums: whether it is through the 
engagement we have with people in other disciplines, publishing in their journals; 
whether it is through reports we may write for those who we want to influence 
with our ideas; whether it is reaching a broader public through radio, film, or other 
forms of reportage; or even in the ways in which we write our monographs so that 
they aren’t just the preserve of other anthropologists.

Participant observation is only just the beginning
So, to conclude, my proposition is this: Let us not get side tracked by debates 

about whether ethnography has had its day, patrolling disciplinary boundaries, 
limiting our theoretical potential by fighting about labeling—whether what we do 
is anthropological theory, ethnographic theory, or sociological theory, for instance. 
Let us focus instead on what unites us, what is special about what we do, and what 
we can contribute to the world. And that is that we are inheritors, harbors, and pro-
tectors of a unique form of knowledge production that is based on the dialectical 
relationship between method and theory, which is praxis.

There is no other form of knowledge production—as found in the praxis of par-
ticipant observation—that is so deeply democratic through its very premises, that 
requires, even forces, one to throw away one’s assumptions about the world and seeks 
to understand social life anew through our engagement with distant others and their 
social relations. In most cases, this means taking seriously all those people and their 
histories that would be easily and willingly ignored by others. There is also no other 
form of knowledge production that is so democratic that it demands us to dwell into 
all aspects of people’s lives, making us focus on the whole rather than just a part.

Participant observation enables us to literally turn things on their head. It enables 
us to challenge received wisdoms and produce knowledge that previously had no 
space in the world, was confined to its margins, was silenced. engaging in participant 
observation is thus a profoundly political act, one that can enable us to challenge 
hegemonic conceptions of the world, challenge authority, and better act in the world.

but a small, parting warning on the tensions between our scholarship and activ-
ism, on acting too quickly, too soon: With the crisis of the left and the spread of the 
right across the world—whether it is Trump in the United States, May in the United 
Kingdom, or Modi in India—there is a compelling need for participant observa-
tion as revolutionary praxis, to offer better theory and action in the world. Indeed, 
we have seen the surge of a call from within for a militant anthropology (Scheper-
Hughes 1995) and it is tempting to join hands with various forms of activists. but 
there is a real tension between the democratic commitment to the truth in a holistic 
sense demanded by participant observation and the commitments of partisanship 
expected of the activist (see Shah 2010). In the short run, we may need to sus-
pend our moral desire to become a part of those activists whose political engage-
ments we wish to serve—to pursue any naïve kind of militant anthropology—and 
to recognize that participant observation may force us to reconsider the theoretical 
premises of even those we morally feel we should explicitly form alliances with. 
Participant observation may in fact inhibit our revolutionary zeal. That is the point 
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and democratic potential of participant observation in politically engaging in the 
world. In the long run this makes us better politically engaged anthropologists—
that is, better activists.

I would like to end by reflecting on how my own thoughts on participant ob-
servation as a potentially revolutionary praxis have emerged and acknowledge the 
debt I owe to Maoist-inspired Naxalite revolutionary guerrillas in the tribal domi-
nated forests and hills of eastern India, the people who became part of my own 
fieldwork in the last decade. I was amazed to find these guerrillas—fighting what is 
now a fifty-year-old revolutionary struggle to transform the world into a classless 
egalitarian global society—living amid the people who they were working with, 
almost as anthropologists. In fact, they appeared to follow deeply anthropological 
methods. They endeavored to adhere to Mao Zedong’s (1961) advice, “the guerrilla 
must move amongst the people as a fish swims in the sea”—that is, they immersed 
themselves so closely amid people (the water) that they were able to move through 
the water (people) like fish. Although they didn’t call what they did participant ob-
servation (they talked about it as the mass line, “from the masses to the masses”), 
some of them in fact took participant observation so seriously that they seemed to 
me better anthropologists than many that I had come across.

Yet the moral commitments of their activism stopped them from acknowledg-
ing some of the contradictions and realities they were faced with, even as it arose 
from their own revolutionary praxis of “from the masses to the masses.” It is my ex-
periences with these Maoist guerrillas and my emerging critique of them that urged 
me to recognize that, in fact, what our forefathers and mothers since Malinowski 
have given us in participant observation is a profoundly important possibility of 
political engagement, whether we recognize it or not, for it is a potentially revolu-
tionary praxis.

