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INTRODUCTION 

The Ethnographer's Toolkit is a series of texts on 
how to plan, design, carry out, and use the results 

of applied ethnographic research. Ethnography, as an ap- 
proach to research, may be unfamiliar to people accus- 
tomed to more traditional forms of research, but we believe 
that applied ethnography will prove not only congenial but 
essential to many researchers and practitioners. Many kinds 
of evaluative or investigative questions that arise in the 
course of program planning and implementation cannot 
really be answered very well with standard research meth- 
ods such as experiments or collection of quantifiable data. 
Often, there are no data yet to quantify or programs whose 
effectiveness needs to be assessed! Sometimes, the research 
problem to be addressed has not yet been clearly identified 
and must be discovered. In such cases, ethnographic re- 
search provides a valid and important way to find out what 
is happening in programs and to help practitioners plan 
their activities. 

This book series defines what ethnographic research is, 
when it should be used, and how it can be used to identify 
and solve complex social problems, especially those not 

vii 
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readily amenable to traditional quantitative or experimen- 
tal research methods alone. It is designed for educators; 
service professionals; professors of applied students in the 
fields of teaching, social and health services, communica- 
tions, engineering, and business; and students working in 
applied field settings. 

Ethnography is a peculiarly human endeavor; many of 
its practitioners have commented that, unlike other ap- 
proaches to research, the researcher is the primary tool for 
collecting primary data. That is, as Books 1,2,3, and 4 dem- 
onstrate, the ethnographer's principal database is amassed 
in the course of human interaction: direct observation; 
face-to-face interviewing and elicitation; audiovisual re- 
cording; and mapping the networks, times, and places in 
which human interactions occur. Thus, as Book 6 makes 
clear, the personal characteristics and activities of re- 
searchers as human beings and as scientists become salient 
in ways not applicable in research, where the investigator 
can maintain more distance from the people and phenom- 
ena under study. 

Book 1 of the Ethnographer's Toolkit, titled Designing 
and Conducting Ethnographic Research, defines what ethno- 
graphic research is and identifies the predominant view- 
points or paradigms that guide ethnography. It provides the 
reader with an overview of research methods and design, 
including how to develop research questions, what to con- 
sider in setting up the mechanics of a research project, and 
how to devise a sampling plan. Ways of collecting and 
analyzing data, as well as ethical considerations for which 
ethnographers must account, conclude this overall intro- 
duction to the series. In Book 2 of the Ethnographer's 
Toolkit, titled Essential Ethnographic Methods, readers are 
provided with an introduction to participant and nonpar- 
ticipant observation, interviewing, and ethnographically 
informed survey research, including systematically admin- 
istered structured interviews and questionnaires. These 
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data collection strategies are fundamental to good ethno- 
graphic research. The essential methods provide ethnogra- 
phers with tools to answer the principal ethnographic ques- 
tions: "What's happening in this setting?" "Who is engaging 
in what kind of activities?" and "Why are they doing what 
they are doing?" Ethnographers use them to enter a field 
situation and obtain basic information about social struc- 
ture, social events, cultural patterns, and the meanings 
people give to these patterns. The essential tools also permit 
ethnographers to learn about new situations from the per- 
spective of "insiders" because they require ethnographers 
to become involved in the local cultural setting and to 
acquire their experience through hands-on experience. 

In Book 3, Enhanced Ethnographic Methods, the reader 
adds to this basic inventory of ethnographic tools three 
different but important approaches to data collection, each 
one a complement to the essential methods presented in 
Book 2. These tools are audiovisual techniques, focused 
group interviews, and elicitation techniques. We have 
termed these data collection strategies "enhanced ethno- 
graphic methods" because each of them parallels and en- 
hances a strategy first presented in Book 2. 

Audiovisual techniques, which involve recording behav- 
ior and speech using electronic equipment, expand the 
capacity of ethnographers to observe and listen by creating 
a more complete and permanent record of events and 
speech. Focused group interviews permit ethnographers to 
interview more than one person at a time. Elicitation tech- 
niques allow ethnographers to quantify qualitative or per- 
ceptual data on how individuals and groups of people think 
about and organize perceptions of their cultural world. 

It is important for the reader to recognize that, whereas 
the essential ethnographic methods described in Book2 can 
be used alone, the enhanced ethnographic methods covered 
in Book 3 cannot, by themselves, provide a fully rounded 
picture of cultural life in a community, organization, work 
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group, school, or other setting. Instead, they must be used 
in combination with the essential methods outlined in Book 
2. Doing so adds dimensions of depth and accuracy to the 
cultural portrait constructed by the ethnographer. 

In Book 4, Mapping Social Networks, Spatial Data, and 
Hidden Populations, we add to the enhanced methods of 
data collection and analysis used by ethnographers. How- 
ever, the approach taken in Book 4 is informed by a some- 
what different perspective on the way social life is organized 
in communities. Whereas the previous books focus primar- 
ily on ways of understanding cultural patterns and the 
interactions of individuals and groups in cultural settings, 
Book 4 focuses on how social networks and patterns of 
interaction, as well as uses of what we term "sociogeo- 
graphic space:' influence human behavior and beliefs. 

Book 5, Analyzing and InterpretingEthnographic Data, 
provides the reader with a variety of methods for trans- 
forming piles of fieldnotes, observations, audio- andvideo- 
tapes, questionnaires, surveys, documents, maps, and other 
kinds of data into research results that help people to under- 
stand their world more fully and facilitate problem solving. 
Addressing narrative and qualitative, as well as quantitative 
-or enumerated-data, Book 5 discusses methods for or- 
ganizing, retrieving, rendering manageable, and interpret- 
ing the data collected in ethnographic research. 

In Book 6, Researcher Roles and Research Partnerships, we 
discuss the special requirements that doing ethnographic 
research imposes on its practitioners. Throughout the 
Toolkit, we have argued that there is little difference be- 
tween the exercise of ethnography as a systematic and sci- 
entific enterprise and applied ethnography as that same 
systematic and scientific enterprise used specifically for 
helping people identify and solve human problems. To that 
end, in Chapter 1, "Researcher Ro1es:'we first describe how 
the work of ethnographers is inextricably tied to the type 
of person the ethnographer is, the particular social and 



I N T R O D U C T I O N  - 0 -  xi 

cultural context of the research site, and the tasks and 
responsibilities that ethnographers assume in the field. 

In the second chapter, "Building Research Partnerships," 
we recognize that ethnography seldom is done by lone 
researchers. We discuss how ethnographers assemble re- 
search teams, establish partnerships with individuals and 
institutions in the field, and work collaboratively with a 
wide range of people and organizations to solve mutually 
identified problems. The chapter concludes with ethical 
and procedural considerations including developing social 
and man-agerial infrastructure, establishing and breaking 
contracts, negotiating different organizational cultures and 
values, and resolving conflicts. 

Book 7, Using EthnographicData, consists of three chap- 
ters that present general guidelines and case studies illus- 
trating how ethnographers have used ethnographic data in 
planning public programs, developing and evaluating in- 
terventions, and influencing public policy. 

Throughout the series, authors give examples drawn 
from their own work and the workof their associates. These 
examples and case studies present ways in which ethnogra- 
phers have coped with the kinds of problems and dilemmas 
found in the field-and described in the series-in the 
course of their work and over extended periods of time. 

Readers less familiar with ethnographic research will 
gain an introduction to basic ethnographic principles, 
methods, and techniques by reading Books 1, 2, 5, and 6 
first, followed by other books that explore more specialized 
areas of research and use. Those familiar with basic ethno- 
graphic methods will find Books 3, 4, and 7 valuable in 
enhancing their repertoires of research methods, data col- 
lection techniques, and ways of approaching the use of 
ethnographic data in policy and program settings. 

In this book, Chapter 1, titled "Audiovisual Methods in 
Ethnography," covers audiovisual data collection tech- 
niques, including audiotaping and video recording. Re- 
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cording audio and visual data requires ethnographers to 
consider what they want to record and how to frame and 
focus the camera-or, what to look at or listen to. 
Audiovisual recording can fall victim to equipment failure 
and the unwillingness of research participants to be re- 
corded. Notwithstanding, audiovisual recording can im- 
prove the quality of data collection and analysis because it 
can create a more complete record of observation, which 
permits the ethnographer to replay events-to view them 
or listen to them-repeatedly so as to do more accurate 
analysis and interpretation. Audio- and videotapes also 
permit viewing by a number of analysts, helping to generate 
multiple-and therefore more complete-interpretations 
of events. In this chapter, readers will learn when to record 
and how to make decisions on what to record. Equipment 
needs as well as ways to transcribe and code audio- and 
videotapes also are reviewed. The author ends with some 
creative suggestions for how to use audiovisually recorded 
data for a variety of purposes. 

Chapter 2, titled "Focused Group Interviews," defines 
group interviews, both formal and informal, and discusses 
the circumstances under which they are most useful. Simply 
put, focused group interviews are a structured approach to 
interviewing people in groups. Group interviews often oc- 
cur naturally in field settings. The reader will learn how to 
take advantage of moments in which group interviews can 
be arranged spontaneously to capture the interaction of 
group members on a particular topic. More formal group 
interviews, or focused groups, can be used to speed the 
process of individualized interviewing or to reveal patterns 
of communication or differences of opinion that might not 
emerge in a collection of individual interviews. Chapter 2 
details the skills and organizational considerations needed 
to conduct good formal group interviews, including how to 
frame questions, reduce barriers to information collection, 
avoid logistical problems, attend to the ethical consider- 
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ations that can arise in a group discussion, and manage and 
use focused group data. The reader also is cautioned about 
the limitations of data obtained from focused groups; like 
other forms of interviewing, focused group interviews are 
more useful for telling us how group members think than 
they are for revealing specifically what people do. 

The third chapter, "Elicitation Techniques for Cultural 
Domain Analysis," introduces the reader to strategies for 
capturing the ways that people organize their thinking 
about culture and cultural components. In this chapter, 
readers will be introduced to the three most important 
techniques for discovering domains and subdomains of 
culture: listings, pilesorts, and triad sorts. Listings are one 
of the most important ways to discover cultural domains 
and subdomains. Pilesorts are used to obtain data on the 
way a group of respondents organizes items, ideas, or things 
within a cultural domain. Pilesorting ultimately forces a 
group to agree on the organization of cultural domains so 
that the result is a "best fit" picture of the group's cognitive 
map of, or way of structuring, their cultural domain. Triad 
sorts use similar strategies; both triad sorts and pilesorts re- 
quire participants to make comparisons (for sameness) and 
contrasts (for differences) among items, ideas, or things. 

Each of these elicitation techniques provides ways to 
quantify qualitative data on the way people organize their 
perceptions of objects and behavior in their cultural envi- 
ronments. These techniques help researchers to understand 
how people structure these perceptions in cultural domains 
or areas of culture, determine how such domains are related 
to each other, and discover to what extent groups of peo- 
ple differ in their ways of thinking about and organizing 
culture. 

-Jean J. Schensul and Margaret D. LeCompte 





AUDIOVISUAL METHODS 
IN ETHNOGRAPHY 

Bonnie K. Nastasi 

INTRODUCTION 

I like to do things that boys do. I would like to be a boy some- 
times. If you climb a tree you cannot because you cannot do 
that and be ladylike. I cannot eat a lot. It is not ladylike. I don't 
shout. Girls are brought up to be polite. Boys are more free. 
You cannot go to a friend's house like to spend a day or a night. 
Boys can. They can come home late and they won't get scolded 
or beaten. Parents have old ideas. Parents say, "We were 
brought up like this, so you will do this." If we go higher in 
education, they say a woman should stay at home and cook. 
We don't agree with that. (Comments from adolescent girls in 
a developing country during a group interview; Nastasi,Varjas, 
Sarkar & Jayasena, 1998) 

?it Through interviews such as this one, ethnographers 
are able to capture people's thoughts and feelings in 

their own language. Such data provide important insights 
into individual experiences and cultural practices. Tradi- 
tionally, ethnographers have relied on the written record to 
capture informants' responses or to note their observations 
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in natural contexts. Audiovisual techniques-consisting of 
audiotaping and videotaping-provide an alternative or 
supplement to the extensive written record that is the hall- 
mark of traditional ethnography. 
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The focus of this chapter is the use of audiovisual tech- 
niques to study human development or behavior in natural 
settings, such as classrooms or communities, in contrast to 
the traditional application of these techniques in controlled 
clinical or laboratory research settings. Audiovisual tech- 
nology is particularly advantageous for collecting certain 
types of observational and interview data, such as observing 
human interaction or conducting group interviews. One 
primary advantage is the permanent and complete record 
of observations or dialogue, which can be used for analysis 
and interpretation of data. Although not completely free of 
researcher bias, audiovisual recording provides a record of 
events that can be readily subjected to interpretation by 
different researchers and from multiple perspectives. 

The chapter provides you the opportunity to consider 
several critical issues related to the use of audiovisual tech- 
nology in ethnographic research: What is the focus of your 
research? How can audiovisual technology be used to an- 
swer your research question(s)? What logistical decisions 
need to be made about the use of audiovisual technology? 
How should you approach transcribing, coding, and inter- 
pretation of recorded data? How can the audiovisual record 
be used to enhance data interpretation and facilitate the 
integration of research and practice? We examine each of 
these issues, drawing from research in psychology, educa- 
tion, and anthropology that has been conducted by Nastasi 
and her colleagues. 

CONCEPTUAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The first consideration in any research project involves 
conceptual issues related to the focus of your research (i.e., 
your research questions) and the philosophical or theoreti- 
cal basis of your research questions. As we explore later in 
the chapter, your questions and the underlying perspectives 
influence how you approach the process of data collection, 
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transcribing, coding, and interpretation. For example, 
whether you begin with specific research questions (derived 
from existing theory, research, and/or your own applied 
experiences) or prefer to investigate in an inductive manner 
(allowing theory to evolve from your data) has critical 
implications for the entire research process. 

Before you begin to record, you must answer several 
questions about the focus of your research: What  is the 
subject matter (e.g., students' interactions during coopera- 
tive learning, as they work in dyadslpairs or small groups)? 
Where can it be found (in a classroom in which the teacher 
uses cooperative learning)? What  behaviors or interactions 
do you want to record (student-student interactions, 
teacher-student interactions, or both)? When should you 
record (e.g., only when students are interacting in groups, 
or for the entire class period)? What  period of time is SUB- 
cient? That is, how frequently should you record (daily or 
weekly; for one semester or the entire school year)? How 
long should each session last (30 minutes or the full class 
period)? Should recording be continuous (for the duration of 
the 55-minute class session) or intermittent (at random 
10-minute intervals)? Whom should you record (all students 
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within the classroom or selected pairs or groups of students; 
one classroom or several; one grade level or several)? The 
experiences of one group of researchers illustrates how 
these questions are considered in a classroom context. 

EXAMPLE 1.1 o m - . -  

CONCEPTUAL AND LOGISTICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN A CLASSROOM CONTEXT 

In a study of fifth graders' interactions during cooperative learning, the researchers 
(reports are found in Nastasi, Johnson, &Owens, 1995; Nastasi &Young, 1994; Young, 
Nastasi, & Braunhardt, 1996) considered several conceptual and logistical issues: Is 
our focus or conceptual attention on the interaction between individual students as 
they work in pairsldyads within the classroom? If so, we do not need to videotape 
whole-class instructional activities unless we are interested in how whole-class in- 
struction is related to the dyad work (e.g., Does the teacher provide instructions on 
how to work together?). Also, are we interested in what else is occurring in the 
classroom as we focus on a specific dyad? If so, we need multiple recorders to capture 
the simultaneous occurrences. However, there is the issue of equipment resources. 
Do we have or can we purchase multiple cameras and microphones? And would 
multiple cameras be more disruptive to the classroom? Other critical conceptual 
questions included the following: Are we more interested in an in-depth study of a 
few select students, or do we want a wider sample across all students within the 
classroom? Do we want to examine continuous interactions over time, or are periodic 
samples of interactions sufficient? Alternatively, if we want a record of ongoing 
classroom interactions and do not want to make decisions about sampling of the 
interactions beforehand, we could simply do continuous recording of the natural 
sequence of events and then sample after recording is finished. The answers to these 
questions, of course, depend in part on our resources. For example, do we have 
enough recording equipment and personnel to do continuous recording andlor 
simultaneous recording of different dyads? And could we use audiotape recorders for 
some dyads and videotapes for others? What is most important to capture- students' 
discussion or actions or both? 

Key point As the preceding example demonstrates, the researchers' 
decisions are influenced by multiple considerations. It is 
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advisable to start with the conceptual issues, determining 
what kind of data are essential to answer your research 
questions, and then consider what is feasible given available 
resources. The following description provides an example 
of how the combination of conceptual and logistical con- 
siderations influenced decisions about audiovisual record- 
ing in an applied research project. 

o m o r n o  EXAMPLE 1.2 

CONCEPTUAL AND LOGISTICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN A COMMUNITY CONTEXT 

The purpose of the research project was to develop, implement, and evaluate an 
intervention for adolescent girls and their mothers to reduce the risk of substance 
abuse. The intervention was conducted in small groups in three formats: girls only, 
mothers only, and girls and mothers mixed. The intervention program required that 
group facilitators or leaders (i.e., staff members who were responsible for implement- 
ing the intervention) use certain facilitation strategies (e.g., questioning, prompting, 
modeling) for presenting information, encouraging group discussion, and engaging 
the group members in solving real-life dilemmas collaboratively (e.g., How do I 
respond to peer pressure to drink alcohol?). Data collection was necessary to docu- 
ment the use of facilitation strategies by group leaders in order to ensure program 
integrity (i.e., Is the program being carried out as specified?) and identify needs for 
additional staff training. Furthermore, researchers were interested in examining the 
extent to which the facilitation strategies promoted certain participant behaviors 
(e.g., considering different approaches to solving dilemmas). 

Continuous recording of all sessions during a pilot study permitted in-depth 
study of the intervention process. There were sufficient personnel, cameras, and 
videotapes to record all sessions. However, human resources were insufficient for 
transcription and coding all of the tapes. Thus, the decision was to videotape all 
sessions so that a full documentation was available as archival data. This permitted 
the use of tapes for multiple purposes: documenting implementation, assessing 
facilitators' skills, and examining the relationships between facilitator strategies and 
participant behaviors. Furthermore, comprehensive recording during the pilot phase 
could help researchers make informed decisions about recording during the sub- 
sequent intervention project (Schensul, Berg, & Romero, 1997). 
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Once conceptual questions are answered, researchers 
face a series of methodological decisions related to record- 
ing, transcribing, coding, and interpretation and use of 
data. Some of the decisions that researchers must make 
apply to collection and analysis of ethnographic data in 
general (e.g., coding), but others (e.g., taping) are specific 
to the use of audiovisual techniques. Additionally, issues 
may vary depending on which type of recording-audio or 
video-the researchers choose to use. We begin with logis- 
tical considerations. 

