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Learning Objectives

• Provide basic understanding of the differences between traditional 
and focused ethnography (FE)

• Outline steps of doing FE
• Provide an introduction to the methodological components of FE

• Start to plan / get an idea of the methodological components 
involved in your FE

• Chat box



Traditional Ethnography



What is Ethnography?

The Freakonomics of Crack Dealing

https://www.ted.com/talks/steven_levitt_analyzes_crack_economics


Traditional Ethnography
Wants to answer: “What is going on here?”                                  
Wolcott, H. F. (1999). Ethnography: A way of seeing. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press.

Relies on developing a full description (and interpretation) of a 
group of people and provides details of their everyday life                                                                  
Agar, M. (1986). Speaking of Ethnography., Qualitative Research Methods, Volume 2. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Want to learn about a group of people’s shared ideas, attitudes, 
knowledge, values, beliefs, social hierarchies, power relations 



Understand how a group of people organize their 
behaviour by learning from people within the culture

“I want to know what you 
know, in the way that you 

know it. … Will you 
become my teacher and 

help me understand”

Spradley J. P. (1979). The Ethnographic Interview. 
Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Cengage Learning, p. 34



What Have We Learned from Doing Ethnography? 

Generalizing one’s “culture” onto 
everyone is a mistake

◦ For example: You are a Muslim, so you are 
like this and so is everyone else. Everyone 
who is Muslim is like X and Y. Everyone fits 
into this box of characteristics which does not 
allow for variation.

Agar, M. (2006). Culture: Can You Take It Anywhere? International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 5(2), p. 3.



Focused Ethnography



Thank you to Maria
SHE WAS/IS MY TEACHER AND MENTOR.

THESE SLIDES ARE THE THINGS SHE TAUGHT ME.



Consider Your Research Question 
DOES YOUR QUESTION FIT WITH FOCUSED ETHNOGRAPHY?



Focused Ethnography

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, G. M.A., Pillay, J.M., & Boadu, N. Y. (2013). Guidance on Performing Focused Ethnographies with an Emphasis on Healthcare Research. The Qualitative Report, 18(Article 17), 1-16    



Why Focused Ethnography?



Focused on a distinct problem

https://www.flickr.com/search/?l=cc&q=focused
Knoblauch, H. (2005). Focused Ethnography. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 6(3).



Conducted within a specific (often familiar) context

http://www.ignitionone.com/four-ways-to-add-context-to-your-marketing/



Among sub-cultures or group of people within society

https://www.flickr.com/search/?text=small%20group%20of%20people&license=1%2C2%2C3%2C4%2C5%2C6%2C9&advanced=1



Participants don’t have to know each other but 
come together because of a shared experience



Short term, purposeful field visits

https://www.flickr.com/search/?text=small%20group%20of%20people&license=1%2C2%2C3%2C4%2C5%2C6%2C9&advanced=1
https://www.flickr.com/photos/rakustow/3959790332/



Complemented with intense data gathering 

http://acreelman.blogspot.ca/2015_11_01_archive.html



Findings are applied to address practical problems

Miles Grant Lefebvre, 2017



Higginbottom, G. M.A., Pillay, J.M., & Boadu, N. Y. (2013). Guidance on Performing Focused Ethnographies with an Emphasis on Healthcare Research. The Qualitative Report, 18(Article 17), p. 4 





Reconsider Your Research Question 
DOES YOUR QUESTION STILL FIT WITH FOCUSED ETHNOGRAPHY?



Regroup: Brief Chat



Doing Focused Ethnography



Again…..Consider Your Research Question 



Doing Focused Ethnography
Consider why you’re doing your research (reflexivity / motives)
Create FE research questions
Find a setting
Get into the field
In the field: Relationships
Sampling 
Data gathering strategies and analysis technique
Leaving the field



Reflexivity (Motives)
◦Recognizing, being honest, and clear about your 

identity (e.g., ethnicity, class, gender, education, 
etc.) and how these parts affect your data, data 
gathering, data analyses, interpretations, and 
(re)presentation

Hamilton Bruiser Lefebvre, 2015



Reflexivity: Patti Lather

“not a matter of looking harder or more 
closely, but of ‘seeing what frames our 

seeing’, to ‘determine the filters through 
which we are working” (Lather, 1986b)’ 
and how this consistently changes.” (p. 675) 

Lather, P. (1993). FERTILE OBSESSION: Validity After Poststructuralism. Sociological Quarterly, 34(4), 676 – 693. 

Lather (1993) suggests reflexivity is about framing which is:



Role of Reflexivity

“Researchers should subject themselves to the equivalent 
degree of scrutiny as they direct towards their participants”

McCorkel, J.A. & Myers, K. (2003). What difference does difference make: Position and privilege in the field. Qualitative Sociology, 26(2), 199-231



McCorkel, J.A. & Myers, K. (2003). What difference does difference make: Position and privilege in the field. Qualitative Sociology. 26(2): 199-231.

https://twitter.com/jillmccorkel; https://niu.edu/cswgs/about/faculty-staff/kristen-myers.shtml



Your Focused Ethnography

Why did you choose to study what you are studying?

Why this community?

What are your assumptions / expectations about your 
participants / setting?   

What do you want to learn?



Research Questions

Understand a particular experience among a 
specific group of people



Research Questions
Often take the “what” form:
◦ “What are the common beliefs, values, and practice patterns (among a 

specific group of people) in a specific context (or who have a specific 
condition)?” 