The very idea of participant observation as a potentially revolutionary praxis is 
for me then itself influenced at least in part by my fieldwork among these Indian 
Maoist revolutionaries. The theory that participant observation can be a revolu-
tionary praxis is itself a product of participant observation as revolutionary praxis.
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L’ethnographie? L’observation participante, praxis potentiellement 
révolutionnaire
Résumé : Cet essai s’intéresse à un aspect essentiel de la recherche ethnographique 
- l’observation participante - et soutient qu’il s’agit là d’une praxis potentielle-
ment révolutionnaire car elle nous contraint à nous interroger sur les présupposés 
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théoriques à propos du monde qui nous entoure, et à produire un savoir nouveau 
sur ce qui était mis en marge, sur ce qui était tu. Il est expliqué ici que l’observa-
tion participante n’est pas seulement une méthode de l’anthropologie, mais une 
forme de production de savoir à travers l’expérience de la vie et de l’action. Cette 
expérience est praxis, le processus par lequel la théorie est dialectiquement pro-
duite et réalisée dans l’action. Quatre aspects de l’observation participante sont ici 
évoqués: sa longue durée (un engagement de long terme), la mise en évidence des 
relations au sein d’un groupe (comprendre un groupe d’individus et leurs processus 
sociaux), le holisme (étudier tous les aspects de la vie sociale, marquant la qualité 
démocratique de cette méthode) et la relation dialectique entre intimité et mise à 
distance (se lier d’amitié avec des étrangers). Même si les risques et les limites de 
l’observation participante sont soulignés, de même que les tensions entre activisme 
et anthropologie, nous suggérons que l’observation participante est un acte profon-
dément politique, un acte qui nous donne les moyens de contredire les conceptions 
hégémoniques du monde, de contester l’autorité et de mieux agir dans le monde.
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Abstract

This study aims to find the factors of scientists' creative thoughts by observing directly
their laboratories in Korea Research Institute of Chemical Technology (KRICT). The
participant observation was performed for 5 months from December 2013 through
April 2014, and the research object was the lab which had been selected both as Top
KRICT laboratory and Top National R&D Project. For in-depth examination, the target
lab was supposed to be observed for a long time, taking part in the lab meetings,
interviewing the researchers. From the interview data, Protocol analysis or Verbal data
analysis was employed to analyze the recorded data. The research results are as follows.
First, as several studies had suggested, the frequent use of analogies was verified as an
important source for scientists' creative thoughts, in that those analogies were used for
12 times in 2 lab meetings, which was 6 times per each. Secondly, the frequent
appearance of unexpected findings was found, that is, 8 out of 15 experiment findings
were unexpected. We found that the scientists pay close attention to the unexpected
findings in that 67 out of 88 intra-group interactions were about the unexpected findings,
and 21 out of 24 individual reasoningblocks were about the unexpected findings. Finally,
we found that the seeds of new knowledge and ideas sprouted and spread through the
distributed reasoning process, which is the major characteristic of modern science that is
generally conducted by group of scientists. The findings have two theoretical implications.
First, it may increase the availability of Ikujiro Nonaka's knowledge-creation model by
adding another case study. It may also contribute to balance between supply-side and
demand-side perspective of Innovation. System studies by supplementing supply-side
perspective.

Introduction
Innovative system is defined as the network of institutions in the public and private

sectors whose activities and interactions initiate, import, modify and diffuse new tech-

nologies. (Freeman, 1987; OECD, 1997) Such a perspective, regarding innovation as a

certain system, emerged as a retroaction against the previous linear-model of

innovation. The famous report of Vannevar Bush (1945) is just the archetype of such a

linear model, and which shows the conceptual image of process from basic research to

the economic growth linearly. Since the advent of the systematic perspective, still,

many scientists in laboratories believe that the science policy should be in accordance

with the Bush’s suggestion.
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By mid-1980s, some change began to occur in such a trend. From the Kline &

Rosenberg’s (1986) chain-linked model as a start to Ralph Gomory’s (1989) circle model, a

group of scholars insisted that all stages from the basic research to the product develop-

ment are closely intertwined, that is to say, non-linear model of innovation system.

Christopher Freeman demonstrated, later, in his theory of National Innovation System,

that innovation is not simply a linear or naturally spontaneous process, but it may happen

through institutionally established system by government involvement (Freeman, 1987).

Now, the government’s active involvement became important that help creating an envir-

onment for innovation. The innovation studies in 1990s’ such as Lundvall (1992), Nelson

(1993), Edquist (1997) were followed by this, and Organization for Economic Cooperation

and Development (OECD) has introduced the approach to its member states rapidly to

increase the science and technology capabilities of each country.

However, recent theories of national innovation systems are criticized for couple of

reasons. One of the reasons is that the level of analysis is too large. Based on the macro

perspective, like the regional, industrial, technological or national level, they can hardly

capture the very moment of innovation which is created in the level of individuals and

laboratories. Although some scholars have made contribution to fill a gap between

them, such as between NIS and open innovation in a firm-level, many theories still

have limitation in terms of explaining the micro-level innovations, and which became

the motivation to this study for disclosing the mechanism of creativity in the laborator-

ies (Jeon et al., 2015; Yun, 2015).

Another research background originated from the question of innovation theories

based on the demand-side perspective, such as the social problem-solving R&D and 4th

generation R&D, based on Mode II theory and technology management theory respect-

ively. Mode II laid the methodological and theoretical foundation for solving the social

issues, emphasizing S&T social responsibility (Gibbons et al. 1994, Nowotny et al.

2001). The 4th generation R&D theory, as a subfield of the classical theory in technology

management study, put emphasis on the marketability and profitability.