LOGISTICS 

Traditionally, the ethnographer need only equip himself 
or herself with a notebook to record fieldnotes, observa- 
tions, dialogue, and so on. When using audiovisual tech- 
niques, however, the ethnographer is faced with a number 
of decisions: Should you audiotape or videotape? Should 
you also collect fieldnotes? What are the staff requirements? 
What needs to be considered as you purchase and use 
equipment and supplies? In addition, using audiovisual 
recording technology in natural settings requires certain 
considerations not relevant to contrived or laboratory set- 
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tings, where these techniques traditionally have been used. 
For example, to what extent does the recording equipment 
(particularly, video cameras) alter the natural setting? What 
resources are necessary within the natural context (i.e., is 
electricity necessary)? Who will do the recording? How can 
confidentiality or anonymity be preserved when using re- 
cording devices? How do you effectively capture specific 
interactions in uncontrolled settings, for example, where 
background noise is a potential problem (e.g., how do you 
record a conversation between two individuals in a room 
full of people)? We address these and other questions as we 
explore the major logistical issues. 

Audiotaping Versus Videotaping 

One critical decision is whether to do audiotaping or 
videotaping. When one has a choice, videotaping usually is 
preferable because it provides a broader array of behavioral 
data. Specifically, videotapes permit the consideration of 
nonverbal behaviors in interpretation of individual or 
interactive responses. Nonverbal behaviors can facilitate 
interpretation of interview as well as observational data. For 
example, in individual interviews, the addition of nonver- 
bal cues permits one to better interpret the respondents' 
responses (e.g., through facial cues or eye contact with the 
interviewer). In dyadic (pairs) or group interviews, video- 
tapes can facilitate the identification of individual speakers 
and examination of group dynamics. Additionally, video- 
tapes provide data on physical contextual variables, such as 
spatial arrangement, lighting, objects, and artifacts. Finally, 
the continuous videotaped record can foster understanding Key point 
of the complexity of a situation or the sequence of actions or 
events. 

Videotaping, however, does have disadvantages. Equip- 
ment is more expensive. Greater attention to the recording 
equipment is necessary (e.g., to ensure that the camera stays 
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in focus). The equipment is more visible and thus can be 
more intrusive; that is, people tend to be more aware of 
being filmed than of being audiotaped. Additionally, main- 
taining anonymity of respondents is more difficult with 
videotapes because they are visually identifiable. This is 
particularly important when informants are minors; are 
physically, mentally, or culturally vulnerable; are in some 
type of custody arrangement; or are providing sensitive 
information. These situations do not prevent the use of 
videotapes, but researchers must take extra precautions to 

Key point protect access to the tapes. Perhaps most importantly, the 
videotape transcription process is much more complex and 
time consumingthan it is for audiotapes, particularly if you 
are interested in analyzing nonverbal behaviors and physi- 
cal environment features. 

Notetaking 

Another consideration is whether some form of notetak- 
ing is necessary in addition to audiovisual recording. As a 
general rule, audiolvideotaping does not replace fieldnotes 
as a method of recording the ethnographer's impressions 
and capturing more global aspects of the context. It is 
possible to record notes and impressions on audiolvideo- 
tape at the beginning and end of a taping session, but it also 
is necessary to take written notes during a session. The need 
to accompany audiolvideotapes with fieldnotes also de- 
pends on the context. For example, the researcher may find 
the tapes sufficient when the entire context is easily cap- 
tured on videotape, the session is of relatively short dura- 

Cross tion, and comments and impressions can be recorded easily 
Reference: on tape at the end of the session. [There are, of course, 

See Chapter * situations when notetaking during a session is not feasible; 
on recording 

and notetaking for example, when your attention is directed toward con- 
in focus groups ducting an interview or focus group. In such cases, addi- 
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tional staff might be necessary to gather written notes.] The 
following example illustrates the use of fieldnotes to sup- 
plement videotape data. 

e = e o  EXAMPLE 1.3 

USING FIELDNOTES TO SUPPLEMENT VIDEOTAPE DATA 

In one study conducted in a fifth-grade classroom, researchers used videotaping to 
record whole-class, dyadic (pairs of students), and small-group activities. The pur- 
pose of the study was to examine the nature of students' interactions with each other 
as they engaged in cooperative learning over several months. However, researchers 
found it necessary to take fieldnotes in addition to taping in order to capture the more 
global aspects of the classroom context. For example, ethnographers took written 
notes about (a) global physical features such as arrangement of desks (drawing a map 
of the classroom), bulletin boards, rules posted in the classroom; (b) activities outside 
of the camera's range, for example, as students left their desks to seek help from the 
teacher or use reference materials (e.g., a central computer); and (c) the global 
instructional context, such as teachers' instructions to the whole class and the 
activities of students outside of the target dyad or small group. The ethnographers' 
record of informal conversations with teachers provided critical data about the 
teachers' perspective. Furthermore, the ethnographers recorded their impressions 
garnered from observations; these impressions were invaluable to subsequent data 
analysis and interpretation (Nastasi et al., 1995; Nastasi &Young, 1994; Young et al., 
1996). 

As suggested in the preceding example, the complexity 
of natural contexts such as classrooms or community set- 
tings present challenges for researchers who are using 
audiovisual recording. Without multiple cameras, it is im- 
possible to capture permanent records of the multiple ac- 
tivities and events occurring simultaneously. In such situ- 
ations, fieldnotes are essential to understanding contextual 
factors. In addition, the ethnographers' fieldnotes provide 
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invaluable data about their own impressions during obser- 
vations. 

Audiovisual technology also can be used to supplement 
written records or fieldnotes. That is, audiolvideotaping 
can be conducted to provide a backup or archival record to 
the ethnographer's written records. The following descrip- 
tion illustrates such use and further exemplifies the com- 
plementary nature of fieldnotes and tapes as permanent 
records. 

EXAMPLE 1.4 @ - Q =  

USING AUDIOVISUAL TECHNOLOGY TO SUPPLEMENT FIELDNOTES 

In one study, researchers conducted focus groups with adolescents attending schools 
in a community in Sri Lanka. The purpose of the study was to understand mental 
health issues among Sri Lankan youth in order to inform the development of 
culturally specific, school-based mental health programs. The groups were conducted 
by American and Sri Lankan co-researchers. The Sri Lankan researcher also served as 
interpreter. Two research assistants, one Sri Lankan and one American, were present 
to record verbalizations in the primary native language (Sinhala) and English, respec- 
tively. The translation process and the timing of interchanges permitted the research 
assistants to document all dialogue in both languages. In addition, discussions were 
audiotaped. The written transcripts in English served as the database for coding. The 
notes taken in Sinhala were used to supplement the English notes, provide another 
perspective on interpretation of Sinhala responses, and provide culturally specific 
terminology for key constructs. The research assistants also recorded contextual 
features and nonverbal behaviors. The on-site notetaking permitted identification of 
different speakers, which would have been difficult with audiotapes alone, given the 
group structure and language differences. The tapes were used to verify written notes 
when ambiguities arose, and they provided an archive of the interviews in two 
languages (Nastasi, Varjas, Sarkar, & Jayasena, 1998). 
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Research Staff 

Given the multiple tasks required in conducting audio- 
visual recording, another critical consideration involves 
staff. Who will perform the multiple tasks necessary for 
recording? As noted in the previous section, it may not be 
feasible for one person to conduct a session (e.g., inter- 
viewer), monitor the recording equipment, and take written 
notes. Alternatively, you might consider hiring a research 
team, consisting of one or more interviewers, technicians 
to handle the audiovisual equipment, and notetakers. In the 
applied research study described earlier, Schensul and her 
colleagues hired different staff members for the multiple 
tasks. During a session, one person facilitated the interven- 
tion (group facilitator), another monitored the videocam- 
era (filmer), and a third took fieldnotes (notetaker). Such 
division of labor facilitated accurate and comprehensive 
recording (Schensul et al., 1997). 

Acquiring and Using Audiovisual 
Equipment and Supplies 

A critical set of decisions involve the selection, purchase, 
and use of audiovisual equipment and supplies. Following 
are listed recommendations to assist you in making these 
decisions. These suggestions are based on extensive experi- 
ence with audiovisual recording for research purposes. 
Given that your database is the audio or video record, 
careful selection and use of equipment and supplies are 
essential. Costs of equipment and supplies should be con- 
sidered as you plan your study. In this section, we discuss 
each of the recommendations. 
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6 Key point Acquire high-quali~professional audiotaping or videotap- 
ing equipment designed for commercial use. Researchers 
should purchase the best equipment possible, preferably of 
professional production quality. Personal (retail) recording 
and playback equipment, although less expensive, provides 
fewer options (e.g., less control over viewing speed and 
playback capabilities). Consider your needs with regard to 
research purposes, context, and logistics. In selecting equip- 
ment, portability is likely to be an issue. For example, can 
the camera remain stationary in the research site, or do 
you need something that is easily moved about? Consider 
whether battery-operated recording equipment (camera, 
microphone, audio-recorder) is needed, and inquire about 
the cost and feasibility of extended use of battery-operated 
equipment. Consider whether videocameras permit re- 
cording of date and time directly on the tape. 

Another critical consideration is the degree to which the 
equipment allows flexibility for reviewing tapes. Transcrip- 
tion equipment is available for facilitating the review of 
audiotapes by providing greater control of the rewinding 



A U D I O V I S U A L  M E T H O D S  I N  E T H N O G R A P H Y  -0-0- 13 

and pausing functions than is possible with typical audio- 
taping machines (e.g., the transcription machine has foot- 
pedal control so that your hands can remain on the key- 
board). Make sure that playback equipment (audio or 
video) permits ease of repeated playback and pausing (e.g., 
you are returned to the exact location after a pause), mul- 
tiple speeds for reviewing tapes, a counter that provides a 
time record, and minimal slippage (e.g., you want to be able 
to return to the exact spot on a tape as indicated by the 
counter-for repeated viewing and for intercoder agree- 
ment purposes). Headsets also are available to permit pri- 
vate review of audiotapes or audio portions of videotapes. 
Software programs are available that permit connections 
between video playback equipment and computer, so that 
the computer controls the playback equipment (e.g., Video- 
ToolkitTM, 1992). Such software facilitates the coordination 
of viewing and transcribing. It is important to inquire about 
the feasibility of connections between your computer and 
the video playback equipment as you purchase equipment; 
and to consider the availability, cost, and ease of use of the 
software as well as the compatibility of the software require- 
ments with your existing computer. 

Purchase good quality microphones that meet your specific Key point 
&J needs. There are a variety of microphones from which to 

choose, and they vary in utility, convenience, and price. It 
is very important to know whether the microphones built 
into cameras and audio-recorders are sufficient for your 
purposes. The built-in microphones are frequently inade- 
quate for capturing vocalizations of specific individuals in 
group settings (e.g., focus groups or group interventions) 
or for recording target conversations in settings with back- 
ground noise (e.g., recording a student-teacher conversa- 
tion in classroom) or when target individuals are moving 
about (e.g., teacher in a classroom). In these situations, 
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alternatives are necessary that permit focused recording and 
minimize recording of background noise (when using 
either audio or video equipment). For both audio and video 
recording, PZM (flat) microphones, which can be placed on 
a flat surface (e.g., table around which a group is seated), 
are ideal for capturing target conversations while minimiz- 
ing background noise. PZM microphones are relatively 
inexpensive. Clip-on microphones are the best alternative 
for capturing vocalizations of target individuals (e.g., the 
teacher in the classroom or individuals within a group). 
Wireless clip-on microphones are particularly useful 
in situations in which the target individual is moving about 
(e.g., a teacher who moves about the classroom). The cost 
of wireless clip-on microphones, however, may be prohibi- 
tive. It is important to investigate such costs as you plan the 
project budget. 

6 Key point Purchase good quality audiotapes or videotapes. Generally, 
tapes of shorter duration are better. For repeated reviewing, 
tapes of 60 to 90 minutes are preferable to those of longer 
length because the tape quality is more likely to be main- 
tained. Also, it is easier to find segments efficiently. Particu- 
larly when doing continuous recording, 90-minute tapes 
are preferable to 60-minute tapes because you need to 
change the tape less often. 

6 Key point Purchase a good tripod and position the camera securely If 
you intend to place the camera in a stationary position for 
video recording, it is important that you purchase a good 
tripod. Particularly in high-activity situations, the camera 
must be secure. In all situations, it is critical to designate 
someone to be responsible for monitoring the recording 
equipment to ensure accurate focus of the camera and 
continual recording. 
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Test and monitor your equipment regularly. Before every Key point 
session, make sure both video and audio functions work. If 
you are using battery-operated equipment, make sure bat- 
teries are still operative. Always carry additional batteries. 
Between sessions, recharge batteries if applicable. Monitor 
taping throughout the session. Although more convenient, 
letting the recorder or camera run unattended is risky. 
Valuable data can be lost if your equipment fails, the tape 
runs out, or the target activity or people move out of video 
or audio range. 

Use appropriately trained personnel for recording. This is Key point 
particularly critical when doing videotaping. Make sure 
camera personnel know how to operate equipment. If the 
camera will not remain in a stationary position, make sure 
the person responsible for the camera can record effectively 
while moving about. Limit the number of people who are 
responsible for taping. When multiple recorders must be 
used, make sure the guidelines for taping are clearly articu- 
lated and consistently implemented. Otherwise, the quality 
of recordings may vary widely, and you may lose critical 
data. The best recorders are familiar with the use of the tape 
recorder or camera, and they are well informed about the 
study, the scientific or other reasons for recording, and what 
they should be recording. 

Mark all tapes clearly. Record dates and identifying infor- Key point 
mation about participants and situation on each tape, either 
on labels or directly on the audio or video record. Record 
critical identifying information about participants and situ- 
ation on the audio and/or visual portions of your tape. 
Properly label all tapes. Trying to discern the context of an 
unmarked taped session can be frustrating and result in loss 
of data, particularly as time passes. 
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'we Key point 6 

' Key point 6 

Definition: 
Transcri~tion 

is the process of 
transforming audio 
portions of tapes to 

written form and add- 
ing written descrip- 
tions of interaction 

and setting. 

Make backup copies of all tapes, and store the originals in a 
safe and secure place. You should make backup copies of 
tapes to prevent the loss of original data. Repeated viewing 
can lessen the quality of the recording. Tapes can be mis- 
placed. It is impossible to recover data if tapes are damaged 
or lost. If several individuals will be viewing or coding tapes, 
make multiple backups. Store the original tapes in a safe and 
secure place (e.g., locked cabinet in your office). Make sure 
tapes are properly labeled. Protect tapes from extremes of 
temperature, dust, and magnetic sources. Use appropriate 
precautions for protecting the confidentiality and anonyrn- 
ity of taped respondents. 

In summary, research questions and logistical consider- 
ations (e.g., the number of cameras or tape recorders, the 
number of data collectors, the extent of resources for tran- 
scribing and coding of tapes) influence decisions aboutpro- 
cedures for data collection. As a general rule, more extensive 
recording (audiotaping or videotaping) provides the great- 
est flexibility for data analysis and interpretation; that is, 
researchers have the luxury of reviewing and reanalyzing 
archival records. An extensive sample of recorded observa- 
tions permits subsequent return to the original data to 
explore other interpretations and, most importantly, to 
understand the phenomena under study within the real-life 
context. Finally, the use of audiolvideotaping does not pre- 
clude the need for fieldnotes about one's impressions, in- 
formal interactions, and global features of the environment. 

TRANSCRIPTION 

Transcription is critical in accessing data for analysis be- 
cause much analysis is conducted on textual data. However, 
coding or analysis also can be conducted directly from the 
taped record. Although this section is focused on ap- 
proaches to transcribing data into textual format, we ad- 
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dress the issue of direct coding from audio- or videotapes 
as well. 

Transcription can be approached in a number of ways. 
It varies along a continuum from full transcription of all 
verbal and nonverbal behaviors and contextual factors to a 
summary of critical incidents. The approach you choose 
depends on the nature of the data you need as well as 
feasibility of transcription in terms of time and cost. For 
example, full transcription provides a thorough description 
of all verbalizations and, in the case of videotapes, nonver- 
bal behaviors and physical context. However, it is time 
consuming and tedious. In this section, we examine the use 
of full transcription and transcribing of selected segments. 
We conclude with consideration of alternatives to tran- 
scribing, such as coding directly from tapes. 

Full Transcription 

Transcribing entire audiotapes or videotapes is a labor- 
intensive and time-intensive endeavor, but it yields a level 
of detail that permits close and repeated analysis of the data. 
In using this approach, it is necessary to review sections of 
the tape repeatedly in order to capture both verbal and non- 
verbal behaviors, as well as physical contextual features. 
This transcription technique precedes any attempts to code 
data. With such a thorough documentation, it is possible to 
code directly from the transcripts and to use the transcripts 
repeatedly to address alternative questions. To ensure accu- 
racy, it is necessary to have a second transcriber review the 
tapes and fill in gaps that might have been left by the first 
transcriber. Even though transcribing is straightforward, 
some level of interpretation is needed. Thus, a second tran- 
scriber can also provide a reliability check. Alternatively, 
once tapes have been transcribed and are ready for coding, 
the coder can serve as a second transcriber, filling in the gaps 
or raising questions about differences in interpretation of 
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actions or vocalizations. It is much more difficult to do a 
full transcription of videotapes than of audiotapes. 
Whereas full transcription of audiotapes requires only de- 
tailed recording of all verbalizations, full transcription of 
videotapes requires description of both verbal and nonver- 
bal behaviors (e.g., vocalizations, body language, facial ex- 
pressions). The following excerpts exemplify the level of 
detail required in transcribing audio and video repre- 
sentations. 

Video examples. The following transcribed segments are 
from avideotaped session in which two third-grade girls are 
working collaboratively at a computer (Nastasi & Clements, 
1992). The excerpts depict both verbal and nonverbal be- 
havior (nonverbal behavior is noted in parentheses) as the 
students create a computer graphics program. At this point, 
they are trying to create letters for a display. Student 1 is 
typing, and Student 2 is seated beside her. FD20 is a com- 
mand that moves the pointer on the screen "forward 20 
spaces." Students use the protractor to assist them in treat- 
ing angles. In the first segment, the level of detail helps to 
create a picture of the student's actions and reactions to the 
products of her work. 

EXAMPLE 1.5 - . o m =  

FULL TRANSCRIPTION OF ONE STUDENT'S 
BEHAVIOR AS SHE WORKS AT A COMPUTER 

Student 1: (types, looks at the screen) Okay. (typing) FD20. (looking at the screen) 
Wait a minute. (taking the protractor and measuring the design on the 
screen) Oh, deary me, deary me, deary me. (types, looks at the screen, types, 
looks at the screen) Oh god, this is difficult (types, looks at the screen, types, 
looks at the screen) Now what do I do? (clapping her hands and leaning 
back in her chair) I know what, no I don't (looking at the screen, then at 
Student 2). What are you writing? 
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=.=.= EXAMPLE 1.6 

FULL VIDEO TRANSCRIPTION OF TWO STUDENTS' INTERACTIONS 
AS THEY WORK TOGETHER AT ONE COMPUTER 

This excerpt is from the same session as in Example 1.5. 

