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Ethnography – A Study of Process, Use and Relevance

~ Shakuntala K Bhaduri; Smeal MBA Class, 2007 ~

Imagine this situation. A girl walks into a bar and says "Give me a Diet Coke and a clear sight to those guys drinking Miller Lite in the corner." 

This is not a joke! The "girl" is Emma Gilding, corporate ethnographer from Ogilvy & Mather, one of the world's top advertising agencies. Her task is to go to bars across the country and watch guys drinking. Yes, this is serious research. She and her partner manage a team of researchers who follow consumers for hours or days. Their goal is to capture the moments that reveal what consumers actually do with products, rather than what they say they do.

Since the mid ’90s, advertising industries have been fighting to capture consumer attention. Increasing disintegration of the media world has forced agencies to look for that “edge” in their marketing communication. Many firms today believe that Ethnography is that leading edge which will give companies that competitive advantage in crafting more meaningful, resounding messages. As Bill Gray, president of Ogilvy & Mather, New York, says, it's one more tool to help "tip the balance of the environment in favor of our brand" in a marketplace where consumers' engagement with a brand can mean the difference between a best-seller and an also-ran.

So what is Ethnography? Ethnography (Greek ἔθνος (ethnos) = nation and γράφειν (graphein) = writing)) refers to the genre of writing that presents qualitative description of human social phenomena, based on fieldwork. People discuss "ethnography" both as a descriptive and as a methodological enterprise in the study of how humans in particular social systems think and behave.
 The formal practice of ethnography coincides with the origin of anthropology as an academic discipline in American, English, and French universities about a hundred years ago. Typically, ethnography involves the study of a small group of subjects in their own environment. Rather than looking at a small set of variables and a large number of subjects ("the big picture"), the ethnographer attempts to get a detailed understanding of the circumstances of the few subjects being studied. Ethnographic accounts are explanatory – because detail is so crucial – and interpretive, because the ethnographer must determine the significance of what she observes without gathering broad, statistical information.
Clifford Geertz, whose thoughts about culture are excerpted in the Other Important Definitions of Culture, is famous for coining the term "thick description" in discussing the methodology of the ethnographer. This means that the Ethnographer must rely on qualitative research, which involves an in-depth understanding of human behavior and the reasons that govern human behavior. Simply put, it looks into the “why” and “how” of decision making, as compared to objective data points like “what”, “where”, and “when” of quantitative research. Hence, the ethnographer needs smaller but focused samples of carefully selected demographic, rather than large and random samples.
Businesses have found ethnographers helpful for understanding how people use products and services, as indicated in the increasing use of ethnographic methods to understand consumers and consumption, or for new product development (sometimes called 'design ethnography'). The recent Ethnographic Praxis in Industry (EPIC) conference, co-sponsored by Intel and Microsoft, is proof of this. Ethnographers' systematic and holistic approach to real-life experience is valued by product developers, who use the method to understand unstated desires, real needs or cultural practices that surround products. Where focus groups fail to inform marketers about what people really do, ethnography links what people say to what they actually do—avoiding the pitfalls that come from relying only on self-reported, focus-group data.
What are the techniques for conducting an Ethnography study?
1) participant-observation in real-life settings – direct, first-hand observation of daily behavior 

2) In-depth interviews – involving small talk or long conversations 

3) The genealogical method – a set of procedures by which ethnographers discover and record connections of kinship, descent and marriage using diagrams and symbols

4) Discovery of local beliefs and perceptions 

5) Group interviews, 
6) Photo, audio and written journals or diaries

7) Scenario building 

Ethnographic marketing studies typically involve small samples composed of consumers who are the exemplars of their segments. Ethnographic studies are most appropriate when researchers are seeking to obtain in-depth information (e.g., lifestyles, behaviors, and social contexts) that cannot be adequately explored using traditional survey research techniques. However, they can be costly, depending upon how much time ethnographers spend in the field with target consumers.
Virtual ethnography is a new development in the field of Ethnography. It extends the traditional notions of field and ethnographic study from the observation of co-located, face-to-face interactions, to physically distributed, technologically mediated interactions in virtual networks and virtual communities. In doing so it challenges the traditional notion of a field site as a localized space and moves it into the virtual world of physically distributed interactions. 

Virtual ethnography attempts to maintain the values of traditional ethnography through providing a "thick" description through the "immersion" of the researcher in the lives of their subjects. This focus on the subject makes virtual ethnography quite distinct from Web usage mining or social network analysis, although it may use similar techniques to identify or map networks.

So how is Ethnography relevant in today’s business?
Paco Underhill confesses "Advertising is some of the finest visual communication our culture generates," he says. "But ethnographic research is still at some distance from where rubber meets the road in terms of sales." Still, properly used, ethnographic studies can yield exceptional insights useful for product redesign, new product concepts, discovering alternate product uses, and profiling true customer satisfaction. 

In a business or marketing research context, ethnography is used to uncover, interpret, and understand the consumer point-of-view and the hidden rules of environments. Whereas focus groups and surveys rely on self-reporting and memory out of context, ethnography provides a holistic view of consumers in the context of their daily lives. There really is no substitute for the opportunity to experience what consumers’ experience. For example, consumers do not interact with products and services in isolation; they are affected by changing family patterns, unseen cultural factors, and other products and objects in the proximate environment. Ethnographic research is the best means for getting at these unspoken cultural and social patterns that shape consumer behavior. Ethnography can be used as a stand-alone technique or can be used in conjunction with other qualitative and quantitative marketing research techniques. 

Anticipating trends is akin to identifying the exact patch of snow at the top of a hill that will cause an avalanche. For marketing communications executives, the ability to spot that patch of snow - or pick "trend initiators," can make or break a market communications campaign.  