Then, can’t we say all the scientific knowledge and technologies, which is unmarket-

able, profitless and socially worthless for the present, as innovation? Considering the

history of science that numerous breakthroughs were not accepted in their own age but

recognized in later generations, a question arises as to the validity of the R&D manage-

ment and its generalization. Thus, we doubted if the demand-side approaches apply to

all of the cases, and have focused on scientific creativity as a complementary approach

to them.

Where there is innovation, there is creation. As we study more deeply about the

innovation, we come to know that a creative person matters, because the innovations

are originated out of a particular person’s idea ultimately. Although there are institu-

tional frameworks like laws, budget and regulations, the fundamental role that create

such innovations within those policies belongs to men. Therefore, we also need to pay

attention to the studies of creative people themselves. This is where and how this study

based on the micro perspective can contribute to the field.

Creativity has a significant meaning economically as well. On the one hand, the con-

ceptual study of Carrillo (2015) on the evolution of knowledge-based economy indi-

cates a coming new economic era, on the other hand, creative knowledge is important

economically in the aspect of quality of research activities as well. Unlike the
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Management of Technology (MOT) emphasizing the market competitiveness, creativity

study is as economic a perspective as the MOT in that it emphasizes the efficiency of

R&D investment. Why do some organizations achieve better results while others do

not, even if they get the same budget and support from the government? All of the or-

ganizations would be different despite receiving the exact same amount of budget. We

can infer that the member researcher’s capability determines a lot of things.

Considering the economic development stage of Korea, switching from Fast-Follower

to First-Mover, the need for a careful study of creativity is crucial. As Korea govern-

ment pays more attention to the R&D investment efficiency unlike in the past, the im-

portance of the creativity study is greatly increasing. The Science and Technology

Policy (STP) and MOT field, therefore, need to study in depth of related academic areas

such as phycology, to say nothing of the various issues like individual/organizational

creativity and the relationship between creativity and innovation.

Literature review
The four classifications

Studies on creativity of small groups and individuals made significant progress in

America thorough 1990’s, Teresa M. Amabile was a representative scholar during this

period. Those earlier works, including the Amabile, focused mainly their researches on

small organizations within corporate environment. Amabile (1988) described the mech-

anism of small group creativity as a person-organization feedback system in the detail,

and it was found that the factors like task motivations, knowledge, skills and one’s will

act as important variables in terms of individual creativity, while the factors like

resources, management system and organizational culture were significant in the

organizational level.

Kevin N. Dunbar is another creativity scholar, well-known for his study on the

sources of scientific creativity in the laboratory level. He belongs to the Cognitive

Psychology school that is followed by Amabile, Sternberg & Lubart (1995) and Simonton

(2004), but more unique in the fact that he focused more on the so called Wet Lab1

(almost pure sciences), compared to the others (Heinze et al., 2009; Sternberg & Lubart,

1995; Simonton, 2004). Some scholars have noticed the promotion of collaborative

capacity including advanced creativity, new ideas arising, knowledge, other view of life,

inter-generational awareness through the open innovation, from the context of micro

perspective such as individual level (Oganisjana, 2015).

He pointed out that it is appropriate to study creativity at a group level, as modern

science is mainly performed by cooperation of several scientists in a lab, so participant

observation of such a lab environment is efficient to capture the mechanism and

original sources of creative process. We, thus, decided to apply Dunbar’s methodology

to the study, as a suitable model for participation observation (Dunbar, 1995; 1997).

Kim (2008) classified the existing studies of scientific creativity into 4 categories in

Table 1, and we tried to verify where Dunbar’s study and ours fall under. The first cat-

egory is a school focusing on the certain outcomes, developing methods of assessing

the creative results. The second is a school which put emphasis on a creative person.

The scholars have been keeping their interest on the relationships between intelligence

and various human traits like personality, age, and etc. The third school has focused on
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the development process and stages of creative ideas. Lastly, there is a school of cre-

ative knowledge environment, suggesting that the institutional environment of organi-

zations matters. Dunbar’s study, among the categories above, belongs to the third one

(creative process school), and so does ours.

Dunbar’s research

The purpose of his research was to capture the moment in creativity and answer the

various questions about the scientific creativity by explaining the mechanism, which is

a key to establish a strategy to promote creative thinking in the field.

He chose the molecular biology laboratories as a research object. He believed that

the molecular biology was ideal because it is the most innovative area among the mod-

ern sciences, which had been passing through the age of great discovery. The four tar-

get laboratories were all led by world-renowned researchers in one of the top American

universities. Participant observation with recording the ‘real-time’ lab meetings had

been performed, considering the memory loss of interview method, which makes it

possible to capture the flow of new ideas.

The results found three sources of scientific creativity. Firstly, analogical reasoning is

very important. Scientists used to explain a new phenomenon, by analogy with other

concepts, which was very frequent in all of the laboratories.

Apart from the analogy, the scientists’ particular reactions to anomalies were unique,

compared to the ordinary people, and played an important role in overcoming a con-

firmation bias. Scientists tend to think alternative pathways actively to the existing phe-

nomena, and this was a major driving force for discoveries.

Thirdly, distributed reasoning, or a critical groupthink, played an important role too.