Student 1: (pointing to the folder) Write FD20 down. 
Student 2: How come you make me do all the work? (reaching for the pencil) 
Student 1: Yeah, 'cause I have to do this (typing). 10. Where's the protractor? 

(looking at Student 2) 
Student 2: You have your own. (getting out of her seat) 
Student 1: No I don't, I only have my folder (looked toward the camera, then looks 

toward the door, holding on to the cabinet with her left hand, balancing the 
chair on the two left legs) Au-uh-uh! (looks at Student 2, takes the protractor 
from Student 2 and puts it on the screen, making noises with her mouth) 

Student 2: (out of view) There, now I'm erasing. 
Student 1: (types, looks at the screen, types, looks at the screen) Yes! Ooh! (sitting back, 

then forward, types, looks at the screen, types, then looks at the screen, then 
reaches for the protractor, making noises with her mouth while measuring 
the design on the screen, types, looks at the screen) Ooh ma-ma, ooh ma-ma. 
(dancing in her seat, making silly noise, then looking at Student 2) [Name], 
what are you doing? 

Student 2: I'm writing a procedure. 
Student 1: Oh, okay, while I do this? (looks at the screens, then types) 
Student 2: That way I'll have the procedure done. 
Student 1: (types, looks at the screen, types, looks at the screen) I got the "M" done. 

(jumping back, looks at Student 2, hands on keyboard, positioned to type) 
Wait a minute. Go ask [the teacher] if I want to do an "E," how do I get to 
an "E"? (looking at Student 2, tapping her feet on the floor) 

Audio example. The following excerpt is from a n  interview 

with two fifth-grade girls about their understanding of 

cooperative learning (Nastasi et  al., 1995; Nastasi &Young, 

1994; Young et  al., 1996). The two students have been work- 

ing daily for several weeks as partners (a dyad) on a prob- 
lem-solving project in mathematics class. These students 

had agreed to be  interviewed on a weekly basis about their 
work in mathematics class. 
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EXAMPLE 1.7 -0-0- 

FULL AUDIO TRANSCRIPTION OF INTERVIEW WITH TWO STUDENTS 

Interviewer: What do you think are the qualities of a good problem-solving dyad or 
team? 

Student 1: Umm. 
Student 2: Cooperation. 
Interviewer: Okay. 
Student 1: Well, understanding each other's point, like trying to see the other person's 

point and not just staying with your idea. 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm. 
Student 1: Lie,  be flexible. Don't always have to go with, l i e  . . . 
Student 2: Whatever you came up with and you stay there, and you never know. 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm. 
Student 1: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Okay. Anything else you can think of? 
Student 1: Getting along. 
Interviewer: Okay. What, what do you mean by that? In terms of, like, cooperating and 

getting along? 
Student 1: Getting along. Like, um, sort of trying to work together. 
Interviewer: Okay. 
Student 1: Lie,  staying together and working together. Don't go off and do something 

yourself. 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm. 
Student 1: Lie,  you know, think sort of positively, like, you know, we're partners. 

We're supposed to be together. 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm. 
Student 1: And even if we don't, like, if our teacher matched us up, and like, um, I got 

with my worst friend, and [Student 21 got with her worst friend, and we 
didn't all, we wa-. Like, say we wanted to be partners really bad, and we 
didn't get each other as partners, and you know, we would still have to work 
cooperatively and try to understand other people's, and you know, not be a 
brat to the other person. 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm. W-what do you mean by being a brat? 
Student 1: Like, you know, always saying the wrong, l i e ,  um, telling them, arguing over 

stuff, like who's gonna get to write, who's gonna get to use the computer. 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm. 
Student 1: And, you know, just arguing over stupid things that don't really matter. 
Student 2: I know. 
Student 1: Lie,  you know, "you took my pencil," and things like that. 
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Whether transcribingaudiotapes or videotapes, it is criti- 
cal to select an experienced transcriber who is familiar with 
the focus of your work. For example, the transcriber must 
be familiar with the nature of the research and the level of 
detail that is necessary. It is likely that the first time you work 
with a transcriber, you will need to review the transcriptions 
to ensure that the transcription is accurate and the level of 
detail of nonverbal behaviors and/or vocalizations is suffi- 
cient. If you do not have time and resources for a full 
transcription, you may opt to use more economical alter- 
natives, such as transcribing selected segments of tapes. 

Transcribing Selected Segments 

In lieu of transcribing entire tapes, you may choose to 
transcribe segments of the audiolvideotapes. There are 
three possible approaches to selecting segments. 

Sample the tapes. The first approach is to purposefully or 
randomly select segments of the tapes to yield a sample of 
data across time, contexts, and participants. Thus, you 
might identify critical variables (e.g., level of expertise in 
problem solving) and then purposefully select within those 
constraints (e.g., choose a novice and an expert problem 
solver). Or, to obtain a representative sample of variations 
across key variables (e.g., problem sohers with different 
skill levels), you might randomly select segments across all 
videotaped sessions. 

~ e y  point 
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Select relevant segments. The second approach is to tran- 
scribe only segments of the tape that are relevant to the 
research question. For example, if you are studying coop- 
erative learning and are interested primarily in the quality 
of exchanges between students as they work together, tran- 
scription could be restricted to cooperative interactions 
between students. The remainder of the tapes could be 
summarized to provide an indication of the larger context; 
for example, the transcriber could summarize other activi- 
ties of the class session (e.g., whole-class instruction, indi- 
vidual seatwork) during which the cooperative student 
interactions (e.g., students working in small groups) occur. 
This second approach requires that the transcriber be 
knowledgeable enough of the focus of the research to iden- 
tify tape segments that need full transcription versus sum- 
marizing. 

Identifjr critical incidents. The third approach is to identify 
Definition: critical incidents that exemplify the codes, and transcribe 

Critical fully the critical incidents while also summarizing the con- 
incidents are te*. That is, the transcriber must first identify& incident 

recorded events 
that exemplify (e.g., disagreement between individuals) that exemplifies 

a code the code (e.g., idea conflict) and then transcribe it fully. 

EXAMPLE 1.8 -e-e- 

TRANSCRIPTION OF A VIDEOTAPED CRITICAL INCIDENT 

In one study, Nastasi and her colleagues were interested in conflict resolution strate- 
gies within dyadic (pairwise) interactions; that is, in how fifth-grade students work- 
ing collaboratively resolved their disagreements. The following excerpts depict exam- 
ples of cognitive (idea) conflict (i.e., partners disagree about how to solve a problem) 
with two different types of conflict resolution: resolution by teacher (i.e., teacher inter- 
venes to resolve the conflict) and resolution by negotiation (i.e., partners discuss the 
discrepant ideas and agree on mutually agreeable problem solution by compromise 
or acceptance of one of the proposed ideas). The rule for transcribing was that the 
transcription had to be detailed enough to justify the target code (e.g., idea conflict 
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with resolution) and distinguish it from alternative codes (e.g., distinguish the levels 

of resolution): 

Idea Conflict With Resolution by Teacher 

(Both girls then continue reading or repeating numbers from the [computer] monitor.) 
Student 1: (reading from the monitor) Number of the line you wish to save. . . 1. 
Student 2: No, you want to save 2. 
Student 1: What? 
Student 2: You want to save 2. 
Student 1: (turns to the teacher) Do we want to save 2? 
Teacher: No, you want to save that line you're on right there. 

(Student 2 appears confused about which one, asks which line the teacher means, 
and the teacher says it should be line 2.) 
Students 1 & 2: (simultaneously) Oh! 

Idea Conflict With Resolution by Negotiation 

(Both girls then read the next question, "How long are the barges?") 
Student 1: Uh oh. 
Student 2: 200. 
Student 1: Okay, 200 feet each.. . . 
Student 2: No, 200 feet altogether. 
Student 1: No, but. . . there was three barges, and they were 200 feet each, remember? 
Student 2: Oh yeah! 
Student 1: Let's put 200 feet. 

SOURCES: Nastasi et al., 1995; Nastasi &Young, 1994; Young et al., 1996. 

0 - 0 0  

The critical incident approach to  transcribing requires 

the  skills of a transcriber-coder, because the coding and 
transcribing processes are closely linked. That is, tran- 
scribers must  be well-trained, experienced coders who are 

experts in the  use of the specific coding scheme. In addition, 
effective use of this method requires the use of unambigu- 

ous guidelines for application of the coding scheme. Thus, 

extensive practice in use of the scheme with the specific data 

set is necessary before transcribing can proceed. 
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Alternatives to Transcribing 

Key point Transcription is not always necessary. For example, 
when using event-recording (e.g., how frequently did the 
event occur) or time-sampling (e.g., for what time period 
did the behaviors occur) procedures, coding can be done 
directly from videotapes or audiotapes without first tran- 
scribing. (Coding is addressed in a subsequent section.) In 
such instances, the coder views (or listens to) the tape and 
records either the occurrence or time engaged in target 
behaviors or events. This technique is useful if the re- 
searcher is interested only in representing the data in terms 
of frequency or time and is unconcerned with the degree to 
which incidents of the behavior or activity vary qualita- 
tively. Additionally, the target constructs must be easily 
defined as discrete, observable behaviors (or discrete ver- 
balizations). As the following example illustrates, nonverbal 
conflict is more easily documented by a frequency count 
than is verbal conflict. 

EXAMPLE 1.9 0 e - e -  

FEASIBILITY OF FREQUENCY COUNT OF VERBAL VERSUS NONVERBAL CONFLICT 

In a study of students' interactions during partner work at a computer, researchers 
Bonnie Nastasi and Doug Clements were interested in both nonverbal and verbal 
conflicts between students. An example of nonverbal conflict is one student grabbing 
the keyboard while the other is typing. An example of verbal conflict is disagreement 
about how students should share resources and responsibilities (e.g., discussing what 
should be typed and who should type). "Grabbing the keyboard" from one's partner 
is a discrete behavior that is easily distinguished and counted. In this study, re- 
searchers were not interested in how students "grab" materials from their partners; 
they were interested only in occurrences of such behaviors. "Disagreements," in 
contrast, could involve a brief interchange about sharing the keyboard, as follows: 
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Student 1: I want to type now. 
Student 2: You have already typed for most of the class [session]. 
Student 1: Okay, you can type for the rest of today. 

Alternatively, "disagreements" could involve lengthy discussions about how to com- 
plete an assignment, as follows: 

Student 1: The teacher says we need to decide on the steps [for a computer program] 
and then enter them onto the computer [type in the commands]. So, let's 
decide how we want to do this. 

Student 2: Well, I think we should start by choosing all the steps and writing them down. 
Then we can take turns typing in the commands. 

Student 1: No, I think we should just decide and type as we go. You tell me what to do 
and I'll type. 

Student 2: But that is not what the teacher told us to do. And besides, I want to type first. 
[The discussion continued.] 

Verbal conflicts (disagreements) were less easily represented as discrete events 
than were nonverbal conflicts (grabbing). Furthermore, the researchers were 
interested in the nature of the disagreements; that is, what kind of arguments were 
posed and how the disagreements were resolved. As reflected in the preceding 
interchanges, the students approached resolution of the disagreement differently. 
Thus, transcriptions of verbal disagreements were critical. Recording frequency 
or duration (how many times disagreements occurred, or how long discussions 
over disagreements lasted) was insufficient for understanding how students 
worked together (Nastasi & Clements, 1992). 

The coding process involves (a) the selection/development 
of a coding scheme, (b) training coders and providing prac- 
tice in applying the coding scheme, and (c) implementing 
procedures to ensure consistent application and interpreta- 
tion of the scheme by establishing and maintaining inter- 
coder agreement. 
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9 Case Study: 
Researchers 
Nastasi and 

Clements developed 
a coding scheme to 

study patterns of 
collaboration as 

individuals work in 
pairs (dyads) or 
small groups to 

solve mathematical 
or social problems. 

The following section 
addresses conflicts 
between or among 

individuals and 
strategies for 
resolving the 

conflicts. 

SelectingIDeveloping a Coding Scheme 

The selection and/or development of a coding scheme 
can range from the adoption of a preexisting scheme to the 
inductive development of a unique scheme. We examine 
three variations along this continuum. 

Adopting a preexisting coding scheme. At one extreme, the 
researcher selects a scheme that has been developed by other 
researchers investigating similar phenomena or is based on 
the researcher's earlier work. This most likely occurs when 
extensive theoretical and empirical work has been con- 
ducted on the phenomenon under study in the same or 
similar contexts, as the following case example illustrates. 

Coding Scheme 

Cognitive or idea conflict. Two or more individuals engage 
in a conflict of ideas or disagreement about task conceptu- 
alization or solution. Partners present different ideas and 
make explicit their recognition of a disagreement. For ex- 
ample, students present differing ideas about how to solve 
an assigned problem and acknowledge that their ideas are 
different. 

Social conflict. Verbal or nonverbal behavior of individuals 
indicates a discrepancy in expectations about the social 
aspect of the interaction. For example, partners state that 
their expectations about sharing resources differ ("I 
thought I could use the calculator first"), or they engage in 
behavior such as criticizing others, name calling, or hitting. 

Conflict Resolution Strategies 

No resolution. Conflict remains unresolved. 

Teacher resolution. Teacher intervenes and resolves the 
conflict. 
Social dominance. The solution is socially imposed by 
one partner and/or the other partners acquiesce. 



A U D I O V I S U A L  M E T H O D S  I N  E T H N O G R A P H Y  - 0 -  27 

Social negotiation. Partners resolve the conflict through 
mutual negotiation on a purely social basis (e.g., "We 
used your idea last time, so this time we use my idea"). 

Idea dominance. Resolution is imposed by one partner but 
with consideration of the quality of the ideas that were 
proposed. That is, one or more partners provide a logical 
rationale for the proposed solution(s) before resolution 
is reached. However, the selected solution is imposed by 
one partner and/or the other partner(s) acquiesce. 

Idea negotiation. Resolution is reached through a mu- 
tual agreement of partners, typically following discus- 
sion of the merits of alternative perspectives. Agreement 
can reflect the decision to accept one of the proposed 
ideas or a compromise between opposing positions. 

Idea synthesis. Resolution reflects a synthesis of oppos- 
ing viewpoints. That is, the final resolution is an inte- 
gration of different ideas into a qualitatively different 
solution. 

The scheme was initially developed to study the interac- 
tions of children in preschool and kindergarten classrooms 
(Nastasi & Clements, 1994). The researchers used the 
scheme in a number of studies with school-age children 
ranging from Grades 1 through 6 (Clements & Nastasi, 
1988; Nastasi & Clements, 1992; Nastasi, Clements, & Bat- 
tista, 1990). They modified the codes and created new codes 
to permit more detailed examination of conflicts (e.g., 
distinguishing social from cognitive conflicts) and resolu- 
tion strategies (delineating several strategies for conflict 
resolution) across a variety of populations and contexts. 
The process of modification of the scheme was based on 
research findings that linked certain interactions (resolu- 
tion of cognitive conflicts through negotiation) with de- 
sired outcomes (higher-order thinking skills in interven- 
tion studies; eg., Nastasi & Clements, 1992). Furthermore, 
the use of the scheme by different coders and with different 
collaborators forced revisions of the codes to facilitate 
understanding. That is, as different research partners ques- 
tioned the meaning of specific codes, researchers refined 
definitions to ensure clarity. 
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This coding scheme has been used most recently to guide 
training and conduct process evaluation in risk prevention 
research with adolescents and adults. In this research, group 
facilitators were trained to present cognitive conflicts (di- 
lemmas depicting risky situations) to small groups of par- 
ticipants (e.g., six to eight members) and to encourage 
group members to discuss the dilemmas and generate solu- 
tions through negotiation of different viewpoints (alterna- 
tive approaches to solving the dilemma). In addition, re- 
searchers investigated the interactions among group 
members as they discussed dilemmas to determine how the 
discussion process contributed to expected outcomes (en- 
hanced decision-making skills). Furthermore, in one study, 
the definitions of conflict resolution strategies were used to 
facilitate self-evaluation of group dynamics. That is, group 
members were given descriptions of the resolution strate- 
gies and asked to identify the strategies they used to resolve 
disagreements in their groups (Nastasi et al., in press; 
Schensul et al., 1997). 

Modifiing a preexisting scheme. An alternative to adopting 
a preexisting scheme is to modify the preexisting scheme to 
fit the phenomenon and context under study. This is likely 
to occur when some early theoretical and databased work 
has been conducted, but the scheme is not general enough 
to be applicable across all populations and contexts. Given 
both the individual and contextual variation of most hu- 
man phenomena and the nature of ethnography, most 
preexisting schemes will require at least some modification. 
What is essential is that the researcher identify the appro- 
priate definition and interpretation of codes for the specific 
focus of the inquiry. Usually, through the course of a re- 
search program, an individual researcher or team of re- 
searchers develops a general framework for coding with 
flexibility for application to specific individuals andlor con- 
texts, as illustrated in the preceding example. As Nastasi and 
her colleagues applied the scheme to different contexts, the 
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coding scheme was modified to examine new research ques- 
tions. The following provides an illustration. 

EXAMPLE 1.1 0 - *-.11.= 

MODIFYING A CODING SCHEME 

In earlier versions of the scheme (Nastasi & Clements, 1992), the teacher's presence 
with the target pair or group was coded as "noncollaborative" activity, and "collabo- 
rative" activity was restricted to the times when students were working together 
without teacher assistance or intervention. As these researchers investigated the 
interactions of student pairs (dyads) over a period of time (e.g., the school year), they 
became interested in the role of the teacher in facilitating collaboration among 
students (e.g., when students asked the teacher for help, or when the teacher inter- 
vened with specific groups in the process of monitoring their work; Nastasi, Bingham, 
& Clements, 1993). At this point, the coding scheme was modified to incorporate 
teacher presence. Thus, instances of collaboration when the teacher was interacting 
with the group were distinguished from those when the teacher was not involved 
directly with the group. This change in coding scheme permitted in-depth study of 
the teacher's influence on the nature of students' collaboration (Nastasi et al., 1995). 

Developing a new coding scheme. Another alternative is 
the inductive development of a unique coding scheme. This 
is most likely to occur in the theory development process, 
when relatively little is known about the phenomenon of 
interest or when the target population or context is totally 
unfamiliar. With an inductive or grounded theory ap- 
proach, the coding categories originate or evolve from the 
data. In such instances, the ethnographerlresearcher sets 
out to define the phenomenon of interest purely from the 
perspective of those being studied (i.e., from the "emic" 
perspective). In contrast, when the researcher applies a 
preexisting scheme without modification, the phenomenon 
is interpreted from the perspective of the researcher (i.e., 
from the "etic" perspective). 

