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• Define focused ethnography (FE)

• Describe the methodological approach of FE

• Provide participants an overview of the value of using 
FE in research

Webinair Aims



What is your understanding of
ethnography?

Image retrieved from 
http://www.qub.ac.uk/imperial/key-concepts/Ethnography.htm



Carts of Darkness
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2sGyq5l-dfI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vNgiUOHyMPo



• Roots in cultural anthropology and exemplified by works of Boas, 
Malinowski and Radcliff-Brown. 

• Additional emergence from the work of Blumer, Park and Burgess at 
the Chicago School of Sociology in the 1920s-30s.

• Atkinson and Hammersley (1994) give a useful historical account of 
ethnographic methodology and theoretical development that 
includes two key moments:

- The shift toward collecting data first hand in the late 19th - early 
20th century by social and cultural anthropologists; and,

- Recognition that the problem of understanding applies to one's 
own society as well to other societies.

What is Ethnography?

(Cohen & Crabtree, 2006)



• Generally considered an interpretive 
form of social research which is 
descriptive in nature.

• “The term ‘ethnography’ is derived 
from the Greek word ethnikos –
ethnos meaning nation – a picture of 
people. A dictionary definition 
provides a straightforward 
explanation of the term as ‘the study 
of races’ (Oxford University Press 
1969)” 

What is Ethnography?



• Studies situations in real-time, thus as 
they occur in their natural setting, to 
gain an in-depth perspective of the 
overt or explicit dimensions of culture 
that are known and cognitively salient 
to members of that culture or 
subculture, and covert or tacit 
dimensions that may not be articulated 
by members of the culture or 
subculture, but nevertheless shared 
(Fetterman, 2010)

What is Ethnography?

Retrieved from 
http://images.businessweek.com/ss/06/05/ethnography/source/
1.htm



• “the work of describing 
culture” (Spradley, 1979)

using a “process of 
learning about people 
by learning from them” 
(Roper & Shapira, 2000). 

Ethnography defined

Image retrieved from 
http://www.retailshakennotstirred.com/retail-
shaken-not-stirred/2010/10/the-4-keys-to-a-
customer-centric-culture.html



Ethnography is used by a wide 
number of discipline groups:
sociology, anthropology, education, 
nursing etc.

Especially where there is a desire to 
explore specific cultural perspectives 
by sub-groups of people although 
classical genres focused on whole 
communities as exemplified in the 
work of Margaret Mead and other 
early ethnographers

Ethnography defined

http://www.members.optusnet.com.au/pcook62/
pcook62/Margaret_Mead_and_Samoa.html



• Scrutiny of specific social phenomena, as opposed to deductive 
research that tests out hypotheses;

• A propensity to elicit unstructured data as opposed to pre-coded 
data;

• Small sample sizes which may include just one case;

• Narrative description as the product of analysis that includes an 
unequivocal acknowledgement of interpretation of the 
significance and purpose of human behaviour; and,

• No quantification of data.

Key Characteristics of All Ethnographies

(Atkinson & Hammersley, 1998, p. 110)



• Investigating specific beliefs and 
practices of particular illnesses, or 
particular healthcare processes, as held 
by patients and practitioners (Magilvy, 
McMahon, Bachman, Roark, & Evenson, 1987; 
Morse, 1987)

• Focus on cultures and sub-cultures 
framed within a discrete community or 
phenomenon and context, whereby 
participants have specific knowledge 
about an identified problem (Higginbottom, 
Pillay & Boadu, 2013)

What is FOCUSED ETHNOGRAPHY?

Image retrieved from 
http://megsmusings.wordpress.com/2009
/02/02/its-not-about-me/



• An applied research methodology that 
‘has been widely used in the 
investigation of fields specific to 
contemporary society which is socially 
and culturally highly differentiated and 
fragmented’ (Knoblauch, 2005)

• Useful tool in gaining a better 
understanding of the experiences of 
specific aspects of people’s way of life 
& being (Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013)

What is FOCUSED ETHNOGRAPHY?

Image retrieved from 
http://megsmusings.wordpress.com/2009
/02/02/its-not-about-me/



(Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013, p. 3)



(Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013, p. 39)



(Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013, p. 4)



Think about your research topic…

What potential RQ/RQs  do you have that can be 
answered through a focused ethnography 
approach?



PURPOSES OF FEs

• Discover how people from various cultures integrate 
health/discipline-specific beliefs and practices into their lives.