Scientists shaped new ideas and concepts collectively through intense and free discus-

sions, regardless of their status. Groups of scientists can make achievements that indi-

viduals can not make. Dunbar described such a cognitive process as a collective

‘tinkering’, the accumulated small accomplishments leading to the large accomplish-

ments, which is a simple truth that gives significant implications to the existing theories

on innovation system mainly focusing on the macro and institutional objects.

Our study was performed mainly based on the comparison with Dunbar, because the

molecular biology and chemistry are similar in that both are a field of study usually per-

formed in the laboratory as a group (not like mathematics where a scientist alone im-

merse himself in the office silently). Furthermore, we chose KRICT, where we belong

to, as the subject of case study for ease of observation.

Table 1 Different Perspectives of Creativity Studies

Focal Point Description

Creative outcomes • Studies on the quality and the degree of the creative results
• Interested in measuring the novelty, usefulness, and attractiveness

Creative individuals • Studies on the creative person
• Interested in the relationship between personality, age and intelligence

Creative process • Studies on the development process of creativity
• Interested in the process of problem-solving, associations, convergent/
divergent thinking

Creative environment • Studies on the environmental factors influencing the creativity
• Interested in the institutional and administrative factors.
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Research subjects and methods
Research subjects

To investigate the sources of scientific creativity, or to verify Dunbar’s study in part, we

applied his framework to the case study of KRICT as Table 2. A laboratory (Lab A) was

selected by a certain standard for this and we attended regular lab meetings from De-

cember 2013 to April 2014. The ‘Lab A’ collaborated with a research team of the Uni-

versity S, where the researcher A led the Lab A and the professor B led the latter

respectively. The joint research team focused on the application of the ‘Promotion of

Atomic Layer Deposition (ALD) on Metal-Organic Frameworks (MOF)’. It was consist

of six researchers, the two joint lead researchers, one senior researcher, and three doc-

toral students. The research was mainly conducted by the doctoral student C, thus the

student researcher C was supposed to be the first author of the paper when published.

Two regular lab meetings were closely observed on 20th Dec, 2013 and 19th March,

2014, and five interviews with student researcher C were performed on the following

dates: 12/30/2013, 1/13/2014, 1/20/2014, 1/21/2014, 3/10/2014.

Data were collected through the audio recordings of each lab meetings, and they

were transcribed for protocol analysis. Additional interviews, grant proposals, experi-

ment results and presentation materials were also used as supplementary data. As the

project was considered to be at the end of their research plan, a paper is currently

expected to be submitted to some prestigious scientific journals in chemistry field such

as Angewandte Chemie and Chemical Communications.

Methods of data collection and data analysis

For the data collection, Participant Observation method was selected to compare with

Dunbar, which is one of the well-known qualitative methods in the field. As the obser-

vation method has its strength in capturing moments of the thinking process in real-

time basis, it is preferred over other methods such as interviews, because the interview

method has inherently the limitation of memory loss in the course of tracing human

memories back.

Because the ability for the interviewee to trace back their thought process in an orderly

manner is very limited in such a complicated setting like the lab meetings where the mul-

tiple feedbacks and interactions occur, it is considered to be more effective to observe the

meetings closely and directly on the spot for capturing the creation moments than the

ex-post interviews and ex-post analysis of research notes or research papers.

Seed ideas are not developed into concrete plans straight away, and it usually takes

time. For example, some ideas may emerge at an early age of a project and quickly dis-

appears into the researcher’s long-term memory in hiding, until a certain ‘retrieval cue’

Table 2 A Comparison with The Existing Research

K. Dunbar YS. Jang

Field and Subject Molecular biology
- 4 labs (Control of cell differentiation,
Control of bacterial traits, DNA-RNA of
parasites, Infiltration mechanism of HIV)

Chemistry
- 1 lab (MOF-ALD)

Period One year 5 months
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brings them to one’s conscious awareness. This is why the participant observation of

the ‘on-line’ lab-meetings is more efficient for tracing the flow of scientific thinking.

There have been two lab meetings during the period of participant observation for

5 months. We analyzed the collected data through the Protocol Analysis method as

Dunbar did in his research, which is a well-known research method in cognitive psych-

ology field, and it helps mapping the subjects’ thought process by coding and analyzing

verbal data (Ericsson & Simon, 1993; Ericsson, 2006).

In this study, the final unit of analysis is a body of statements after the transcriptional

process, from the scientists’ primitive utterances. During the process, all of the spoken

words were split into the similar semantic units, which are called ‘language corpora’.

Results of case study in krict
Analogy

It is found that there are two types of analogies working. One is to draw an analogy

from other similar researches in the field, and the other is to remember his own

research results what was done in the past. Thus, the first type can be said as “Looking

Around” and the second analogy can be said as “Looking Back”.

Frequency of analogies

In total, 12 analogies were drawn during the 2 lab meetings throughout the period. Half

of the analogies were from the first lab meeting, and the rest of 6 analogies were from

the second meeting. In the case of Dunbar, the number of analogies of each meeting

varied between 2 and 14 times (6.1 on average), which is said to be frequent as in Table

3. Therefore, we concluded that scientists use the method of analogy or metaphor very

frequently in KRICT case as well.