The researcher's approach to developing a new scheme 
may vary in terms of the influence of existing theory and 
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Cross 
Reference: 

See Book 5, 
Chapter 5, for a 

discussion of how 
codes emerge 

from data 

EXAMPLE 1.1 1 

research. For example, in the early stage of theory develop- 
ment, the researcher may approach the data in a highly 
inductive manner, with a minimum of preconceived ideas. 
In this situation, the researcher starts the process of scheme 
development by reviewing all of the recorded or transcribed 
data and identifying relevant categories for classifying be- 
haviors, ideas, events, and so on. These categories then 
become the basis for coding the data; that is, coders apply 
the code to the full set of data. Subsequent refinement of 
the coding scheme might involve identification of subordi- 
nate or superordinate categories to most appropriately rep- 
resent the data and explain the phenomenon under study. 
The following is an example of this process. 

INDUCTIVE DEVELOPMENT OF A CODING SCHEME 

In a study of sexual risk among youth in Sri Lanka, sociologist Tudor Silva, anthro- 
pologist Stephen Schensul, and their colleagues conducted extensive, in-depth inter- 
views with young male and female adults. These informants were questioned about 
sexual knowledge, attitudes, and practices (in addition to other aspects of their lives). 
Transcripts of the interviews were reviewed, and any reference to "sex"was identified. 
One particular category of interest was sexual behaviors. Little was known about 
sexual practices in this culture, and prior research had shown cultural variations in 
the sequence of sexual behaviors (e.g., ranging from holding hands to sexual inter- 
course). 

The research team, through careful examination of the data, identified a series of 
"heterosexual" behaviors relevant to the Sri Lankan culture. Some behaviors involved 
several variations, thus yielding subordinate categories. In addition, the researchers, 
through further study of this young adult population, were able to categorize the 
behaviors in terms of types of sexual risks (e.g., shame, pregnancy, loss of virginity) 
and level of sexual risk (e.g., ranging from no or minimal risk to high risk for sexually 
transmitted diseases [STDs]). This categorization scheme provided an important 
framework for understanding sexual risk, directing further study within this and 
other cultures, and informing the development of risk-prevention interventions for 
youth (Silva et al., 1997). -.-.- 
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Training Coders 

How the researcher develops a coding scheme influences 
the training or preparation of coders as well as the estab- 
lishment of intercoder agreement (which we examine in the 
next section). In this section, we examine training of coders 
with regard to adopting or modifying a preexisting scheme 
or developing a new scheme. 

Regardless of the approach to coding, there are a few 
general guidelines for preparing coders. First, researchers 
must inform coders about ethical issues, such as the need to 
maintain security of data and to protect the identity of 
informants. Second, they should provide an introduction to 
the purpose and methodology of the research. Third, they 
must make sure coders have an appropriate level of knowl- 
edge about research methodology and the conceptual basis 
of the work. 

Adopting a preexisting scheme. If you select a preexisting 
scheme, training of coders is straightforward. The re- 
searcher provides: 

The coding scheme with predetermined categories and 
definitions 

Examples of earlier applications of the scheme 

Practice in applying the codes to subsets of the new data set 
or similar data sets 

Feedback on the accuracy of application 
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The sequence of instruction, demonstration, practice, and 
feedback continues until coders have reached an appropriate 
level of precision in terms of accuracy, consistency of appli- 
cation, and agreement with other coders on the use of the 
scheme. This sequence would be followed, for example, in 
using the Nastasi and Clements (1994) scheme presented in 
an earlier section. 

Modifiing a preexisting scheme. With modification of an 
existing scheme, training of coders becomes a more partici- 
patory process. The coders are provided information about 
the existing scheme, the assumptions underlying the scheme, 
and the focus of the current work. Then, coders participate 
collaboratively with the researcher in application and modi- 
fication of the existing scheme by going through the follow- 
ing steps. 

First, the researcher and coders together review tran- 
scripts and discuss assignment of codes to the text. In this 
phase, the focus of discussion is on the meaning of codes, 
distinctions among codes, and boundaries of categories 
(i.e., what meaning is central to the category, what is periph- 
eral, what is outside of the category-what fits, what does 
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not). The lead researcher and coders then start to develop 
exemplars of the coding categories for future reference. This 
phase continues until there is sufficient clarity to permit 
coders to work independently. 

Next, the coders work individually with sample tran- 
scripts and convene with the researcher to compare and 
discuss coding. In this phase, the same transcript segments 
are chosen for coding by all coders. The researcher and 
coders then meet and compare the application of categories 
across coders, identify points of agreement, and discuss 
discrepancies in coding. The focus, again, is on clarification 
of meaning and identification of category boundaries and 
exemplars. Researchers and coders agree on new codes, 
collapsing or expanding existing coding categories, and the 
creation of new subcategories. The purpose is to develop a 
coding scheme that fits the questions, population, and con- 
text of the specific study. In addition, the coding team is 
developing consistent application and interpretation of the 
coding scheme, progressing toward intercoder agreement. 
This process is guided initially by the researcher. 

With practice, the coders become full participants in the 
process. If the process works well, members of the coding 
team develop enough expertise to work independently of 
the researcher. At this point, the researcher meets peri- 
odically with coders to monitor consistency of application, 
as well as serves as a consultant for coders to resolve dis- 
crepancies and/or discuss further modifications of the 
scheme. Coders should develop sufficient expertise to teach 
new coders. 

The potential outcome of collaboration between the 
primary researcher and coders can be beneficial. It was in 
the context of discussing coding that the researchers Nastasi 
and Clements, and the coder-collaborator (Bingham, a doc- 
toral student in anthropology) raised questions about the 
difference between dyadic (2' students) and triadic (2 stu- 
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dents with teacher) interactions. In particular, the active 
presence of the teacher could serve to disrupt or facilitate 
collaborative activity, depending on whether the teacher 
provided direct instruction or prompted students to con- 
sult with each other, respectively. In this instance, the col- 
laborative process resulted not only in revision of the 
scheme, but also in the generation of new research ques- 
tions (Nastasi et al., 1993). 

Developing a new coding scheme. When using an inductive 
process to develop a coding scheme, coders again become 
full participants or co-researchers. The process of preparing 
coders and developing the scheme is similar to that just 
described for modification of existing schemes. 

Key point For coders to participate as collaborators in generating 
and applyingthe codingscheme, they must become familiar 
with the underpinnings of the work,particularly thepurpose 
of the research, the researcher's theoretical-empirical base 
and related work, and the culture being studied. 

The coders then familiarize themselves with the data by 
reviewing transcripts and related documents. The coders, 
in collaboration with the researcher(s), generate categories 
for organizing the data. For example, researcher and coders 
(research-coding team) individually review data, suggest 
organizing schemes, and then meet to compare and discuss 
schemes. Through a process of consensus building, the 
research-coding team generates a scheme to be applied to 
the transcripts. The process of application and refinement 
is similar to that described earlier. The research-coding 
team independently code selected transcripts, meet to dis- 
cuss and clarify the meaning and boundaries of codes, and 
modify the scheme as needed. Eventually, the coders reach 
a level of expertise that permits independence, seeking con- 
sultation with the researcher as needed. The researcher 
continues to monitor the process for consistency among 
coders and across the data. 
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Coders as co-researchers. The following illustrates the in- 
volvement of coders as co-researchers. In this project, coders 
not only participated in coding interviews but also contrib- 
uted to the inductive process of identifymg key constructs 
for understanding mental health among Sri Lankan youth. 

0 e - e -  EXAMPLE 1.12 

CODERS AS CORESEARCHERS 

Initially, the existing theory and research about mental health in Western cultures 
guided the investigation of mental health needs and resources in Sri Lanka. Several 
key constructs (e.g., competencies, stressors, coping strategies) were used to develop 
interview questions for students and school staff in an urban communityin Sri Lanka, 
and they were subsequently used to guide the initial coding of interview transcripts. 
The initial coding process served to segment the data into broad categories (key 
constructs), from which culture-specific categories/codes were inductively derived. 
The coders, who were doctoral students in psychology, assisted in the initial coding 
process as well as the process of subsequently generating a culture-specific scheme 
for depicting the mental health of Sri Lankan youth. To participate effectively in these 
processes, the students/coders needed to become familiar with both the relevant 
literature on mental health and Sri Lankan culture (Nastasi et al., 1998). 

In summary, the preparation of coders varies as a func- 
tion of one's approach to selecting and developing a coding 
scheme. At one extreme, coders are trained in the use of a 
preexisting scheme. It is the researcher's responsibility to 
make sure they learn to apply the scheme in a consistent and 
accurate manner. At the other extreme, coders are full par- 
ticipants in the inductive development of a coding scheme. 
In the latter case, they become co-researchers. How you 
approach the selection or development of a coding scheme 
and the preparation of coders depends on your approach to 
inquiry. In my own experience, coders who develop a deep 
understanding of the research focus and process generate 
trustworthy (reliable and valid) data and develop ownership 
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@ Definition: 
lntercoder 
agreement 

(reliability) refers 
to consistency of 
interpretation and 

application of codes 
to the data by 

multiple coders 

in the research process. Thus, preparing expert coders goes 
well beyond teaching them to use the coding scheme in a 
consistent manner. It requires educating them about the 
research focus and process so that they become co-re- 
searchers. 

Ensuring Consistency in Coding 
Intercoder Agreement 

Intercoder agreement (also termed interrater agreement 
or reliability) refers to the consistent interpretation and 
application of codes to the data set by multiple coders. 
Initially, a common understanding must be established 
betweenlamong prospective coders. Subsequently, consis- 
tency checks across individual and multiple coders must be 
conducted throughout the process of coding. If the re- 
searcher is using an existing coding scheme, the process of 
establishing intercoder agreement involves teaching coders 
to use the scheme in a consistent manner. Although appli- 
cation of the scheme to different contexts and individuals 
or groups may require some modification of the definitions 
of codes or categories, it is typically expected that such 
changes will be minimal. Thus, the focus is on establishing 
a consistent interpretation and application of preexisting 
codes. 

If the coding scheme is being developed in an inductive 
manner, then the process of establishing intercoder agree- 
ment involves the construction of categories and their defi- 
nitions. Coders are more active in constructing the meaning 
of codes, and establishing intercoder agreement becomes 
more of a collaborative process among coderslresearchers. 
Of course, even in an inductive approach, the primary 
researcher can identify and define all codes and then teach 
coders to interpret and apply codes consistently to the data. 

With either of the aforementioned options, establishing 
agreement is best accomplished through guided practice in 
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applying the scheme, followed by independent practice in 
coding by every coder, with checks for consistency. When 
inconsistencies occur, discussion regarding discrepancies in 
interpretation is needed. Such discussions may yield clari- 
fication of meaning of the codes or redefinition of codes. In 
some instances, discussions will result in development of 
new coding categories representing different constructs or 
in elaboration of existing constructs. The process of inde- 
pendent coding with discussion continues until an accept- 
able level of agreement is reached. Depending on the com- 
plexity of the coding scheme and the level of involvement 
of coders in modifying or developing the scheme, this 
process can take a considerable amount of time. For exam- 
ple, the application of the scheme developed by Nastasi and 
Clements (1994) to a new context with new coders can take 
several months. The process, however, typically involves 
modification of code definitions or creation of new codes, 
as has been described in an earlier section. 

Traditionally, intercoder (interrater) agreement involves 
the computation of a quantitative index of agreement, 
which represents the percentage of agreement between or 
among coders; that is, the frequency of agreement in the 
application of specific codes to a particular data segment. 
An acceptable starting point is at 85% to 90% agreement 
(for more detailed discussion, see Bakeman & Gottman, 
1986). Alternatively, a more subjective index may be used; 
that is, comparison continues until discrepancies in appli- 
cation are no longer apparent to the coders. Any discrepan- 
cies are minor and can be resolved easily through discus- 
sion. It is critical that agreement be established prior to final 
application of the coding scheme. If this is not done, when 
new codes or new interpretations arise halfway through the 
coding process, coders will need to review and recode tapes 
or transcripts that have already been completed. The critical 
issue here is consistency across coders and over the sample 
of data. 
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Consistency checks should be done periodically through- 
out the coding process to protect against "observer drift," 
that is, the tendency for observerslcoders to change their 
interpretations or definitions of codes over time. The re- 
searcher must ensure that changes in application andlor 
interpretation of codes reflect "real" changes in the phe- 
nomenon being studied. For example, if the nature of col- 
laborative learning among peers changes as a function of an 
intervention (e.g., the contributions of peers become more 
equal following a training session on sharing responsibili- 
ties), then the definition of the construct should reflect this 
change. In such a case, the "collaborative learning" code 
might still be applied, but the qualitative change with re- 
spect to equitability of contribution needs to be described 
in the interpretation of data. Or, a new subcode might be 
added to reflect level of contribution of peers. Alternatively, 
the coders might redefine their definition, independent of 
the natural phenomenon (e.g., after one or more coders 
read research on collaborative learning). Once the coding 
system has been finalized, this form of redefinition is unac- 
ceptable because it reflects a change in the coders' interpre- 
tation of the "same" (similar) phenomenon. 

INTERPRETATION 

The researcher's approach to data interpretation is influ- 
enced by the conceptual focus of the study and the approach 
to data analysis. The meaning that the researcher attributes 
to data is influenced by the extent to which the researcher 
has relied on existing theory and research to frame research 
questions and guide coding. If the researcher approached 
both data collection (e.g., interview questions) and the 
coding of data with a specific focus, framed within existing 
theory and research, it is likely that the same focus or 
framework will influence the interpretation of the data as 
well. For example, if the researcher adopts a preexisting 
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scheme for coding data, it is likely that the scheme also will 
guide data interpretation, as illustrated by the following. 

=e=e= EXAMPLE 1.13 

DATA INTERPRETATION USING A PREEXISTING CODING SCHEME 

Suppose a group of researchers decides to adopt the coding scheme developed by 
Nastasi and Clements (1994). They code interactions of students working in small 
groups for instances of cognitive or idea conflict, social conflict, and resolution 
strategies. The data are summarized to show the number of idea and social conflicts, 
as well as the proportion of conflicts (idea and social) that are resolved using each of 
the resolution strategies. That is, the researchers (a) describe the students' inter- 
actions in terms of the number of idea versus social conflicts and how those conflicts 
were resolved, (b) compare how groups varied with regard to frequency of conflicts 
and resolution strategies, and (c) attempt to explain the learning of individual 
students in terms of their experience with conflict and resolution during group work. 
The researchers conclude with a discussion of the extent to which their findings 
confirm or disconfirm existing theory and research. 

Alternatively, researchers approach data collection and 
coding in a more inductive manner, with the goal of build- 
ing theory rather than adopting existing theory. Thus, the 
research questions and initial coding categories are broad in 
focus, and a more specific coding scheme is derived from 
the data. We return to the work of Silva et al. (1997) to 
illustrate this process. 

- e = e o  EXAMPLE 1.14 

DATA INTERPRETATION WHEN CODE CATEGORIES ARE INDUCTIVELY DERIVED 

As noted earlier, Silva and his colleagues identified a unique sequence of heterosexual 
behaviors relevant to the sexual practices of young adults in Sri Lanka on the basis of 
the descriptions provided by representatives of this population. They also identified 
types of sexual risk that these young adults considered to be important; these risks 
defined sexual risk for this population (i.e., sexual risk included loss of virginity, loss 
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of relationships, social stigma, pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases [STDs] and 
HIVIAIDS). Finally, researchers identified the respondents' perceptions about the 
link between specific behaviors and specific sexual risks. The researchers then used 
this information to create a culture-specific risk-prevention program (Nastasi et al., 
in press). That is, the intervention focused on promoting accurate perceptions of risk 
by helping participants to link culture-specific patterns of sexual behavior to various 
types of risk. These perceptions then guided decision making aimed at risk reduction. 

om-.- 

USE OF AUDIOVISUAL DATA' 

The ethnographic data generated from audiovisual tech- 
nology have multiple uses, some of which are unique to the 
audiovisual record. As we noted at the beginning of this 
chapter, ethnographers are interested in capturing behav- 
iors, thoughts, feelings, and products that provide insights 
into cultural phenomena in order to better understand 
human behavior within the context of culture and (in the 
case of applied ethnography) to design interventions to 
effect individual and/or cultural change. Data derived 
through the use of audiovisual technology can be applied 
easily to the same interpretative and applied purposes. 

Using Audiovisual Data 
to Facilitate Interpretation 

Audiovisual data can be used to facilitate or enhance 
interpretation in a number of ways. As we noted earlier, the 
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permanent audiovisual record provides unlimited oppor- 
tunities to review, reanalyze, and reinterpret data. Tapes also 
afford the opportunity for researchers to review the data in 
context. Analysis and interpretation of data transcribed 
from videotapes are greatly enhanced by viewing relevant 
segments of the tape. Even with very detailed transcriptions 
that include verbalizations, actions, and contextual descrip- 
tions, the tapes provide a visual supplement for charac- 
terizing context, events, and so on. The videotape facilitates 
the creation of a "mental picture," or gestalt, of the events. 
In addition, review of tapes helps the viewer to put critical 
incidents into context so that they are not interpreted as 
isolated events. 

Second, audiovisual records provide a unique medium 
for presenting data to participants to enhance the re- 
searcher's analysis and interpretation of data and ensure 
that the participants' perspectives are reflected accurately. 
Similarly, the audiovisual record can be used to foster col- 
laboration between researchers and participants; that is, 
participants collaborate in data analysis and interpretation 
and thus become co-researchers. For example, tapes can be 
shown to (or in the case of audiotapes, played for) partici- 
pants to get their interpretation of what was occurring and 
how the taped events relate to sociohistorical features of the 
culture, as illustrated in the following description. 

-e-e= EXAMPLE 1.15 

VIEWING VIDEOTAPES WITH RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
TO ENHANCE DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

Researchers Nastasi and her colleagues were conducting an ethnographic study of a 
fifth-grade classroom. The classroom teacher (co-researcher, Braunhardt) requested 
the opportunity to view videotapes with one of the other researchers (Nastasi) in an 
effort to learn about the process of analyzing and interpreting observational data. As 
they viewed the tapes, the researcher and teacher-researcher engaged in a dialogue 
about the teacher's interpretation of what was happening as students worked together 
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on complex mathematical problem-solving tasks. During this discussion, the teacher 
shared valuable information about the students, her teaching philosophy and prac- 
tices, and the culture of the school. For example, in one videotaped session, two 
students were engaged in ongoing conflict that interfered with the performance of 
the group (of four students) in which they were working. In the process of explaining 
how she intervened to end the conflict, the teacher-researcher indicated that one of 
these students was frequently engaged in similar conflicts in other settings within the 
school. Furthermore, she explained how the principal's expectations about discipline 
affected how she intervened. The joint viewing of the videotapes provided important 
insights from a key participant (teacher) and ultimately influenced both data analysis 
and interpretation (Nastasi et al., 1995; Nastasi &Young, 1994; Young et al., 1996). 