◦ “What are the characteristics….?”
◦ “What is the relationship between…”
◦ “What is it like to…”

Can also include:
◦ “How/why did (particular group) engage with (particular group)?”
◦ “What facilitates, constraints, or sustains?”

Higginbottom, G. M.A., Pillay, J.M., & Boadu, N. Y. (2013). Guidance on Performing Focused Ethnographies with an Emphasis on Healthcare Research. The Qualitative Report, 18(Article 17), P. 4 



Find a Setting
Convenient settings

Pre-established relationships within a community 

Be careful about being a helicopter researcher
◦ CANHelp Research Agreement

http://canhelpworkinggroup.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/collaborative_partnerships_13_4255072437.pdf


Daniel Wolf: Three Years Just to “Get In” (Somewhat Covert)

Wolf, D. (1990). The Rebels: A brotherhood of Outlaw Bikers. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 



Sudhir Venkatesh: One Night, as a Hostage (Overt)

Venkatesh, S. (2008). Gang leader for a day. Penguin Books, p. xviii



Getting into the Field

Your access to your setting will be enhanced if you are 
credible and can justify your research



“If you have some 
connections to the people in 

the setting, and are you 
ultimately perceived by those 

in the setting as a decent 
human being”

Lofland J. & Lofland H.L. (1984). Analyzing Social Settings: A Guide to Qualitative Observation and Analysis. Wadsworth Publishing Company
Images: http://sociology.ucdavis.edu/undergraduate-program/the-john-and-lyn-lofland-undergraduate-research-award



You’re in the Field: Now What?
Presenting yourself in the field: “Professional” and “personal” identity

Covert vs. overt research



In the Field
Develop relationships / gaining “trust”/ credibility

Form “meaningful” relationships

Finding ‘key informants’



In the Field with Maria Mayan and Michael Agar

Once an ethnographer, always an ethnographer                                 
(M. J. Mayan. 2014, Personal communication)

Most organizations have a few current crises that 
everyone talks about. What are they? Where do 
they happen in living colour? Go and talk to both 

sides of the encounter a few times.
(M. J. Mayan. 2014, Personal communication)



Regroup: Brief Chat



Sampling: Purposeful Sampling

You choose your participants [and / or images / documents] 
because of their particular characteristics



Purposeful Sampling
Ask:
◦ “Who can give me the most and best information about my topic?”
◦ “In which contexts will I be able to gather the most and best 

information about my topic?” 
Mayan, M. J. (2009). Essentials of Qualitative Inquiry. Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press, p. 62.

Participants must be ‘information rich’
◦ Want participants to talk about their experiences, be articulate, and have the 

time to talk



Your Focused Ethnography 

What is your setting?
How will you “get it”?

Who are your participants?



Data Gathering: Intensive!
Interview: Formal or informal, recorded and transcribed
Field notes
Documents:
◦ Images, tweets, photographs, Facebook pages, magazines, books
◦ Policies, procedural documents, speeches, emails
◦ Epidemiological and census data, maps
◦ Songs, paintings

Reflexive journals



Can Use Participant Observation



Participant Observation and Interview
Expect contradictions between observational and interview 
data
◦LJ vs Panther

How are events performed in the field vs how events are 
described? Why are they different?



Your Focused Ethnography 

Data gathering strategies?



Data Analysis
Often use content analysis
Process of:
◦ Identifying
◦ Coding
◦ Categorizing
the primary patterns in the data,
Then abstract generalisations and explanations of patterns



Content Analysis
Iterative process: Done at the same time as data gathering

https://www.flickr.com/search/?text=key



Rich Points

“Something happened I didn’t understand”
◦ Problems in understanding are called ‘rich 

points’
◦ “When a rich point occurs, an ethnographer 

learns that his or her assumptions about how 
the world works, usually implicit and out of 
awareness, are inadequate to understand 
something that had happened” (Agar, p. 31)

Agar, M. (1996). Professional stranger: An informal introduction to ethnography, second edition. Academic Press, P. 31



Rich Point/Coherence: Cowboys Herding Cats

Agar, M. (1996). Professional stranger: An informal introduction to ethnography, second edition. Academic Press, p. 31
Cowboys Herding Cats

https://youtu.be/Pk7yqlTMvp8
https://youtu.be/Pk7yqlTMvp8
https://youtu.be/Pk7yqlTMvp8


Focused Ethnography Using Content Analysis



Dr. Richard Oster, University of Alberta



Leaving the Field
How long is too long in the field?
◦ Physically disconnect
◦ Emotionally disconnect 

Do we ever leave the field? 
◦ What if you work in your own community?
◦ “…You cross the line between the field and home often and rapidly”                         

Agar, M. (1996). Professional stranger: An informal introduction to ethnography, second edition. Academic Press, P. 102

◦ R and rape story; RM and grocery store

Commitment to the community 



Your Focused Ethnography 

What responsibility / commitment do you have to your 
participants and the communities you do research with?



Daniel Wolf

A field-worker will be a 
different person when 

he or she emerges from 
the field. P. 216

Wolf, D. In: Shaffir, W.B. & Stebbins, R.A. (eds., ) (1991) Experiencing Fieldwork: An Inside View of Qualitative Research.



Special thank you to Mark Johnston for this hilarious graphic!



Thank you! Please contact me anytime

Megan Lefebvre
mejohnst@ualberta.ca
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