Categories of analogies

Dunbar classified the analogies into several categories based on its purpose and ‘dis-

tance’. Based on its distance, which indicates the distance between analogical base and

the target, the analogies in his case study were classified into the following three

categories: (1) Within organism (2) Other organism (3) Non-biological analogy.2 He

categorized and described the three cases in detail following the classification criteria.

First, he introduced a HIV research team as the example of ‘Within organism’ cat-

egory, where the scientists tried to disclose the mechanism of HIV virus in-vivo context

by using the analogy of related in-vitro HIV field. Secondly, in the case of ‘Other organ-

ism’, scientists focused on the differences between Ebola and Herpes to explain a vari-

ous aspects of Ebola. Thirdly, as the ‘Non-biological analogy’, he introduced a group of

scientists who liken the chance of polymerase chain reactions to the possibility that a

trained monkey can type the novel of Shakespeare.

In this study, we categorized the analogical reasoning emerged from the meetings

into three types with the distance, after considering that the purpose of the Lab A was

Table 3 Frequency of Analogical Reasonings

K. Dunbar YS. Jang

Frequency 99 times during 16 meetings/
2 to 14 times per each meeting
(6.1 on average)

More than 12 times during 2 meetings/
6 times per each meeting on average
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to succeed in developing ALD technique on MOF: (1) ALD-MOF analogy (All of the

analogical statements concerning the MOF compounds and ALD techniques), (2)

Neighboring field analogy (The related concepts of neighboring field, not direct state-

ments of MOF-ALD. For example, a certain concepts from the more general field of

chemistry), (3) Non-chemistry analogy (Ideas beyond the chemistry field, such as bio-

logical metaphor)

We also investigated if the distant analogies appear frequently or not to verify the

long belief of related academic community that the major and small discoveries in

science history had been mainly based on the distant analogies.

In the study, the non-chemistry analogy was not used in all of the cases, while the 12

analogies were all categorized into either ALD-MOF or Neighboring field, indicating

that almost analogical reasoning emerges from the place not beyond the realm of

chemical science. The result is in accordance with the study of Dunbar. Therefore, it

seems hard to find the evidence for the famous examples of analogy in science history

such as Rutherford’s atom-solar system and Kekule’s benzene-snake metaphor in real

laboratory environment.

By its purposes, the analogical reasoning is classified into four categories as fol-

lows as in Table 4: (1) Hypothesis generation (2) Design of Experiment (3) Fixing

experiment (4) Explanation of ideas. In the study, it was found that the half of the

analogies was for designing experiment, and the others were either hypothesis gen-

eration or explanation of ideas respectively, and the result shows a noticeable dif-

ference with the American case of Dunbar where almost half of the analogies was

used for explaining ideas.

Such result seems to stem from the difference of the research period and stage

between them. The project of Lab A was in the early stage of its total research plan, as

we performed only for 5 months from the beginning (while one year in Dunbar), and

thus they had to spend most of time to set research direction and to design experiment

during the period.

Inquiring mind to the unexpected findings

Confirmation bias

Now let’s take a closer look at a psychological experiment (2-4-6) and a concept, con-

firmation bias. The well-known psychological experiment, which is related to the con-

cept of confirmation bias, starts with researchers showing 3 cards numbered with 2, 4,

6 respectively to the experiment subjects. The subjects are informed that there are spe-

cific rules in the arrangements of the numbers and they are asked to give a correct rule

Table 4 Categories of analogical reasoning in this study

Distance Goal (Close) (Distant)

MOF-ALD Neighboring field Non-chemistry

Hypothesis generation 1 2 3

Experiment Design 4 2 6

Fixing experiment - - -

Explanation 1 3

Total 7 5 12
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behind those numbers back to the researchers. They can test as many possible answers

as they want to try by showing their 3 hypothetic card sets, and then they are supposed

to get feedbacks from the researchers whether the each set is correspond with the rule.

In other words, they can try every possible card sets, but they have only one chance to

answer the rule. Since the chance of giving the answer is limited to one time, they

should consider a range of possibilities and test various combinations of numbers

thoroughly.

Most participants answered that the rule is a multiple of 2 or an even number as

many people might expect. Combinations such as 4-6-8 or 20-22-24 were usually sug-

gested and the researchers gave them “yes” answers in the test stage. With the affirma-

tive responses after several trials, the participants used to be assuring their rule as a

correct answer and delivered their final answer to the researchers.

However, few people succeeded in getting the right answer. The reason is, contrary

to popular expectations, the correct answer was simply increasing numbers which

means three numbers increasing by one in ascending order. It had nothing to do with

even numbers, multiples of 2, multiples of 3 and etc. As long as the number was in-

creasing in ascending order, any randomly arranged numbers were fine.

The results naturally raise an intriguing question that why it is very difficult for the

most participants to find such a simple answer. Psychologists answer: confirmation bias

of human being matters. Cognitive bias is a possible reason to explain such tendency.