Third, tapes provide a mechanism for promoting partici- 
pants' self-reflection and learning. For example, tapes pro- 
vide a permanent record that can be reviewed and discussed 
with participants to encourage self-evaluation and, if neces- 
sary, behavior change. 

EXAMPLE 1.16 - m o m 0  

VIEWING VIDEOTAPES WITH RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
TO ENCOURAGE SELF-REFLECTION AND BEHAVIOR CHANGE 

In an ethnographic study of school-age children, videotaped episodes provided the 
basis for identifying and discussing the collaboration strategies that students had 
used in the classroom. The purpose of the discussions was to gather data about the 
students' experiences in cooperative learning activities. Dyads (pairs of students) 
who had worked together were asked to reflect on what had occurred during a 
recorded episode, using queries such as "Describe how you worked together:' "What 
happened?" "How did you respond to your partner?" "How did you settle that 
disagreement?" The students were asked to discuss the perceived effectiveness of their 
collaboration techniques and to consider alternative approaches to collaboration; for 
example, "Did the way you settled that disagreement work for you?" "Were both 
partners contributing to the task?" "What else could each of you have done to 
encourage your partner to contribute ideas?" "How else could you have resolved the 
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disagreement?" The discussions evolved into opportunities to promote reflection and 
learning. Subsequently, the ethnographer, the classroom teacher, and the students 
themselves reported related behavior changes (e.g., use of alternative techniques that 
had been generated during the discussions). Additionally, students reported in- 
creased monitoring of their collaborative interactions (Nastasi et al., 1995; Nastasi & 

Young, 1994; Young et al., 1996). 

Fourth, tapes provide a mechanism for disseminating 
findings. Tapes can be used for presentation of research 
findings, for training staff in future projects, and for dem- 
onstrating target intervention strategies or outcomes. If you 
intend to use tapes for demonstration and dissemination 
purposes, it is critical that taping quality is optimal and that 
you secure permission from participants for these purposes. Cross 
In preparing tape segments for presentation purposes, it is Refem~ce: 

See Books 1 and 6 preferable to develop separate tapes of the selected seg- for discussions 
ments. Professional videotape equipment is available to of informant 
assist you in this process. permissions, 

privacy, and 
confidentiality 

Using Audiovisual Technology to Foster 
Integration of Research and Practice 

Audiovisual technology, particularly videotaping, can 
play an important role in promoting the integration of 
research and applied work (practice) in education, psychol- 
ogy, and anthropology. The examples presented in this 
chapter involved the use of audiovisual technology for the 
purposes of designing or studying interventions in applied 
(school and community) contexts. Some of the insights 
gained from this work suggest important future directions. 

Using audiovisual technology to facilitate the development of 
culture-specific interventions. For example, joint viewing of 
videotapes of classroom instruction with teachers and/or 
students can be used to (a) gain insights about sociocultural 
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EXAMPLE 1.17 
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influences on instructional practices, and (b) influence in- 
structional practices. In an earlier example, joint viewing of 
videotapes with the classroom teacher led the teacher to 
reconsider how she handled student conflicts in her class- 
room (Young et al., 1996). 

VIEWING VIDEOTAPES WITH RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
TO DEVELOP CULTURE-SPECIFIC INTERVENTIONS 

During the videotaped session, the teacher (Braunhardt) intervened and stopped the 
argument between two students, refocusing them on the assigned task. As the two 
students continued to interact during the remainder of the class session and into the 
next day's session, the ongoing conflict continued to erupt, particularly when the 
teacher was not present. The teacher (during viewing of the tapes) noted that her 
effort to stop the conflict had only a temporary impact, and that it may have been 
better to work with the students to help them negotiate their own resolution. The 
teacher, however, also noted that the expectation of the school's principal was to 
intervene immediately with any student conflicts in order to minimize the amount 
of time off-task. This teacher was so impressed by this experience that she noted in a 
presentation to the school board (conducted with researchers Young and Nastasi) 
that she had learned the importance of teaching students how to resolve their own 
conflicts. 

~ * O * ~  

Using audiovisual technology for stafl development. As the 
preceding example suggests, videotapes of interventions 
(e.g., classroom instruction) can provide practitioners (e.g., 
teachers) with the opportunity to engage in reflection on 
their own practice, and subsequently influence future prac- 
tices. This outcome was serendipitous. In other work cited 
in this chapter (Schensul et al., 1997), videotapes of inter- 
vention sessions were used for the specific purpose of staff 
development of the group facilitators who implemented the 
community-based intervention program for adolescent 
girls and their mothers, as described in Example 1.18. 
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-e-e- EXAMPLE 1 .18 

VIEWING VIDEOTAPES WITH RESEARCH 
PARTICIPANTS FOR STAFF DEVELOPMENT 

Archival data (videotaped sessions) from pilot intervention sessions provided the 
means for verifying accurate application of intervention techniques, tracking prog- 
ress of group facilitators, and determining the need for additional staff training. Staff 
development consultants and group facilitators first reviewed tapes independently to 
examine and evaluate application of specified intervention techniques. Then, the 
consultants and facilitators together reviewed tape segments, discussed the accuracy 
and effectiveness of strategies, and identified objectives for subsequent training. 

Using audiovisual technology to enhance intervention pro- 
grams. Videotapes of individuals in natural contexts can be 
used as an intervention tool. That is, taped segments can be 
reviewed by interventionists (e.g., group facilitators) to 
(a) identify targets for change (e.g., communication pat- 
terns among group members), (b) monitor participants' 
reactions to specific intervention techniques (e.g., how 
group members respond to modeling of effective commu- 
nication strategies), and (c) track the progress toward pro- 
gram goals (e.g., whether group members improve in their 
conflict resolution strategies over time). Furthermore, 
viewing tapes with target individuals (e.g., group members) 
can foster self-evaluation of their behavior or skills and 
facilitate subsequent development of plans for behavior 
change or skill development. Use of videotapes to foster 
self-modeling (i.e., by viewing oneself exhibiting exemplary 
behavior on edited videotapes) is an effective tool for pro- 
moting behavior change (Kehle & Gonzales, 1991). 

Using audiovisual technology for program evaluation pur- 
poses. Taped segments provide archival data that can be 
reviewed repeatedly for different evaluation purposes. In 
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the following example (Schensul et al., 1997), videotapes 
used for staff development purposes also provided a data- 
base for program evaluation. 

EXAMPLE 1 .I9 =*=a= 

USING ARCHIVAL VIDEOTAPED DATA FOR PROGRAM EVALUATION 

The videotapes of intervention sessions provided the basis for evaluating the effec- 
tiveness of specific intervention strategies (e.g., modeling) in promoting target skill 
development (e.g., effective conflict resolution). Archival tapes could be randomly 
sampled, selecting a portion (e.g., 25%) of the sessions for transcribing and coding. 
The remaining (75%) tape sessions provided additional data, such as documentation 
of what occurred during the 25% of the sessions, or exploration of additional 
questions: What facilitator strategies were particularly effective in the girls-only 
compared to mother-only or mother-daughter groups? Was the content of the 
program curriculum appropriate for both adolescent girls and their mothers? Fur- 
thermore, tapes provided a record of the progress of program participants in devel- 
oping target skills (e.g., communication and decision making). 

Using audiovisual technology to facilitate communication 
with research participants. Audiotapes and videotapes can 
be used to gather additional data from research partici- 
pants. For example, after listening to audiotaped segments 
from interviews, participants can be asked to elaborate 
further on their responses. Alternatively, videotaped obser- 
vations could be used to gather interpretations from par- 
ticipants about their own behavior. Furthermore, taped 
segments could be used in dissemination efforts with par- 
ticipant groups to gain their input and garner support for 
intervention efforts. 

With technological advances, the potential application 
and sophistication of audiovisual technology is unlimited. 
The capacity for interactive video, computer-video links, 
graphic displays, and computer voice recognition will likely 
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influence the ways in which we are able to use audiovisual 
technology for ethnographic research. It is likely, for exam- 
ple, that voice recognition technology will permit direct 
transcription from audiotapes. The combination of inter- 
active video, computer-video links, graphic representation, 
and voice recognition may make manual transcription un- 
necessary and permit us to view videotapes via computer 
and orally enter our codes and interpretations into the data 
set. These technological advances are likely to enhance the 
capacity for sharing data with participants and presenting 
findings to researchers and practitioners. 

The capacity for personalized compact audiorecorders 
(e.g., individuals wearing individual microphones and re- 
corders) already exists. This permits, for example, individu- 
als to go about their routine activities and record all their 
verbal interactions with others as well as their personal 
reflections. Videocameras are becoming more compact; it 
is possible that we might one day equip participants with 
personal videocams for recording the events, sights, and 
sounds that they encounter. Such technological advances 
would revolutionize our notion of the key informant (i.e., 
a well-informed insider to the culture). However, the avail- 
ability of these personalized recording devices also raises 
issues about informed consent of those individuals who are Cross 
being recorded. Reference: 

See Books 1 and 6 In spite of the potential technological advances, some 
for more information 

issues are likely to remain unchanged. For example, the on researcher roles 
ethnographer's presence in the culture or context under and collaboration - - 
study and direct interactions with participants are likely to among research 

team members 
continue to be critical to the research process. The concep- 
tual issues, such as the role of theory, the researcher's focus, 
and the selection or development of a coding scheme, will 
remain important. The advantages of collaboration among 
researchers, coders, and participants are likely to remain 
critical for ensuring accuracy of data analysis and interpre- 
tation. 
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In conclusion, audiovisual technology is likely to be- 
come as common as fieldnotes in the tools of ethnography. 
The effective use of this technology requires that researchers 
and interventionists develop relevant technological exper- 
tise and continue to stay abreast of technological advances. 
At the same time, it is critical that ethnographers give 
serious consideration to the integration of this technology 
in ways that enhance research, theory development, and 
intervention. 

NOTE 

1. Although this section focuses specifically on using videotaped data, the 
same principles apply to audiotaped data. 
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SUGGESTED RESOURCES 

~ i d e o ~ o o l k i t ~ ~  user's guide. (1992). Millis, MA: Abbate Video. 

Video ToolkitTM (1992) is a videotape logging and editing package made 
for use with Macintosh computers. The software makes it possible to 
perform videotape logging and editing functions from your computer, 
thus facilitating the coordination of transcription and tape logging/ 
editing. Using the computer and one (source) video device, you are able 
to control video search and playback options via the computer. With a 
second (recording) video device, you are able to control the logging and 
assembly of video segments. This software is particularly useful for 
managing a video database and developing video presentations. The 
software is available from Abbate Video, Inc., 14 Ross Avenue, Floor 3, 
Miis,  MA 02054. 

Bakeman, R, & Gottman, J. M. (1986). Observing interaction: An introduction 
to sequential analysis. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

This book is an excellent resource for conducting observations of ongo- 
ing social interactions and analyzing the sequential nature of such 
interactions. The authors provide valuable information on the conduct 



E N H A N C E D  E T H N O G R A P H I C  M E T H O D S  

of systematic observations, development of coding schemes, estab- 
lishing interrater agreement, and sequential analysis of interactions. The 
text is particularly useful for those interested in the quantitative analysis 
of videotaped data. 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative analysis An expanded 
sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

This book is an excellent resource for conducting qualitative analysis of 
both audiotaped and videotaped data. The authors provide valuable 
information on the coding and display of such data. 



FOCUSED GROUP 

Jean J. Schensul 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will provide readers with guided in- 
struction in conducting focused group interviews. 

We choose to use the term "focused group interview," 
rather than the more frequently used "focus group:' be- 
cause the focus group is only one form of group interview. 
We begin by defining what a group interview is. 

WHAT IS A GROUP INTERVIEW? 

A group interview is any discussion held between a re- 
searcher and more than one other individual. Group inter- 
views can be used for many purposes: to collect information 
on a cultural domain, to develop listings for pilesorts, to 
identify the range of variation in opinions or attitudes on a 
set of topics, to collect simple numerical data on reported 
experiences, or to react to the results of previously collected 
data (Scrimshaw, 1992). Group interviews may be formal 
or informal, preorganized or occurring in natural settings, 
guided to a greater or lesser degree by the anthropologist1 
facilitator, and more or less open-ended. Group interviews 

Introduction 
w 

Mhat Is a Group 
Interview? 

informal Versus 
Formal Group 

Interviews 

Organizing and 
Preparing for 

Focused Group 
Interviews 

Identifiing and 
Training 

Facilitators 

Conducting a 
Focused Group 

Interview 

How to Ask 
Questions in a 
Focused Group 

Interview 

Recording 
Data for 

Focused Group 
Interviews 

w 

Validity and 
Reliability 

w 

Managment ant 
Analysis of 

Focused Group 
Interview Data 



52 - o r r e -  E N H A N C E D  E T H N O G R A P H I C  M E T H O D S  

are interactive; members are encouraged to express their 
opinions and to dialogue about them with one another. 

Group interviews are useful for 
Orienting oneself to a new field of study 

Generating hypotheses based on informants' insights 

Evaluating different research sites or study populations 

Developing individual questions for interview schedules and 
questionnaires 

Obtaining participants' interpretations of results gathered in 
earlier research studies (Morgan, 1988; Stewart & Shamdasani, 
1990). 

Group interviews have a number of advantages. 

As a researcher, you might decide to conduct a series of 
group interviews under the following circumstances. 

You need to gain a lot of information in a shortperiod of time. 
Group interviews are efficient. Individual interviews offer 
opportunities to collect a great deal of data on a single 
respondent's perceptions, values, vocabulary, and personal 
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experiences, but they can take a long time. To assess how 
this information fits with other individuals' experiences in 
the same community, up to 30 additional individual inter- 
views could be necessary. Even interviews that cover fewer 
topics can take up to 1 hour. 

The group interview, on the other hand, elicits extensive 
information from a more broadly representative number of 
people in a relatively shorter period of time. The average 
group interview takes from 45 minutes to no more than 
1% hours and includes at least five individuals. Because it 
can take twice as long to write up the results of an interview 
(or to transcribe tapes) as the interview itself, the group 
interview is far more efficient, at least from the point ofview 
of the interviewer. 

You encounter an opportunity to conduct an informal group 
interview in the field. Field situations provide many occa- 
sions where people gather casually, and opportunities to 
discuss topics of mutual interest arise. In rural areas of Sri 
Lanka, women gather several times a day to bathe or to wash 
clothing on the rocks by the side of a river. In Lima, Peru, 
family members gather around a common water tap. In 
Kenya, Masai women walk together for 4 or 5 miles each 
morning and evening to obtain much needed water. In parts 
of the American South, people may gather to assist in the 
construction of a house. In small-town Mexico in 1970, 
teachers gathered after school every Friday to drink cola and 
brandy and discuss the affairs of the week. In Hartford, 
Connecticut, girls 9 to 12 years of age travel home two 
nights per week in a program van. In Chicago, office staff 
in a school change program meet once a week for adminis- 
trative purposes and generally spend 15 minutes waiting for 
all of the members of the group to gather, during which 
time they chat about topics of common interest. It is always 
tempting for the researcher in the field to see these "inter- 
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1udes"or "transitions" as opportunities to relax, to allow the 
mind to wander, and to let the guard down. Instead, they 
should be seen as opportunities to gather information from 
small groups that could not be obtained in any other way. 

You want to observe how people interact with one another 
around an issue. In field settings, participant observers or 
other observers may be able to observe members of the 
community or institution engaged in discussions and de- 
bate or differences of opinion with one another. Observa- 
tion of such debates is quite informative. The debates reveal 
both differences of position and perspective in a group and 
ways in which that group deals with conflict. However, such 
debates or discussions do not occur very often, and if they 
do, the researcher may not observe them. Or, the topics 
chosen for debate by ordinary people in the course of 
ordinary discussion are not those in which the researcher is 
interested. Under such circumstances, you could organize a 
more formal focus group, where the researcher can present 
problems of interest in a structured environment so that 
participants consider these problems rather than those they 
might select themselves. 

You want to obtain ethnographic data through group instruc- 
tion. Instructors or group leaders in educational programs, 
or health or other kinds of interventions, can use group 
discussions as an opportunity to learn about the ways in 
which participants are thinking and making decisions 
about a topic. In such situations, the instructor/facilitator 
can pose a problem or dilemma of some sort. For example, 
a class in social problem solving might be asked to discuss 
in small or large groups what to do about a problem in 
which a middle school female student is harassed by male 
students on the way home from school every day. The 
ensuing discussion can reveal much about the differing 
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beliefs held by participants, whether or not they have 
enough information to understand or address the problem, 
what actions they might take to solve it, and what differ- 
ences in option or action exist among them. This is useful 
information for monitoring the problem-solving progress 
of the group during the instruction period. It can also be 
used in evaluating the longer term success of the instruc- 
tional effort. 

You want an eficient way to construct locally valid or mean- 
ingful surveys. Quantifiable survey data are usually col- 
lected with instruments in which the responses to questions 
are predetermined and limited in number. Researchers face 
two major challenges in the creation of valid and reliable 
questionnaires, especially in new and culturally different 
field situations. These challenges are 

- to identify the appropriate questions, and 

- to identify the appropriate response alternatives. 

It is always better if researchers have a relatively long period 
of time in which to engage in initial ethnography-talking 
to key informants, conducting in-depth interviews, engag- 
ing in participant observation, and mapping the commu- 
nity. However, when time and other resources are short and 
researchers do not know whether they have captured all of 
the questions or discovered every important alternative re- 
sponse, focused group interviews can be extremely useful. 

You want to field test a survey or other quantitative instru- 
ment for coherence. You may have developed your own 
survey based on ethnographic field research, or you may 
have chosen to use an already existing instrument, scale, or 
other measure in a new ..field setting. Even instruments 
based on ethnographic field research should be discussed 
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with local experts to clarify correct use of language, address 
translation issues, and ensure comprehension. These dis- 
cussions and reviews become especially important when 
instruments to be used in your field situation have been 
developed elsewhere. The concepts, language, and mode of 
expression all need to be validated in the local context. One 
good way to test such instruments is to use focus groups to 
determine whether people understand the questions 
(Krueger, 1988). 

INFORMAL VERSUS FORMAL GROUP INTERVIEWS 

Group interviews range along a continuum of specificity, 
from informal to formal. This continuum is summarized in 
the following table. 