This philosophy does cause conflict with clients who may be astute marketers but are not tuned in to what's going on in the world of their target audience. Companies with a core ethic or longstanding values are particularly vulnerable. Buttoned-down corporate-types, soccer Moms in minivans and cell phone wielding teens may not seem like the obvious subjects of study for an anthropologist. However, today "corporate anthropologists" ply their trade on behalf of a variety of business interests. Far removed from their brethren who may be compiling data on the indigenous peoples of Papua, New Guinea, these stateside researchers study the behavior of U.S. customers, or their international counterparts, on behalf of Corporate America.

Corporate anthropologists often trail individual consumers in their home, at the office, or on shopping trips, to see them in the process of buying or using a particular item or service. “By observing the person in their environment,” says Bradd Shore, professor of anthropology at Emory University and the director of the MARIAL Center, “anthropologists can get a more accurate and detailed picture of a customer's product needs. Anthropologists call this type of research methodology ‘participant observation.’" He adds, "Anthropologists tend to work through detailed case studies. Even in studies of the workplace, it is always up close and personal. We try not to lose touch with the immediacy and intimacy we have with the data." 

Besides customer marketing information, ethnographic research, or the study of human culture, can also aid in the creation of company marketing materials, or even shed light on organizational management problems at a given firm. Such well-known companies as Kodak, Intel, Microsoft, and a bevy of others now count an on-staff anthropologist as a member of the corporate team. Other firms employ individual professionals on an ad-hoc basis. 

Now, corporate anthropology is a much more clearly defined discipline, valued greatly at the business level. Ajay Kohli, professor of marketing at the Emory's Goizueta Business School, believes it is easy to understand why the business world has embraced anthropological study, as "the research approach can provide key insights in ways that are not generally available through other more traditional marketing research approaches."  


When caught up in the day-to-day events of modern life, a consumer, when asked, may not be able to properly assess his or her motivations for a purchase. Kohli labels this "routinized patterns of behavior," in which the customer may forget the reasoning behind an action or product choice. Susan Hogan, a professor of marketing at Goizueta, concurs with Kohli's assessment, noting, "While there may be instances where individuals wish to keep their behaviors and purchase intentions to themselves, people usually don't purposely lie to others about their product usage behavior or their underlying reasons for using products. Rather, it is often the case that they don't fully comprehend their own behavior or the underlying reasons for that very same behavior." Luckily, observational or anthropological techniques can provide additional insight. 

As Corporate America becomes increasingly concerned about a global customer base, cultural anthropologists aid in marketing or tailoring products to a foreign clientele. This ability to envision a wide range of "possibilities" may be just the reason why corporate anthropologists have become so attractive to certain businesses, particularly those companies that sit on the cutting edge of research and development. Robbie Blinkoff, principal anthropologist for Context-Based Research Group, says, "When a trend starts in research, the biggest companies hop on board first." 

According to many marketing researchers, as well as their clients, getting a chance to see how people actually use brands, products, or services in natural environments is invaluable. Why? Because what they see consumers do is often quite different from what consumers say they do when they are responding to survey questionnaires.
For example, surveys may ask consumers to provide information about product usage behavior that has become so routine that it is difficult for them to recall their behavior in a step-by-step process. However, using participant observation to examine how consumers actually use products is an effective method that: a) guards against having to rely on the consumers' ability to accurately recall their behavior and b) enables researchers to observe the influence of contextual factors on how consumers interact with brands, products, and services. The insights that emerge from ethnography can form the basis of the innovative new product concepts that design teams need in order to gain a competitive edge in the market. 
When Ethnography makes sense … 
· For new product development 
· For brand positioning, 
· For up-front exploratory work (when the objective to is renovate, revive, or reposition a brand)

· When the objective is to understand how a consumer uses a product or service in the context of his or her daily life

· When observing consumer behavior first-hand is critical versus asking for recall after-the-fact 

· When the audience is hard-to-reach (e.g. teenagers, moms with babies, the affluent)

· As a complement to more traditional qualitative (focus groups) or quantitative (usage and attitude studies) approaches. 

… And when not 
· When the objective is to explore consumer response to specific stimulus (e.g. positioning statements, creative) that can be easily introduced in more traditional forms of marketing research

· If the focus is on opinions about or attitudes towards a product or service as opposed to how the brand relationship is demonstrated through behavior; 
· When a very quick (less than a week) turn-around from brief to debrief is required

· If the budget is very small 
However, ethnography should not be viewed as a substitute for survey research. In fact, combining ethnographic and traditional survey research techniques is often the most effective means of obtaining a deeper understanding of consumers. More specifically, ethnography can be used to develop more valid measures for consumer surveys as well as to develop a better understanding of patterns that emerge in survey research data..

Research references and other sources of information on Ethnography: 
Websites: 

1. www.wikipedia.com
2. http://lucy.ukc.ac.uk   (Ethnographic gallery)

3. www.sagepub.com/journalsProdDesc.nav?prodId=Journal200906

4. www.ethnographic-solutions.com
5. www.businessweek.com/innovate/content/jun2006/id20060612_919537.htm

6. http://larryborsato.com/blog/2004/04/ethnography_helping_make_marke.html
7. www.fastcompany.com/magazine/81/everymove.html

8. www.ethno-insight.com
9. www.plunkettinc.com
10. ww2.cis.temple.edu/isworld/vmc/aispert/myers.html
11. www.qual.auckland.ac.nz/
12. www.misq.org/misqd961/isworld/ethrefs.htm
13. http://trends.audiotech.com/trend.php/Trend/1241/Category/53
14. www.inc.com/resources/marketing/articles/20061001/miller.html
15. www.ams-nc.com/products/ethnography.htm?c1=p&source=G&kw=ethnography
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