That is, people tend to select only the evidences which confirm their original hypoth-

eses. For example, those who had supposed multiples of 2 didn’t try to investigate other

scenarios like multiples of 3 or 4, while those who had believed even numbers didn’t

test cases of odd numbers. This suggests that the participants have a certain cognitive

bias of selecting evidences by accepting only the facts supporting what they want to

see. It is not easy for the people to recognize and overcome their own errors by

themselves.

To the general public this phenomenon is not too much of problem and it’s just a

small psychological experiment at best, but it’s a different story in science laboratories.

Such a tendency could cause a serious problem in science field.

How do scientists respond to the unexpected findings?

Another issue is the unexpected findings with regard to the confirmation bias. Dunbar

has introduced the specific tradition of science community, paying attention to the un-

expected findings in experiment rather than ignore them. This specific attitude seems

quite different from the confirmation bias discussed above. Therefore we tried to verify

how scientists respond to such unexpected outcomes and overcome the confirmation

bias in the study.

Above all, we classified the results of experiments in the lab into three which are

expected findings, exploratory findings and unexpected findings. Expected findings

were the results which corresponded with the initial hypotheses and expectations of

researchers in the lab. Exploratory findings came from the experiments without any

hypotheses. On the contrary, unexpected findings were the cases where deviating

results were generated compared to the original predictions based on hypotheses.

As shown in Table 5, there were fifteen findings in total from the two lab meetings in

which eight were unexpected findings and seven were exploratory findings, but the ex-

pected findings were not found in the study. It seems to be related to the exploratory
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characteristic of the project performed by Lab A. One interviewee said that the tech-

nology about ALD on MOF is a new frontier and this can probably affect the result.

Further research is much needed to verify whether the exploratory characteristic of an

experiment interrelates with the low frequency of the expected findings.

We analyzed the statements of scientists in lab meetings to examine their responses

toward the findings. At first, the statements were split into different verbal blocks by

their semantic similarity. Such a unit composed of same verbal blocks was called a

reasoning-block. With the frequencies of reasoning-blocks, we were able to estimate

how much scientists pay attention to each finding. The higher the frequency, the more

the scientists focused on that matter.

It is found that there are two different reasoning-blocks. One is usually suggested by

the substantive experimenter who performed majority of the project (The doctoral stu-

dent ‘K’ in the study). The other is collective reasoning-blocks made by lab members

together through various interactions among themselves with respect to the suggestions

from the doctoral student. We call these collective reasoning-blocks as ‘group interac-

tions’, in that the rest of the lab members used to respond to the reasoning-blocks of

the substantive experimenter with simple talks, heated debates and brain storming

among them.

When we counted the reasoning-blocks of the substantive experimenter (doctoral

student K), we found that he paid much more attention to the unexpected findings

(twenty one reasoning-blocks) compared to the expected findings (none) or the

exploratory findings (three reasoning-blocks) based on the amount of interactions and

discussions they had during the lab meetings.

Interestingly, they responded differently to the unexpected results in two ways. Either

they regarded the findings as just experiment errors and tried to explain the causes or

find solutions (Erroneous reasoning), or believed the results as something unknown

and tried to find a new way to explain the phenomenon (Explanatory reasoning). To

put it concretely, of the twenty one reasoning-blocks to the unexpected findings, eight

were erroneous reasoning and thirteen were explanatory reasoning. While in the

exploratory findings all the 3 reasoning-blocks were categorized into the explanatory

reasoning.

This result is quite different with the study of Dunbar where the explanatory reason-

ing comprised majority of the responses, thus more research is needed to explain the

differences and find causes such as cultural factors. Such a difference carries an import-

ant meaning. That’s because great discoveries in science history often made during an

investigation into the unusual results and actively questioning mind of scientists played

an important role in the process rather than the hasty conclusions of negative mind.

The academic frontier spirit help bring more opportunities for the new discoveries.

Table 5 Frequency of Unexpected Findings

Types of Findings Frequency

Unexpected Findings 8

Expected Findings -

Exploratory Findings 7

Total 15
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One interviewee pointed out that such difference probably due to a distinctive char-

acteristic of universities and public research institutes. Because the public research in-

stitutes require their researchers to reach a certain target within a tightly restricted

time, unexpected results tend to be ignored or eliminated. It is difficult to cast a new

light on the findings from a different perspective, not to mention the causes of the

results for rapid goal achievement. On the contrary, research directions in universities

are less strict and academic freedom is strongly guaranteed, where the creative thinking

bursts more easily. Nho (2016) address this issue in terms of research ethics which

makes different culture and value system in each country such as South Korea and

United States. In a relatively closed environment for active debates in Korea, the

dynamic knowledge exchange is unlikely to be successful.

Although the further studies are necessary to explain these issues, it seems obvious

that the unexpected findings are a frequent phenomenon occurring in the laboratory.

Besides, it is found that scientists are well aware of the unexpected research findings

and pay attention to them, with high frequency of reasoning-blocks.