Researcher has an already established 
relationship with the group 

Highly Informal 

Timing spontaneous and not previously 
determined 

Interview takes place in naturalistic setting 
chosen by participants 

lnterview is interactive and takes place in the normal 
course of conversation or activity 

Size of the group subject to natural conditions in the 
field and not controlled by the field 
researcher 

Respondents are self-selected 

Never an incentive 

Few predetermined questions; interview 
subject to interviewing skills and knowledge 
of the field researcher at the moment 

Researcher may have no relationship with 
the group, although the best interviews are 
conducted by those with extensive prior knowledge 
of the subject 

Highly Formal 

Timing carefully preplanned and prescheduled 

Interview takes place in planned or contrived setting 
chosen by the interviewer 

lnterview is directed in the form of questions that call 
for response; no interactive discussion between 
facilitator and respondents, although interaction may 
be encouraged among respondents 

Size is strictly controlled in advance, and only those 
invited are admitted to the interview 

Respondents are preselected 

Always an incentive 

All questions are predetermined, although probes 
may be used by the interviewer 
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It is important to keep in mind that the group interview is 
one among a series of interactive approaches to the collec- 
tion of qualitative and quantitative ethnographic data and 
should never be considered as a replacement for other forms 
of data collection. Furthermore, the results of the interview 
are best understood and interpreted in the context of other 
data on the community or situation in question. 

Informal Group Interviewing 

The informal group interview has along history in quali- 
tativelethnographic research. Most field researchers who 
gather information in naturalistic settings find themselves 
at one time or another talking informally with a group 
about one or more topics of mutual interest. These discus- 
sions can occur in the most informal settings, or they can 
occur in more formalized settings that begin as an individ- 
ual interview and expand. 

o m - m -  EXAMPLE 2.1 

FROM INFORMAL TO FORMAL GROUP INTERVIEWS: SRI LANKA 

A group of American social scientists that included Stephen and Jean Schensulvisited 
a clinic in Kandy, Sri Lanka, in which they were expecting to watch a team of Western 
and Ayurveda-trained physicians administer a combination of Ayurvedic decoctions 
to juvenile diabetics that was designed to reduce their dependence on injected insulin. 
As they were observing and learning about the record-keeping system that patients 
were requested to keep for physicians, a second Ayurvedic physician joined the 
conversation, followed by a clinic nurse and two more patients. Suddenly, what was 
intended to be a straightforward demonstration followed by discussion with the two 
physicians turned into a group discussion of Ayurvedaversus Western medicine, ways 
of working together, ways of preparing and storing decoctions, and so on. 
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In this instance, the social scientists drew upon their knowl- 
edge of similar circumstances as well as their own intuitive 
curiosity to maximize the opportunities for discussion and 
debate. Each group member-there were four social scien- 
tists, three medical anthropologists, and a sociologist-had 
his or her own series of questions that had to be negotiated 
in the context of this informal group interview. 

EXAMPLE 2.2 -e-m- 

NEGOTIATING QUESTION SEQUENCES IN 
AN INFORMAL GROUP INTERVIEW: CHINA 

On another occasion, Jean Schensul accompanied Chinese colleagues on a field visit 
to a village doctor and pharmacy in a rural area of Hunan to determine the degree to 
which materials and information on the prevention of pneumonia had penetrated 
the everyday practice of physicians. The project principal investigator (PI), a Chinese 
physician familiar with both Chinese and Western medicine and from that geographic 
area, conducted the interview. Within 15 minutes, the pharmacy was surrounded by 
several hundred people. They, in turn, invited several other village physicians to 
participate in the interview. The PI took advantage of the opportunity to question 
the other village physicians and discovered that their approaches to instruction and 
early symptom identification, as well as their use of nationally distributed health 
education materials, were quite different and not necessarily consistent with the 
nationally promoted intervention program. 

Most field research experiences are filled with similar 
opportunities in which people gather informally around an 
event often stimulated by the presence of the researcher. In 
such situations, researchers can take advantage of the mo- 
ment by asking the key members of the group a series of 
questions designed to 

Explore a theme 
Identify differences of opinion or action across individuals 
(i.e., capture the range of variation in the group) 
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Define terminology 

Obtain a history of a situation or event 

When more than one field researcher is involved in the 
informal interview, as in the case of the first vignette, inter- 
viewers must be aware of one another's interests and per- 
spectives and leave time for others to ask questions. Inter- 
viewers must always be conscious of the potential status and 
gender differences in the overall group and make sure that 
each interviewer has an opportunity to ask questions. 

The best way to prepare for informal group interviews is 
to maintain constant vigilance in relation to the data you 
are collecting in the field and to carry a small notebook or 
electronic device in which you can list new ideas, questions, 
hunches, and concepts. Vigilance during participant obser- 
vation is the best way to "find" informal individual and 
group interviews. If researchers are continuously aware of 
the purpose of their research; what kinds of information are 
missing or need to be expanded upon; and which hunches, 
hypotheses, or conceptual models are emerging from field 
data that need to be tested or confirmed, then informal 
interviews can be valuable adjuncts to more formalized data 
collection. However, because informal opportunities to talk 
with groups of people occur in unpredictable ways and at 
unpredictable times, it is often said that ethnographers 
never leave the field. 

Formal Focused Group Interviews 

At the more organized end of the group interview con- 
tinuum is the formal focused group interview. Such an 
interview involves from 5 to 15 individuals' from repre- 
sentative groups of people. Under the direction of a group 
leader or facilitator, these individuals are asked to respond 
to a previously determined set of questions on a specific 
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topic over a period of not more than about 90 minutes. 
Participants may receive an incentive (either money or a gift 
with financial worth) to compensate them for time and 
information. 

EXAMPLE 2.3 w e - @ -  

FORMAL FOCUS GROUP WITH OLDER ADULTS ADDICTED TO INJECTION DRUGS 

A group of five older drug addicts was invited to a special meeting at the Institute for 
Community Research to discuss the group members' history of drug use, ways in 
which drug users over 50 years of age obtain and use drugs, and their relationships 
with younger drug users. The older addicts were identified by a member of the 
research team. A considerable amount of information was already available about 
both the target population and the individuals identified to take part in the focus 
group discussion. They were personally acquainted with the research team through 
other interviews and interventions; furthermore, they were known to have expertise 
in the three areas to be addressed in the interview. Based on prior experience, the 
research team knew that this group of five was well informed, would feel comfortable 
in a group interview, and would be able to provide valuable information (Kim Radda, 
personal communication, 1998). 

=a=@= 

The formal focus group technique appeared in the 1930s 
as an alternative to direct interviews at a point where quan- 
titative researchers were exploring alternatives to survey 
research. During the 1940s, at the onset of World War 11, 
prominent American anthropologists such as Mead and 
Benedict used direct and indirect qualitative research meth- 
ods to study national character. At the same time, socio- 
logists such as Lazarsfeld and Merton explored the use of 
focus groups for assessing media effects on attitudes toward 
America's involvement in the war (Stewart & Shamdasani, 
1990). Working for the Columbia University Office of Ra- 
dio Research, they recruited groups of people to respond to 
radio programs designed to boost morale with regard to the 
war effort. Listeners were asked to press buttons depending 
on whether their reaction to the radio message was positive 
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or negative. Subsequently, they were asked about their rea- 
sons for reacting as they did (Merton, 1987). The two 
critical elements in this experiment, which continue to 
constitute important aspects of formal group interviewing, 
are recording people's responses at the moment or in face- 
to-face interaction, and administering strategically targeted 
or "focused" interviews designed to obtain information on 
themes deemed important by the investigators. 

These techniques have been used in advertising from the 
mid- 1940s on, but it was not until the 1970s that, along with 
other qualitative data collection techniques, the "focus 
group" came to be seen as a legitimate means of collecting 
information in field settings in the social sciences. Nowa- 
days, some researchers view focus groups as a replacement 
for survey research because they are perceived to be less 
expensive than surveys while providing more information 
than individual interviews about how people think and feel 
about products or issues. More recently, focus groups are 
being used to study knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs in a 
variety of social situations and have become a widely ac- 
cepted means of collecting formative, process, and outcome 
data in programs addressing avariety of means of introduc- 
ing, stimulating, or supporting social change. Indeed, some 
methodologists have said that formal focus groups are the 
only way of collecting qualitative data. We do not agree that 
focus groups are a substitute for surveys, nor do we think 
that they are the "only way to collect qualitative data." 
However, we do believe that group interviews can provide 
large amounts of data in relatively short periods of time, 
provided that they are set in the context of other data 
collection efforts and that the data collected are appropriate 
to the focus group format. Furthermore, before focus 
groups are used, careful thought must be given to why data 
should be collected in a group format; what kinds of data 
are needed; and under what circumstances, by whom, and 
how the data will be used. 
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ORGANIZING AND PREPARING FOR 
FOCUSED GROUP INTERVIEWS 

Ethnographers cannot always just "wait around" for group 
discussions to happen. Sometimes, the ethnographer must 
create the opportunity for discussion. Formal focus group 
sessions call for careful consideration of 

w The topic of the interviews 

w Characteristics of the target populations 

w Creation of comparison groups 

w How to set up the interview 

Conduct of the interview once it is organized 

Determining the Focus of 
the Formal Group Intewiew 

The first step in preparing for a more formal interview 
is to determine the focus of the interview. It is important to 
keep in mind that the average group meeting is approxi- 
mately 90 to 120 minutes long, and that up to 30% of this 
time is devoted to organizing and informal socializing. 
Thus, the range and scope of the topics addressed in a single 
focus group session are somewhat limited. On one hand, 
focus group discussions offer the opportunity for flexibility 
in question and response, and they may generate new ideas 
and information. On the other hand, respondents can be- 
come easily bored with a discussion if it is too focused. The 
success of focus groups depends a great deal on balancing 
breadth and depth of participation within a restricted time 
period. 

Definition: We suggest that formal focus group discussions should 
Target PoPu- center on the relationship between target populations and 

lation is the people 
the researcher wants 

to study or to affect 
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a single cultural domain. Among cultural domains often 
addressed by social scientists are "sports," "drug use," "die- 
tary patterns," "contraceptive choices:' "street life," "health 
practices," "religious beliefs and preferences," or "secular 
institutional affiliations" (Spradley, 1979; Trotter & Schen- 
sul, 1998). Each of these domains is broad enough so that 
both facilitators and participants can identify and discuss a 
variety of subdomains or subtopics. A prepared facilitator 
will have considered the most important subtopics for dis- 
cussion well in advance of the session and will be prepared 
to identify and ask questions about subdomains that are not 
identified by participants in the course of the focus group 
discussion. 

Deciding Upon the Target Population 
and Recruiting the Sample 

Choosing a Target Population 

Three important factors influence choice of the target 
population: 

1. The purpose of the study 

2. Whom the study is intended to help 
3. For whom the information generated from the study is 

intended 

It would not make sense to conduct focus groups with 
non-Puerto Rican women in a study of how best to reach 
middle-aged Puerto Rican women at risk for Type I1 or adult 
onset diabetes. As in the example below, it might also be 
important to consider whether to include middle-aged men 
or young women, and Spanish-only versus bilingual or Eng- 
lish-speaking women in the study population. 

Definition: 
Cultural ... 
domains are the 
major category of 
beliefs, attitudes, 
behaviors, percep- 
tions, or policies 
that constitutes the 
focus of the study 

Reference: 
See Book 3, 
Chapter 3, for 
more information 
on researching 
cultural domains 
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EXAMPLE 2.4 -m-e- 

DECIDING ON FOCUS GROUP REPRESENTATION: 
TYPE II DIABETES IN PUERTO RlCAN ADULTS 

A team of anthropologists, mass media experts, and community leaders were devel- 
oping a project designed to reach Puerto Rican women between the ages of 45 and 
60 who were potentially at high risk for onset of insulin-dependent Type I1 diabetes. 
To assist in the formation of a mass media campaign, as well as strategies for direct 
communication regarding the need for screening, symptom reporting, and regular 
clinic visits, focus groups were planned with the target population (i.e., Spanish- 
speaking women of the target age group). The team spent several planning sessions 
collecting information to help them decide whether it was worthwhile to interview 
several other groups, including men who were partners and caregivers of female 
diabetics, younger women caregivers, and English-speaking Puerto Rican women. 
Considering time, money, and cultural factors, the team decided to conduct formative 
focus groups with women at the upper and lower end of the at-risk age continuum. 
Because men were not seen as sources of support and information to the women, 
they were not included in the formative Formal Focus Group Sample. However, men 
were included in the evaluation, because both components of the campaign were 
intended to have secondary influence on male partners' knowledge and behavior 
(Henrietta Bernal, personal communication, 1998). 

Generally a focus group study will include at least two, 
and more often three or four, different classes or types of 
people to ensure representativeness-for example, adult 
males and females 18 to 39 years of age, and those 40 and 
older; first-generation adolescents representing African, 
Puerto Rican, Mexican, Native American, Cambodian, 
Irish, Russian, Polish, and Italian ethnic groups; urban, 
suburban, and rural residents, and so on. 
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EXAMPLE 2.5 -*-a= 

COMPARING AND TRIANGULATING DATA 
ON PUERTO RlCAN CHILDREN'S ACTIVITIES 
ACROSS THREE DIFFERENT GROUPS 

A study of Puerto Rican children's energy expenditures called for creating a list of 
activities in which children between the ages of 7 and 10 typically engage. To obtain 
this list, with an explanation of the meaning of the activities, researchers Schensul 
and Diaz held focus group discussions with the children in two mixed first- and 
second-grade bilingual classes. They then interviewed a group of 10 mothers, as well 
as teachers and after-school program workers, to obtain and verify a complete list of 
Puerto Rican children's activities and to obtain information about where, at what 
time of day, during what season of the year, and how often each day or week these 
activities took place (Schensul, Diaz, & Woolley, 1996). 

Creating a Representative 
Sample for a Focus Group 

Focused group interviewing uses a quota sampling pro- 
cedure. Quota sampling assumes diversity within a target 
population. The first step in quota sampling is to identify 
major sources of diversity or variation in the community of 
interest that are believed to be significant to the study. Focus 
groups are then organized to include representation from 
these sectors. Depending on the purpose of the study, focus 
groups may include representatives of all sectors, or sepa- 
rate focus groups may be held for each one of the major 
sectors in the target population. If group interviews occur 
in natural settings, the researcher should know the distri- 
bution of status, power, and interests in the broader com- 
munity and how to put in context the perspectives of group 
members who represent various interests and constituen- 

Definition: #f& 
Quota 
sampling involves 
selecting equal 
numbers of 
respondents to 
represent each 
characteristic, 
group, or sector 
within a population 
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cies. Considerable thought must be given to the repre- 
sentativeness of group membership and to the combination 
of individuals that is most likely to produce rich data. 
Organizing homogeneous focus groupeby gender, age, 
ethnicity, education level, and so on-should be considered 
when heterogeneity could hamper discussion. For example, 
gender-mixed groups may not feel comfortable at first dis- 
cussing topics related to sex, power, or abuse. Hetero- 
geneous groupings are useful if the ethnographer knows 
that diversity will produce lively interaction. 

There are several ways to determine adequate repre- 
sentation. The first method requires the ethnographer to 
generate a hypothetical predictive model. Based on prior 
firsthand knowledge of the community (from literature, 
key informants, and personal experience), the ethnogra- 
pher creates a set of hunches about what the major grouping 
categories are in the target population. The second method 
is to use previous research or other accessible sources of 
secondary data on the community or target population. The 
third method involves creating a profile of community 
characteristics by questioning natural groups in the com- 
munity that are known to differ in many ways, until the 
"saturation point" is reached, that is, until no new responses 
are obtained. It is important to hold some important char- 
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acteristics constant-such as ethnicity, ability level, gen- 
der-in each focus group. This means that all members of 
a given group will be identical on that particular charac- 
teristic, although they may vary considerably on other char- 
acteristics. It is equally important to include representatives 
from a sufficient number of groups to capture the poten- 
tial range of variation in the overall target population- 
including ethnic variation, gender differences, age group- 
ings, place of residence, type of work, and so on. 

A number of researchers suggest that ethnographers 
must conduct at least two focus groups for each variable of 
concern to ensure that they capture most aspects related to 
the subject of inquiry (Khan, Patel, & Hemlatha, 1990). For 
example, if two variables are considered, such as age and 
work patterns, at least four focus groups should be held: a 
minimum of two groups representing participants from 
two different "age groupings" (perhaps older and younger, 
or underlover 35 years of age); and two more groups rep- 
resenting two different categories of "work patterns." 

I Work Type I 

Of course, researchers could hold one focus group with 
representatives from each group, or they could conduct 
more focus groups for each variable if there are reasons to 
subdivide the variables further (e.g., into three or more 
appropriate age groupings, or categories of work). 

35 and Over 

Under 35 

1 

1 

1 

1 



68 -0-0- E N H A N C E D  E T H N O G R A P H I C  M E T H O D S  

If four variables, such as age, sex, caste, and use of illicit 
substances, are considered, a minimum of eight categories 
would be required, two for each variable. These categories 
could be the basis of individual focused group interviews, 
or representatives from each category could be included in 
one heterogeneous focus group. However, age, caste or class, 
and use of illicit substances are all possibly more compli- 
cated than they appear. In a drug study being conducted in 
Hartford, Connecticut, for example, three age categories- 
18 to 24,25 to 39, and 40 and over-emerged as important. 
In addition, three categories of drug users have emerged 
from ethnographic and quantitative data: those using "gate- 
way drugs" (marijuana, alcohol, and cigarettes); those 
snorting or sniffing cocaine and/or heroin; and those using 
drugs intravenously. Three class categories are also impor- 
tant: urban unemployed, urban employed, and suburban 
employed people. The number of separate focus groups 
necessary to capture variation by age, gender, drug use, 
and class in this instance is 54, obtained by multiplying 
Gender x Age x Class x Trpe of Drug Use. 

Gender = 2 x (male, female) 

Age = 3 x (18 to 24,25 to 39,40 and over) 
Class = 3 x (urban unemployed, urban employed, 

suburban employed) 
Drug use = 3 (gateway, cocainelheroin, intravenous) 

Total number of categories or groups (2 x 3 x 3 x 3) = 54 

The total number of groups required for this study is 54. 
Obviously, because staff, time, and financial resources are 
limited, researchers will need to determine which differences 
are most important in accurately representing the target 
community. Decisions about the appropriate number of 
focus groups can then be made accordingly. 
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EXAMPLE 2.6 o m - @ -  

DECIDING WHOM TO INTERVIEW AND HOW TO 
RECRUIT RESPONDENTS IN AN HIV-RELATED STUDY 

The Boulder County AIDS Project (BCAP) wanted to determine if the information 
campaign they had organized for HIVIAIDS prevention was reaching the rapidly 
growing population of Latino immigrants from the county. They hired Elias 
Martinez, a bilingual researcher from the University of Colorado, who grew up along 
the TexasIMexico border, to conduct focus groups among groups in the Latino 
population. BCAP wanted to assess (a) levels of information-and disinformation- 
about HIVIAIDS and its transmission, (b) which sources of information Latinos in 
Boulder County used to find out about health care resources, (c) the extent to which 
Latinos used condoms and other means to prevent infection with HIVIAIDS, and 
(d) whether or not Latinos had seen or used the brochures and other materials on 
HIVIAIDS that BCAP had developed for use by health care workers in the county. 