• Understand the meaning that members of a subculture or 
group assign to their experiences.

• Study the practice of health and other disciplines as a 
cultural phenomenon.

(Roper & Shapira, 2000)

Conducting Focused Ethnographies



RESEARCH QUESTIONS

• The questions in FE relate to describing experiences within 
cultural contexts or specific groups/sub-groups. 

• Take the form of first-level questions focused on the “what”, 
such as “what are the shared beliefs, values, and practice 
patterns (of a specific population) in a specific setting (or 
who have a specific condition)?” 

• Secondary questions may relate to ideas such as “what 
facilitates, constrains or sustains”, or “how did (particular 
group) engage with (particular group)” (Walsh, 2009). 

Conducting Focused Ethnographies



SAMPLING AND SAMPLE SIZE

• Most common type of sampling technique is purposive 
sampling, with complimentary strategies including 
snowballing (also referred to as opportunistic or nominated 
sampling) and solicitation

• The number of participants will not usually be 
predetermined. 

• Data saturation often dictates the sample size.  

(Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)

Conducting Focused Ethnographies



DATA COLLECTION

• Often semi-structured interviews, usually tape-recorded and 
transcribed verbatim 

• Typically use the observer-as-participant role which is not as 
time-intensive as that of the participant-as-observer

• Variety of documents, e.g., policies, procedural documents, 
epidemiological and census data, maps, photographs, etc. 

• Recording equipment, field notes, reflective journals

• Data sessions

(Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)

Conducting Focused Ethnographies



DATA ANALYSIS

• An iterative, cyclic, and self-reflective process

• Characterised by the identification and classification of the 
data, which then progresses to abstract generalisations and 
explanation of patterns

• May use computer-assisted qualitative data analysis 
software such as Atlas.ti (ATLAS.ti Scientific Software 
Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany) or NiVivo (QRS 
International, Victoria, Australia)

(Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)

Conducting Focused Ethnographies



PROMOTING RIGOUR THROUGH REFLEXIVITY

• Reflexivity is focused on making explicit and transparent the 
effect of the researcher, methodology and tools of data 
collection on the process of the research and the research 
findings.

• Reflexivity acknowledges the influence of the researcher’s 
ideologies, values and belief systems that may be difficult to 
deconstruct in a transparent fashion. 

• Of particular importance in focused ethnographies, 
particularly for a researcher who is familiar with, or who may 
have a personal experience of, the culture being studied.

(Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013) 

Conducting Focused Ethnographies



Defining Reflexivity
Reflexivity is an important dimension of ethnography and qualitative research in general 
(Hammersley & Atkinson 1995, Denzin & Lincoln 1998).  According to Denzin & Lincoln 
(1998 p278) reflexivity refers to a process by which:

“Researchers are obliged to delineate clearly the interactions that have occurred 
among themselves, their methodologies, and the settings and actors studied”

Murphy et al. (1998p188) state that: 

“Qualitative research calls for a level of self-conscious reflection upon the ways in 
which the findings of research are inevitably shaped by the research process itself 
and analysis which takes such factors into account”

Reflexivity is therefore focused on making explicit and transparent the effect of the 
researcher, methodology and tools of data collection on both the process of the research 
and the research findings.  This contrasts with the stance taken in quantitative research 
where efforts are directed to minimising or eradicating the researcher effect on the 
research (Murphy et al. 1998). 



Conducting Focused Ethnographies

(Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013, p. 7)



• Perceived lack of exactitude and robustness from a 
positivistic perspective

• Question regarding credibility and consistency of 
findings

• Lack of generalizability

Limitations of FE



Some examples of FE in nursing (Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013, p. 40)



Some examples of FE in nursing (Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013, p. 41)



Some examples of FE in health care  (Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)



Some examples of FE in health care  (Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)



Some examples of FE in health care  (Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)



Some examples of FE in health care  (Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)



Some examples of FE in health care  (Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)



Some examples of FE in health care  (Higginbottom, Pillay & Boadu, 2013)



• Pragmatic and time limited ethnographic approach

• Value of FE to understand specific societal issues that impact 
the different facets of practice amongst healthcare 
professionals  

• FE enables healthcare researchers to understand the 
interrelationship between humans and their environment within 
the society they live in  

• Participants afforded an opportunity to share their perspective 
of specific societal events and issues that serve as bases for 
the healthcare  researchers’ understanding of the meanings 
attributed to these. 

Conclusion
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