Next, we counted the group interactions made by the rest of the lab members as

shown in Table 6. The number of group interactions was as follows: zero reasoning-

blocks to the expected findings (0), sixty seven to the unexpected findings (67), and

twenty one to the exploratory findings (21). Much more collective interactions or

reasoning-blocks were also found to be about the unexpected findings here, which is al-

most three times more than the exploratory findings. The result, showing how much a

group of scientists does pay attention to the unexpected findings, suggests that a group

also does not ignore such an abnormal phenomenon and made various inferences on

them.

Distributed reasoning

In the experiments of ALD on MOFs, the doctoral student K presented five research out-

comes and related reasoning during the two lab meetings. As shown in Table 7, eight types

of reasoning were suggested by the substantive experimenter, and the lab members dis-

cussed seven suggestions among these. Several interactive discussions among the lab mem-

bers led to one agreed conclusion, three logically expanded reasoning, and three partially

modified reasoning from the original suggestions. However, there was no discarded reason-

ing unlike Dunbar.

Such a ‘distributed’ reasoning about research outcomes among the members is a

characteristic of modern science and this has the merit of supplementing the

Table 6 Frequency of individual reasoning-blocksa and group interactionsb

Type of Findings Individual Reasoning-blocks Group Interactions

Unexpected Findings 21 67

(explanatory reasoning) (8) n/a

(erroneous reasoning) (13) n/a

Expected Findings - -

Exploratory Findings 3 21

Total 24 88
aReasoning-blocks of the substantive experimenter
bGroup Interactions (simple talks, debates, etc.) about the reasoning-blocks of the doctoral student K
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weaknesses of the studies performed by individuals alone. With the result above where

the most original reasoning suggested by the substantive experimenter were expanded

or modified through group discussion, the merits of distributed reasoning is verified.

This indicates that it is hard for an individual to suggest alternative hypotheses by over-

turning his first idea himself, but the distributed reasoning may overcome such

difficulties.

The number of scientists who were involved in the distributed reasoning is another

issue, which investigates how many scientists have shared the same reasoning. The per-

centage of two things is examined for this: (a) percentage of inferential group interac-

tions except for the simple talks (Group interaction is all kinds of interactions

including simple talks, so distributed reasoning is one of such interactions) (b) percent-

age of agreement of opinions between more than two scientists. By doing so, it is pos-

sible to verify if the distributed reasoning is a frequent phenomenon and confirm the

process of knowledge diffusion among the members.

As shown in Table 8, when it comes to percentage of the distributed reasoning, 40 in

67 group interactions (Unexpected findings) and 15 in 21 group interactions (Explora-

tory findings) were identified as distributed reasoning, which is almost 60 and 76% re-

spectively. The result shows that scientists develop reasoning about new fact that they

discovered very intensively, which implies that the interactive lab meetings function as

a forum for intensive thinking, not a simple communication.

The proportion of agreement among the members was 23 in 40 distributed reasoning

(Unexpected findings) and 10 in 15 distributed reasoning (Exploratory findings), which

is almost 58% and 67% respectively. The result shows that scientists often reached to

an agreement while discussing together. In other words, distributed reasoning help dif-

fuse knowledge in most of the cases and becomes a stepping-stone to new knowledge.

Conclusions and implications
In the study, we verified whether the three sources of scientific creativity suggested by

Dunbar can be applied in the case of KRICT. Our results found that (a) analogical

Table 7 Distributed reasoning with respect to the hypothetical suggestions

Intervention Total Agreed Disagreed

Accepted Expanded Replaced Discarded

Intervention 7 1 3 3 -

Non intervention 1 1 - - -

Table 8 Percentage of distributed reasoning in group interactions

Unexpected findings Exploratory findings

Group Interactions (GI) 67 21

Distributed Reasoning (DR) 40 15

(Agreement of more than two scientists) (23) (10)

Proportion of Distributed Reasoning
(=DR/GI x 100)

59.7% 76.2%

Proportion of Agreement in DR
(=Agreement/DR x 100)

57.5% 66.7%

Total Proportion of Agreement
(=Agreement/GI x 100)

34.3% 47.6%
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reasoning is very frequent in KRICT too (b) scientists pay close attention to the unex-

pected findings (c) scientists settle differences through vigorous distributed reasoning.

However, we found that KRICT case shows two different modalities of scientific

creativity unlike Dunbar. First, KRICT researchers treated the unexpected research out-

comes as a sort of experimental mistakes like measurement errors, but the scholars in

US universities thought them as something new or something need to be explained in

different way. Secondly, a majority of distributed reasoning belonged to the agreement

in KRICT case, but scientists were much more critical to each other during group dis-

cussions in US cases.

Further research is needed to know whether such discrepancies result from distinct-

ive characteristic of universities (academic freedom guaranteed) and public research

institutes (pressure of goals-achievement on time) and how the difference would affect

the research productivity.

Organizational knowledge-creation of nonaka

Nonaka (1994) studied how knowledge is created and spread throughout internal em-

ployee in the level of terminal units, departments and a whole corporation respectively.

He said that new knowledge necessarily begins from an individual but organizations play

a critical role in articulating and amplifying that knowledge. Organizations act as a

medium for making the knowledge available resources by developing it.