Knowing the population well, Martinez decided to select the following groups: 
one of adult males and one of adult female migrant workers; one including male and 
female Latino adolescents; one of male and one of female native-born U.S. citizens 
of Latino origin; one of male Latinos working as professionals or volunteers to 
improve the conditions of Latinos in Boulder County; and one of parents of elemen- 
tary and middle school Latino children. The group of professionals was recruited 
through a network of like-minded colleagues. However, Martinez faced a number of 
difficulties in organizing the remaining five groups. First, many members of the 
migrant worker group were undocumented immigrants who feared being deported 
and were reluctant to talk with strangers. Martinez worked through an alcohol 
treatment center and a local clinic serving Latinos to find participants for the migrant 
worker and Chicano groups. Second, Martinez needed to secure parental permission 
before youths under the age of 18 could participate in the research. Contacting youth 
through the schools required equally time-consuming permissions from school 
district Institutional Review Boards. To resolve the problem, Martinez solicited 
participants from a youth group run by the local church diocese. Third, women, 
particularly the migrant workers, were reluctant to talk about sexual practices of any 
kind, especially to a male interviewer. Martinez hired a young Latina social worker 
to conduct these interviews by herself; she assisted him with the other interviews. 
Finally, many male members of the target population were reluctant to discuss a 
disease that they felt only homosexuals-which they denied being-could contract. 
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Martinez's knowledge of Latino cultural beliefs about sexual practices and homo- 
sexuality in general helped him tease out sources of bias and denial in these interviews 
(Martinez, 1996). -.-.- 

Can the results of focus group interviews be generalized, 
or taken as representative of the larger population from 
which the focus group participants were drawn? If sampling 
methods are carefully spelled out, and if efforts to achieve 
representativeness are based on prior knowledge of the tar- 
get populations, the results obtained through focused group 
interviews can be generalized with caution. Generalizability 
is especially warranted when responses create regular pat- 
terns. For example, if the researcher conducts five focused 
group interviews each with older and younger Chinese 
women living in Flushing, New York and finds that the within- 
age-group perspectives are consistently similar, and be- 
tween-age-group perspectives are consistently different, he 
or she can feel more confident that the focus group re- 
sponses reflect patterns prevailing in the larger population. 

EXAMPLE 2.7 -.-a- 

ENSURING GENERALIZABILITY IN FOCUSED GROUP INTERVIEWING: CONDUCTING FOCUS 
GROUPS WITH MEN AND WOMEN IN TWO GEOGRAPHICALLY DIFFERENT AREAS 

In a city in the central highland area of Sri Lanka, two groups of male and female 
university students discussed how they believe HIVIAIDS to be contracted. They 
listed 12 ways, including sitting on a toilet seat used by a person with AIDS, mosquito 
bites, giving blood, touching the face of a person with HIV, and intimate sexual 
contact. When comparable focus groups were held in a low-income neighborhood 
near downtown, a shorter list that did not add any new items emerged. A scale of 
"ways of contracting AIDS" was developed that included all of the items. When this 
scale was reviewed with two additional groups, one in the community and one in the 
university, no new items emerged. Researchers could thus conclude that the listing 
was representative of the overall population of youth in the target population (Silva 
et al., 1997). 
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Summary. The purpose of focus group research is to iden- 
tify important issues, domains for further investigation, 
meanings, values, opinions, behaviors, and explanations for 
cultural or physical phenomena. Focused group interviews 
should identify important variations in these areas. But they 
are not intended to identify the distribution of these opin- 
ions, meanings, issues, or behaviors in the target popula- 
tion. Quantitative survey research using random sampling 
techniques is required for this purpose. Thus, it is impor- 
tant to keep in mind that random sampling is not important 
and is probably not possible when selecting respondents for 
group interviews. 

Identifjing and Recruiting Participants 

Once a list of sampling categories has been identified, 
ethnographers must identify and recruit participants. Some 
of the main ways to identify participants are described 
below. 

Creatinga list. The ethnographer creates a list of all people in 
the desired category, based on knowledge he or she has about 
people in the category. If the group generated by the list is 
small-7 to 15 members-everyone on the list is invited to 
participate, regardless of whether they know each other or not. 
For example, a formative study to identify Puerto Rican fami- 
lies' perceptions of Alzheimer's disease (Schensul, Torres, & 
Wetle, 1994) required a comparison of health care providers' 
views of cognitive impairment with those of the families caring 
for Alzheimer's victims. Only a small number of geriatricians 
and social workers had experience with dementias-including 
Alzheimer's disease. Because only 16 providers had such expe- 
rience, all of them were invited to attend a focus group in 
which symptoms of Alzheimer's disease were defined and 
prioritized. 

Using a pre-existing telephone or mailing list. It is always easier 
to identify focus group members from a preexisting list. Lists 
of individuals can sometimes be obtained from agencies, or- 
ganizations, clubs, and membership groups when confidenti- 
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ality is not an issue. However, these lists may not identify 
individuals with the specific characteristics sought for your 
group. Thus, you will need to develop a screening tool that 
allows you to identify the appropriate candidates by age, gen- 
der, ethnicity, residence, specific behaviors, and so on. 

Advertising. Clinical researchers often advertise in regional or 
local newspapers for subjects wishing to participate in clinical 
trials. For example, marijuana researchers at the University of 
Connecticut Health Center recruit through newspaper adver- 
tisements regular marijuana users who wish to quit, and 
osteoporosis researchers at a local health research center who 
are conducting clinical trials of new drugs advertise for women 
who are short, slim, postmenopausal, and not taking hormone 
replacements. 

Snowball or network sampling. Snowball or network sampling 
techniques recruit initial or index individuals who then iden- 
tify other people they know who possess the characteristics 
desired by the researcher (Trotter & Schensul, 1998; Watters & 
Biernacki, 1989). Network sampling begins by inviting a group 
of people who have either participated in a focus group or are 
appropriate candidates to bring or recommend for participa- 
tion their friends or others they know who are like themselves. 
This strategy guarantees that at least some, but certainly not 
all, participants will know one another well. 

Askingfor assistancefiom service organizations. Ethnographers 
can identify service organizations that provide services to 
those people whom you would like to include in your focus 
groups. This strategy was used by Martinez in his work on the 
Boulder HIVIAIDS study. Such a strategy involves first con- 
tacting the director and other staff members who have access 
to such individuals. You will need to inform them in person 
about the nature of the research and the type of person you 
wish to recruit. Next, if they agree to help, you will need to 
provide them with information about the project, who is 
eligible to participate, how long it will take, and what partici- 
pants will receive in the form of incentives. 

Enumerating. In small community, neighborhood, or village 
settings, researchers can use an outreach and enumeration pro- 
cess involving door-to-door screening to identify candidates 
for focus group participation, and then invite those identified 
to attend focus groups. This process is more expensive than 
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the others mentioned previously, but it is an excellent way of 
simultaneously identifying households both for focus group 
participation and selection for randomized survey sampling. 

Once you have decided how to identify potential partici- 
pants, you must contact them and invite them to participate 
in focus group sessions. Telephone invitations, followed by 
letters describing the purpose, content, structure, location, 
and sponsors of the focus groups, are important ways to 
legitimize the focus group sessions for prospective partici- 
pants. It is always more effective if someone known to the 
respondents sends the invitation. In some instances, a home 
visit to potential participants is helpful in convincing them 
that the experience will be enjoyable for them. Focus group 
members may have transportation or baby-sitting needs, 
which should be identified beforehand. If incentives are 
used, they should be prepared in advance and be ready to 
give to participants immediately after the focus group ses- 
sion. Incentives are usually valued at between $10 and $25 
and may consist of small amounts of cash, gift certificates, 
food vouchers, or other items considered appropriate in the 
setting. Focus group participants should be asked to sign 
vouchers when they receive their incentives, as a record of 
receipt. 

Choosing an Appropriate 
Site for Focus Group Sessions 

One of the most important considerations in ensuring 
focus group attendance is location. The four most impor- 
tant factors that define a good site for focus group discus- 
sions are 

1. Comfort 

2. Convenience 

3. Potential for interruption 

4. Noise level 
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Informal group interviews are held, of course, wherever 
people gather. If a group gathers long enough to be able to 
engage in a discussion (with or without the researcher), the 
location is sufficiently comfortable and convenient at least 
for the participants. Such locations include parks, street 
corners, marketplaces, water taps, river banks, bars, senior 
citizen centers, teachers' lounges, bowling alleys, and play- 
grounds. 

Such informal locations are not always the best places for 
more formal focus groups. Formal focus groups require 
quiet; it is best to hold them in less public meeting places, 
such as small conference rooms in business or consulting 
settings; meeting spaces in churches; community-based or- 
ganizations and other community locations; rooms in 
schools, universities, hospitals, and other institutions; or 
people's homes. 

Convenience. Researchers need to know how convenient it 
is for participants to get to the location. Long distances, the 
high cost of transportation, difficulty in locating parking, 
the high cost of parking, or perceptions of safety in the 
neighborhood may be barriers to participation. 

Perceptions. Researchers also must consider how partici- 
pants feel about the location. Is it one normally used by the 
people who are to be invited? Do they see it as a place where 
they will feel welcome and comfortable, or will they feel like 
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outsiders? We are not suggesting that focus groups always 
must be held in places used by participants. New places are 
quite appropriate and may even be of great interest to 
participants, as long as the places selected are not perceived 
as locations where they have been excluded in the past. 

Accessibility. Another consideration is whether it is easy for 
participants to locate the meeting space in the building 
where the focus group is to be held. A hospital in Hartford 
is very generous with meeting space, but, with new con- 
struction and several new wings, the correct entrances are 
complicated to navigate. Once inside, the locations desig- 
nated for public meetings are very difficult to find. One 
participant, searching for a focus group on child care, found 
herself at a reception with people who seemed friendly, and 
where food and coffee was being served. She stayed for 
almost an hour, waiting for the group to begin, before she 
discovered that the hospital information desk directed her 
to go to the wrong place. She missed the focus group ses- 
sion altogether (although she met a lot of very pleasant 
people!). 

Size. A crucial consideration is size. Is there sufficient space 
to accommodate the size of the group? The space designated 
for the interview should be big enough, but also appropriate 
to group size. A small group, for example, will feel more 
comfortable if it meets in a smaller space rather than an 
auditorium. 

Facilities and amenities. An important issue also is whether 
the location has the proper facilities and environment for 
conducting a more formal focused group interview. There 
should be enough comfortable chairs to accommodate 
everyone. Although it may be desirable to offer participants 
a writing surface, some focus group members may not wish 
to write or may not be able to write. Tables create social 
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distance, and furniture should be flexible and easily mov- 
able so that decisions to keep or remove tables, couches, and 
so on can be made at the last minute. There should be a 
place for serving food and drinks, a blackboard or its 
equivalent, and sufficient light. Ideal circumstances for for- 
mal focus group interviewing are not always attainable. 
Sometimes, researchers must make do with whatever is 
available. For example, in Sri Lanka, there was wide vari- 
ation in the sites for focus groups with schoolchildren held 
for the purpose of exploring concepts of mental health and 
mental health programming. Researchers used whatever 
space was available in the school or in the schoolyard and 
managed some degree of privacy by asking curious nonpar- 
ticipants to leave the area. 

EXAMPLE 2.8 e - e -  

ENSURING PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY IN FOCUSED GROUP 
INTERVIEWING: INTERVIEWING SCHOOLCHILDREN IN SRI LANKA 

In one instance, researchers held a meeting in a public school run by Catholic nuns. 
Adolescent girls were eager to talk until researchers probed the topic of relationships 
with boys. The girls advised the researchers that one of the nuns had entered the 
library and was seated at a distance reading. The girls were reluctant to disclose any 
information, and researchers had to ask the nun to leave in order to continue the 
conversation (B. K. Nastasi, personal communication, March 1998). 

IDENTIFYING AND TRAINING FACILITATORS 
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Informal group interviewing in community or other natu- 
ralistic settings requires good ethnographic fieldwork skills. 
Ethnographic skills (see Books 1 and 2) are defined here as 

The ability to become integrated into the field setting 
w The skills to conduct participant observation 
w The ability to synthesize qualitative data and formulate ques- 

tions spontaneously in the field 
w Being able to ask questions in a group setting as if one were a 

member of the group while still eliciting more or less satisfac- 
tory answers 
The ability to mentally (and physically) record responses in 
the field so that they can be recalled and reconstructed later 

w Experience in using appropriate equipment for recording eth- 
nographic data 

Formal focus group interviewers should have the same 
ethnographic interviewing skills used in informal inter- 
views. Although they will need to follow their open-ended 
interview schedule instead of improvising questions on the 
spot, they also must use probes, new questions, and other 
techniques to stimulate participants to talk. They also must 
retain very large amounts of qualitative information, be 
able to sift through it quickly, and organize it spontaneously 
so as to improve or add to the existing interview schedule 
as situations require. 

Good group facilitation skills are a real advantage for any 
focus group leader because formal focus groups must be 
directed and managed purposefully. The focus group leader 
should be able to help group members to meet one another 
and build a degree of trust and group identity. An experi- 
enced facilitator can help each respondent see that his or 
her views are important and can create opportunities for 
each respondent to participate. 
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Group leaders must control individuals who are confron- 
tational, dominating, or overly opinionated or emotional; 
they also must prevent the group from getting distracted 
from the topic of discussion and refocus participants who 
decide to talk with one another rather than focus on the 
topic. 

Finally, formal focus group facilitators can benefit from 
experience in survey research. As part of their interviewing 
responsibility, they may be expected to collect systemati- 
cally some numerical or demographic data-such as age, 
residence, gender, ethnicity, marital status, or level of for- 
mal education-from each member of the focus group. It 
is often useful to collect such data from participants just 
prior to the beginning of a group session. Facilitators with 
some survey research experience know why it is important 
to make sure that the data are collected from each member; 
they are familiar with how forms used to collect such data 
are constructed and should review the forms before the 
session is over to make sure that the information is com- 
plete. 

Who Can Best Run 
Your Focus Groups? 

The best candidates to facilitate formal focus groups are 
those with whom the respondents feel comfortable and 
confident enough to express their opinions easily. It is 
important to consider in advance who these candidates 
might be. Should they be ethnographically trained re- 
searchers or project lead investigators, or not? If not, what 
kind of experience should they have? Should they be of the 
same age or ethnic group as the participants? How much 
prior experience should they have had with the subject 
matter in order to be able to ask good questions while 
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empathizing with the respondents? Should a special kind of 
facilitator be chosen if the topic of discussion is an illegal 
activity? Should the facilitator have the same professional 
credentials as the respondent-for example, is it better to 
select someone with teaching experience and a degree to 
conduct focused group interviews with educators? Should 
there be co-facilitators? If so, how should they be chosen so 
that they complement one another, and how should they 
work together? 

It is always an advantage if lead or staff researchers have these 
characteristics. Focus group facilitators with more open- 
ended research skills and greater knowledge of the substan- 
tive area to be explored will be able to obtain more informa- 
tion. The example below shows how knowledgeable lay 
people possessing these characteristics can be used as group 
interviewers. 
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EXAMPLE 2.9 =o=o= 

TRAINING NONETHNOGRAPHERS TO CONDUCT QUALITATIVE ASSESSMENTS FOR 
IMPROVEMENT OF RURAL NUTRITIONAL SERVICES AND GROWTH MONITORING 

Husaini, Satoto, and Karyadi (1992) illustrate ways in which nonethnographers can 
be trained to conduct qualitative assessments to improve capacity for growth moni- 
toring and improvement of nutritional services. In their study, regional nutritionists 
were trained for 1 week to collect data using rapid assessment procedures (RAP). 
Focus group interviews were held with three groups: 

1. Mothers with children under 3 years, chosen randomly from those visiting 
the center on that day 

2. Kadres (health volunteers) active on the day of the interviewing 
3. Key people in each village, including heads of subvillages and hamlets, 

religious leaders, women of the family welfare movement, and members of 
the village community welfare movement 

Information focused on knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and practices in monthly 
weighing, use of health outpost (Posyandu) services, breast feeding and infant 
feeding, and benefits provided by the Posyandu for people attending. Focus group 
sessions lasted 1% hours. Each meeting was guided by two nutritionists, one facili- 
tating and the other recording. Focus group data demonstrated the existence of 
important variations across communities in circumstances of service, level of volun- 
teerism, protocols for weighing and recording, administration of vitamins, availabil- 
ity of counseling, role of family, and frequency of visits. These data were taken into 
consideration in the creation of a program for improvement of local outpost services 
(Husaini et al., 1992). 

Rather than hiring outside facilitators, project re- 
searchers should take the opportunitywhenever possible to 
conduct their own formal focus group interviews, because 
they are the individuals most familiar with what informa- 
tion needs to be obtained from the interview. Like any other 
facilitator, they should use the opportunity to maximize the 
acquisition of information while minimizing any unin- 
tended effort to influence the results of discussion. Using 
the researchers themselves to conduct focus group inter- 
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views also limits the number of focus group leaders, which, 
in turn, reduces variations in results stemming from inter- 
viewer difference. 

Focused group interviews are often conducted in multil- 
ingual, cross-cultural, or cross-national settings, where one 
or more members of the research team do not understand 
the local language. Here, the research team must work 
together to construct appropriate questions in the local 
language, consistent with local cultural beliefs and practices 
and with the developmental stage of the participants. Prior 
ethnographic experience, coupled with cross-cultural 
teamwork, is helpful in such situations, as is the identifica- 
tion of a good translator. The complicated nature of the 
translation process should not be underestimated. At best, 
it involves joint decision making about the terms and con- 
cepts to be used in the project, or at least paying careful 
attention to how such terms and concepts are translated 
into local language so that all researchers/interviewers 
understand the basic principles and questions of the re- 
search. The following examples illustrate this process. 

=e=e- EXAMPLE 2.10 

CROSS-CULTURAL COLLABORATION TO ENSURE CROSS-NATIONAL 
TRANSFERABILITY OF LANGUAGE AND CONCEPTS 

Nastasi and her colleagues conducted focus group interviews with middle school 
children in central Sri Lanka. The team included a Sri Lankan child psychiatrist and 
a professor of education. The team met together to formulate questions appropriate 
for the cultural setting and age of the children. In addition to translating questions 
from English to Tamil and Sinhala, the researchers had to translate language use from 
theoretical constructs to lay language, and from adult to children's language usages. 
This transformation occurred not only in the formulation phase but also in the field, 
as results were translated from Tamil and Sinhala, which generated still more ques- 
tions from English-only researchers. These were then translated back into either of 
the two local languages in a style appropriate for the group (B. K. Nastasi, personal 
communication, 1998). 

-e=e- 
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Responsibilities of Facilitators 

It is the responsibility of the facilitator to cover the 
important questions in sequence, to remember group re- 
sponses, and to use the information during the group ses- 
sion to improve the question sequence. One facilitator is 
needed to run an average-sized focus group of about 5 to 
15 members. Usually, a single facilitator is better than two 
for a focus group of this size because the flow of questioning 
can be lost unless two facilitators are able to work together 
with a high degree of empathy and coordination. 