He has divided the stage of knowledge creation and conversion into 4 phases: (a)

Socialization: Individuals create an original idea by getting certain stimulus from the ex-

ternal environment (b) Externalization: Vague tacit knowledge of socialization phase is de-

veloped to an explicit knowledge with clear conception (c) Combination: A variety of

explicit knowledge combine together in this phase and often converted into new applica-

tions (d) Internalization: The new knowledge spread throughout the organization and the

employees learn and internalize them3 (Nonaka et al., 2000; Nonaka & von Krogh 2009).

The Spiral model of Knowledge creation and conversion has relevance with the re-

sults of our study in two respects. Firstly, Nonaka said the ‘Externalization’ process is

often driven by metaphorical analogies, which is one of the three important sources for

scientific creativity in KRICT case. Ideas from analogous fields play a key role in mak-

ing new hypotheses and concepts as long as the analogical distance is not too far, which

suggests that such analogical reasoning is important to convert tacit knowledge into

explicit knowledge.

For example, the researchers in our observation professor B of the University S spe-

cialized in bulk-scale chemical particles and the lab members in KRICT specialized in

nanoparticles such as MOFs. The professor B used to explain the result of experiments

with different knowledge background. He was often able to cast a new light on some

problems by drawing an analogy from bulk-scale chemistry when making hypotheses

and analyzing the result. Part of the discussion which shows such an analogical reason-

ing is presented below.

Figure 1 clearly shows the importance of close analogy in developing an idea with dif-

ferent point of view. At the same time, the analogical reasoning should be moderately

distant. It would be much more synergetic when experts of adjoining field put heads

together rather than people from remotely separate fields.
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Secondly, it is said that meetings and telephone conversations act as an important

medium in ‘Combination’ process, and this is concerned with the third factor (distrib-

uted reasoning) of scientific creativity in our study. The fact that scientists also create

new ideas and alternatives through group interactions in laboratory meetings suggests

the possibility of applying the SECI model to knowledge creation process of scientists,

not to mention the corporate organizations.

As shown in Fig. 2, the KRICT laboratory was playing a role as medium for connecting

lab members and provided a place for share opinions, which corresponds to the

organization in Nonaka’s model (Organizations act as a medium for making the knowledge

available resources by developing it). The lab members correspond to the individual as

new knowledge comes out from separate human and an organization amplify the

knowledge.

In this sense, this study of scientific creativity has a deep relation with the principle

of open innovation as well. Open innovation is defined as ‘the use of purposive inflows

and outflows of knowledge to accelerate internal innovation, and to expand the markets

for external use of innovation, respectively’ (Chesbrough et al. 2006). The result of this

study on the specific behavioral pattern of scientists with respect to the analogical and

distributed reasoning can be interpreted as the open innovation by letting external

knowledge flow into the inner group.

Supply-side perspective of innovation

The study of creativity basically stands on the supply-side perspective, because creative

research generally contrasts with public research programs in most public research in-

stitutes. The recent missions of the public research institutes in the world are generally

classified into publicness, connectivity and excellence, and the excellence is drastically

different from the publicness based on the demand-side perspective (Ko, 2012).

Nemet (2009) introduced two critical arguments toward such supply-side perspective

as follows, with summarization on the history of theoretical debates between

Fig. 1 An example of lab meeting with analogical reasoning
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technology push model and demand pull model in innovation study. First, supply-side

theories ignore change in economic conditions such as prices, etc. that may affect the

rate of return. Secondly, supply-side theories describe innovation process as a unidirec-

tional progression and not compatible with the later Innovation System theories em-

phasizing feedback, interaction and network. Kline and Rosenberg, Freeman (1994),

Freeman and Louca (2001) are representative of that non-linear innovation study,

which have developed to the innovation system theory today. However, the network be-

tween scientists with different academic backgrounds was also important for creativity

as we verified in the distributed reasoning. Given the importance of such various back-

grounds, the second criticism is doubtful that the technology push model is not com-

patible with innovation system theory.

Although Kodama elaborated the demand articulation from the open-innovation per-

spective as market driven and market driving (Kodama & Shibata, 2015), various stud-

ies of creativity also has a significant implication that elaborates the detailed

description on innovation from the fundamentally supply-side perspective. Those may

improve balance between supply-side and demand-side perspective in innovation study

by suggesting different viewpoint to such a trend of demand-side R&D activities.

Endnotes
1Wet lab is mostly the classical laboratories in chemistry, biology, genetics and etc.

field. On the other hand, the laboratories for the theory study and computer-based

study are called Dry Lab.

Fig. 2 Nonaka’s SECI process with KRICT case inserted
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2An analogical reasoning consists of target and base. The target is a problem which

needs to be solved, or a concept which needs to be explained clearly, while the base is

a certain knowledge drawing from the related filed to reinterpret and explain the target,

to help understand the target more clearly and from different point of view. In other

words, the distance of analogy shows how far the target is located from the base

conceptually.
3SECI model, Socialization – Externalization – Combination – Internalization.
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