Facilitators need a recording partner to take notes using 
a computer, notebook, newsprint (or flipchart or white/ 

Cross blackboard), audiotape recorder, video camera, or other 
Reference: locally available recording device. The recorder also should 

Book know as much about the topic as the facilitator because he Chapter 1, 
includes guidelines or she must recognize what is important to record. Training 

for use of audiovisual in knowing what to record applies-even though the rule 
equipment of thumb is to record everything, or at least as much as 

possible-regardless of modes of recording. Later in this 
chapter, we will discuss types of data collected in the focus 
group setting and how to record the important points. 

The facilitators should practice in advance in order to 
avoid reinforcing one point of view or set of comments over 
another. They should be able to recognize that some people 



F O C U S E D  G R O U P  I N T E R V I E W S  -0-0- 83 

may feel more comfortable elaborating on their views in 
public than others and may be able to express themselves 
more effectively. Facilitators can help participants expand 
upon their ideas by using interviewing techniques such as 
probes, repeated statements, or statements such as "Can 
you explain a little bit more about what you mean?" "Can 
you define the term you just used, so that others can under- 
stand it a bit more clearly?"or "Could you given an example 
of what you mean?" 

CONDUCTING A FOCUSED GROUP INTERVIEW 

Getting Started 

In opening the focus group discussion, the facilitator 
should make sure to 

Explain the purpose of the group discussion, why participants 
have been selected or invited, and why they are important to 
the project 

Explain the roles of the facilitator and the recorder(s) 

Ask permission to audio- or videotape 

Have everyone introduce themselves at the beginning 

Explain the ground rules for the discussion: 

-Everyone should participate 

-All ideas are equally valid 

-There are no right or wrong answers 

-Each person's view should be heard and respected 

Participants should be told that "no one wins" in a focus 
group. Participants are free to respond to and disagree with 
the ideas or opinions of another group member; disagree- 
ment is helpful, but it should be presented with respect or as 
an alternative viewpoint rather than as a way to discredit the 
ideas of others. 
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Handling Problematic Group Behaviors 

To make sure that groups run smoothly, focus group 
facilitators need to use group process skills to troubleshoot 
or prevent problems that can arise in any small group. Some 
typical problems and their solutions are: 

Some members of the group do not speak. 

Some members of the group speak too much. s 
One group member dominates the conversa- 
tion by speaking too often, too loudly, for too 
long, or in a coercive or intimidating manner. 

Solution 

The facilitator calls on each group member 
one by one, repeating the question or 
someone else's response. He or she makes 
sure to ask individuals who have not 
contributed, "What do you think about X!" 

The facilitator asks those individuals to wait 
for their turn, to "hold their idea" for a 
moment, or to wait until others have had an 
opportunity to speak. 

The facilitator reminds the group of the 
ground rules and the purpose of the focus 
group. If the offending individual does not 
understand or change behavior, the facilitator 
asks the participant directly to conform to the 
ground rules, either during the group session 
or during a break. 

The facilitator first determines the cause of 
the problem: for example, the group may be 
too big; some participants may feel 
uncomfortable speaking in a large group; 
respondents may not have received enough 
opportunity to express their opinions; the 
conversation may be difficult to follow; or 
some groups may not be able to understand 
the way that others express themselves. 
Some participants may feel uncomfortable 
with a subtopic, or they may disagree with 
what someone said but feel uneasy saying so 
in public. The facilitator should take a few 
moments to observe and discuss with the 
individuals what the problem is. A solution 
then can be devised. 



FOCUSED GROUP INTERVIEWS 

I Problem 

I Croup members begin to take sides on an 

Participants have ideas relevant to the topic, 
but either have not thought them out clearly 
or cannot express themselves well. 

Solution 

The facilitator reminds group members that 
everyone's opinion is valued and that 
differences of opinion are important as 
opportunities for learning. The facilitator 
encourages participants to state their 
opinions and to discuss and debate different 
points of view, but to avoid open conflict, 
because it can divide a group and preclude 
further open discussion, which disrupts the 
intention of the focus group. 

The facilitator returns group members to the 
topic with a polite reminder and/or a shift in 
questioning. If group members do not wish 
to return to the topic scheduled for 
discussion right away, they can be invited to 
postpone the new topic until after the session 
is over, at which point they can remain and 
continue to discuss the new topic for as long 
as they wish. Divergence can happen very 
quickly. Facilitators should exercise care 
when letting discussion flow, even if they are 
trying to avoid offending respondents by 
cutting off discussion. The facilitator should 
remember that each formal focus group 
interview member was selected because he 
or she was known to have experience and 
opinions on the topic to be discussed, and 
that because of their expertise, they are 
receiving incentives for their participation. 

Facilitators probe by asking additional 
questions but avoid suggesting likely 
extensions of the respondent's thounhts. 
Some people work best from the ba& of 
concrete examples; facilitators can ask such 
respondents to give some examples of what 
they mean and then question them for clarity. 
Facilitators can also ask other group 
members to describe similar situations that 
may stimulate the thoughts of the struggling 
group member. 
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Troubleshooting in the Field 

Even with the best preparation, a number of unantici- 
pated challenges and problems can occur in the field. Some 
of the most common problems with which we we are 
familiar are the following: 

rn No one arrives. 
rn Some people are late. 
rn Only half of those invited show up. 
rn Unexpected problems occur at the site. 

People do not arrive. There are many reasons for "no- 
shows."There could be a mistake in the address, an accident 
or other problem with transportation, failure to receive 
information about the location of the group meeting, un- 
anticipated resistance by participants to the idea of a group 
session or to the facilitators, or insufficient understanding 
of the purpose of the group session. Because definitions of 
"lateness" vary from one community to another, one rule 
of thumb is to wait a full hour to make sure that respondents 
have not encountered any unforeseen difficulties in reach- 
ing the meeting. The best strategy is to assume that there 
has been a misunderstanding. If no one arrives, it is impera- 
tive to check with key informants and respondents the next 
day to determine what has caused the misunderstanding 
and reschedule the event, taking the feedback into consid- 
eration. 

Some of the invited participants are late. The late arrival of 
some group members disrupts a formal focus group. We 
advise determining standard arrival times in the groups 
with whom the focus group is to be conducted. If 15 min- 
utes to 30 minutes delay in starting is the standard cultural 
practice, organizers can plan to delay the start of the focus 
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group for 30 minutes and serve food or schedule a socializ- 
ing time to precede the formal start of the interview session. 
Whether those respondents who arrive after the group 
begins are allowed to join the group depends on their 
lateness of arrival and the discretion of the facilitator. We 
suggest that those who arrive a few minutes late can join the 
group; those who arrive 15 minutes or more after the group 
begins may be asked to wait to join the next group. It is 
important to keep in mind that many factors can prevent a 
group member from arriving at a focus group session on 
time, and to plan a makeup session if possible. 

Fewer than halfof those invited come to the group session. If 
the research design depends on the interaction of the full 
complement of participants, the facilitator should ask those 
who did come to reschedule. Facilitators whose designs 
allow them to be more flexible can hold the focus group 
with the smaller sample of participants and reschedule a 
second group session with the remainder of the group at 
another time. 

There are logistical dificulties at the interview site. Any 
number of problems can occur, such as faulty or missing 
equipment, inappropriate room size or furniture, changed 
location, broken heating or air conditioning, late arrival of 
food or drink, or finding that someone else is using the 
interview room for another purpose. There also can be 
unanticipated and unacceptable background noise at the 
interview site. The best solution to these problems is to 
arrive early enough to address any such problem in advance 
of the session. 

Perhaps the best advice for focus group organizers is to Key point '& maintainflexibility andgood humor, be assertive in request- 
ing needed resources, and recognize that there are always at 
least two or three ways to solve a problem. Most people do 
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not mind working in less than ideal circumstances for a 
short period of time if the facilitators and other research 
team members are pleasant, supportive, and accommodat- 
ing. 

HOW TO ASK QUESTIONS IN A 
FOCUSED GROUP INTERVIEW 

Focused group interviews are often described as "qualitative 
data:' meaning that they generate verbal (or sometimes 
written) responses to open-ended interview questions. But 
many different types of data can be collected from a group 
through an interview format. Focused group interviews, 
whether informal or formal, make most frequent use of 
open-ended questions when the issues to be explored are 
not very well understood and the facilitators would like to 
provide the broadest possible latitude for response. It is very 
important for facilitators, other researchers, and recorders 
to meet beforehand to determine the core questions. For a 
90-minute group interview, five to seven core questions are 
sufficient. We suggest beginning the discussion with the 
focal topic rather than the background context questions. 

EXAMPLE 2.11 - e o e -  

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS WlTH SERVICE PROVIDERS 
CONCERNED WlTH ALZHEIMER'S DISEASE 

In a focus group session researchers Schensul and Wetle organized with health care 
providers for patients with Alzheimer's disease, we asked three major questions: 

1. What are the main symptoms of dementia? 
2. Which of these symptoms are more important in reporting and diagnosing 

Alzheimer's disease? 
3. What similarities and differences have you observed in assessing patients of 

different ethnic groups and seeing them clinically? 
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In our 1-hour discussions with service providers about symptoms of Alzheimer's 
disease, we asked them to list as a group the major symptoms of dementia and then 
to discuss the meaning and importance of each one in relation to Alzheimer's disease. 
Then, we went on to discuss their observations and experiences serving Puerto Rican 
patients and families with symptoms of dementia. Toward the end, we asked them to 
compare their experiences with families across the ethnic spectrum. Our purpose in 
asking this question was to obtain more information about their relative exposure to 
Puerto Rican families and their beliefs and attitudes about Puerto Rican seniors and 
dementia in comparison to other families (Schensul, Torres, & Wetle, 1994). 

In addition to the core questions, facilitators used a 
number of probes and additional questions intended to 
help clarify or elaborate on participants' responses. For 
example, in relation to the first question, we asked for a 
definition of dementias, why some of the symptoms listed 
were related to dementia, and whether some of the items on 
the list could be collapsed or combined with others. The 
second question led to our request for a medical definition 
of Alzheimer's disease (AD), as well as to additional ques- 
tions about difficulty in diagnosis and available treatments 
or strategies for management of symptoms of AD demen- 
tia. The third question produced the observation that most 
patients served by the health care providers were not Puerto 
Rican. This offered facilitators the opportunity to raise 
questions about barriers to symptom identification and 
reporting among Puerto Rican families. 

Subquestions or areas of discussion such as these can be 
identified in advance. Facilitators should list the subques- 
tions or areas of exploration that they believe to be impor- 
tant and then raise these questions in the course of the 
discussion. In addition, facilitators should be alert to the 
possibility of asking additional clarifymg questions based 
on the content of the discussion. The more familiar the 
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facilitators are with the topic, the more likely they are to ask 
good questions on topics they had not anticipated but 
which arose in the course of discussion. 

As the example above illustrates, we advocate organizing 
focus groups around a logical sequence of questioning in 
which facilitators go directly to the primary subject matter, 
and then explore contextual factors. For example: 

w What is diabetes? What are the causes? How do you get it? 
w How do you know when you have diabetes? 
w Is it preventable? What can you do to prevent it? 

w Of the list of things you have suggested to prevent it, which are 
the easiest to do? 

w Why? 
Which are the most difficult to do? Why? 

w What will help people to identify the symptoms of diabetes 
and report them to their clinic or doctor? 

The sequence just portrayed moves from the problem to 
factors that contribute to it, and then to what people perceive 
to be things they can and cannot do to report or prevent it. 
It concludes with facilitators and barriers to reporting. A 
similar sequence eliciting perceptions of gender in young 
women might begin with the following: 

w What are some differences between girls and boys? (Probes) 
What are some similarities between girls and boys? (Probes) 

These can be listed on a flipchart or newsprint and then 
further discussed in the focus group as follows: 

w What do you like about being a girl? 
w What don't you l i e  about being a girl? 
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Characteristics of Good 
Focus Group Questions 

As is the case with surveys, questionnaires, or any inter- Cross 
view, the open-ended questions used in focus groups Reference: 

See Book 2, should not be vague, leading, or misleading. Some examples 
Chapters 6, 7, 

of such questions are the following: and 8, for more 
detailed discussion 

Leading (in a focus group with master teaching artists on of these methods 
instruction in elementary school classrooms): "Don't you 
think that artists should be allowed to work independently 
with children in the classroom?" 

Vague (in a focus group to elicit children's activities): "What 
kinds of things do boys and girls do during the day?" 

Misleading (in a focus group with parents to identify their 
concerns about adolescent risks): "What types of violence do 
you think teenagers in this neighborhood may be exposed to?" 

Questions should not be phrased in the negative. They 
can be framed to solicit an individuallpersonal response, 
such as "Did you ever use drugs with your friends?" or to 
elicit an opinion about the reference group, such as "Do 
people your age (or your friends) ever use drugs?" In sum- 
mary, focus group questions should permit people to de- 
scribe what they do, why they do these things, and how they 
feel about them. Facilitators should be genuinely curious 
about the responses and should not convey in words, ges- 
tures, or facial expressions whether they value one response 
or even one style of response over another. Facilitators also 
should allow respondents a few minutes to write down or 
to reflect upon their responses, because not all participants 
respond at the same rate. 

Elicitation techniques are generally used with individual Cross 
respondents. They can also be used as techniques for stimu- Reference: 

See Chapter 3 lating group dialogue. For example, group "freelisting" of in this book for a 
discussion of 
elicitation techniques 
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cultural domains, such as children's activities, drug para- 
phernalia, or beliefs about the cause and prevention of 
diabetes, can provoke interesting discussion and ethno- 
graphic data with respect to whether or not items belong in 
the domain. Group sorting, in which participants are asked 
to discuss and organize items into predetermined catego- 
ries, generates similar ethnographic data regarding differ- 
ences and similarities in the way in which items in a cultural 
domain are grouped, and how group members manage 
differences of opinion. 

EXAMPLE 2.12 - -e-e= 

FREELISTING, SORTING, AND SCALING THE MEANING OF VIOLENT BEHAVIORS 

In 1995, action researchers Allison Bingham and Jean Schensul worked with a vio- 
lence prevention coalition in a suburban town to prevent the acceleration of violent 
behavior in several target communities. The first agreed-upon step was to understand 
differences in the meaning of violence in the community. In a freelist exercise, a broad 
diversity of residents working in small groups identified behaviors that they consid- 
ered to be somewhat violent to very violent. These behaviors (a total of approximately 
26) were listed and written, one to a card. The items included, for example, speaking 
loudly as a group in front of someone's house, loud criticism of someone in public, 
hitting with a belt, shooting, and killing someone intentionally. The second step in- 
volved determining where the areas of agreement and disagreement lay in the defi- 
nition of violence. At the next meeting of the coalition, small groups were asked to 
discuss and agree on the placement of each of the items on a matrix of degree of 
violence by degree of acceptability. Each group had to decide where the behavior 
should be placed on a 5-point horizontal Likert scale from not violent to very violent, 
and on a 5-point vertical scale arranged from acceptable to not acceptable. The four 
extremes were very violent-very acceptable, very violent-very unacceptable, not 
violent-unacceptable, and not violent-very acceptable. The conversation was docu- 
mented in writing and on audiotape with the permission of all of the participants 
and treated as text data for coding purposes. The exercise produced valuable infor- 
mation on the ways in which participants viewed behaviors and why they defined 
them as violent. Furthermore, it provided information on the reasons behind differ- 
ential tolerance of behavior. 

.-.o 
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Maps can be used in much the same way to promote 
group discussion about how and why social phenomena are 
arranged in space and to what degree there is group con- 
sensus regarding placement. In an open-ended approach to 
social geography, participants are given a map of a socio- 
geographic space, such as a neighborhood, and asked to 
place on the map locations where the social events that are 
the subject of the research occur. In Hartford, Connecticut, 
for example, teenagers were given a map of a neighborhood 
and asked to identify locations where children play to- 
gether; where teenagers hang out, and what they do in those 
locations; and the ethnic composition of the groups to be 
found in each location. Discussions provided a picture of Cross 
age and ethnic differentiation in the use of neighborhood Reference: 

See Book 4, 
open or public spaces as well as typical types of public Chapter *, for 
activities in this neighborhood. In another example, teen- information about 
agers were asked to identify locations where billboards social mapping and 

the use of alcohol among young adults, and then the arrangement 
of social variables 

to discuss why billboards were concentrated in one geo- in 
graphic area versus another. 

Collage, drawing, and other creative ways of producing 
conversation are useful techniques for initiating focused 
group discussions, especially with children. Children and 
inexperienced adult speakers often enjoy the opportunity 
to draw their subject matter or portray it visually in other 
ways. Researchers can ask them to draw or produce a collage 
based on found objects, miscellaneous materials, or maga- 
zine pictures that shows the researchers their interpretation 
of the research topic. The participants are told that they 
must present and then discuss the meaning of their collage 
with the group. The presentation and discussion are re- 
corded and, together with the collages, constitute the basis 
for later text analysis. At the time of this writing, an artist 
in New York has organized an installation around this 
theme. He took photographs of his topic and invited se- 
lected respondents to respond to his work in groups. The 
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responses were superimposed on glass overlaying the pho- 
tographs and thus were integrated into the presentation. He 
calls his installation "focus group photography." 

Focus groups also can be used productively to collect 
data on social relations. Researchers can show an organiza- 
tional chart (an "organogram") to a group of respondents 
and then ask its members to describe and discuss the rela- 
tionships among components or departments. To obtain 
information about personal relationships, such as friend- 
ship, respondents can be given a diagram showing them- 
selves in the middle, surrounded by circles. They can then 
be asked to fill in the circles with the first or fictive names 
of their closest personal friends. In focused group discus- 
sion, they can then compare the size of their personal 
friendship networks and the ways in which they define close 
personal friends. Such discussions reveal important ethno- 
graphic data about social relations in their community. 

Group interviews can also be used to collect numerical 
data that demonstrate patterns; these patterns can then be 
discussed with the group, producing interesting ethno- 
graphic data. 

EXAMPLE 2.13 - - . o e o  

COLLECTING NUMERICAL DATA THROUGH 
SYSTEMATIC FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS 

Seven groups of young adult Sri Lankan women were given a list of sex behaviors and 
asked to check which were "sex" and which were "risky sex.'' When each individual 
in each group had completed the task, they handed the exercise sheets to the focus 
group facilitator. The facilitator then asked each group to do the same exercise 
together and to discover and discuss their differences of opinion for each. The 
discussion was documented. The exercise was then repeated with groups of males of 
the same age group. Differences between male and female responses were noted in 
the text data and in the quantitative responses, and presented to a mixed group of 
young men and women for discussion of the differences (Nastasi et al., 1998). 



FOCUSED GROUP INTERVIEWS 

The data can also be collected in the context of a group 
discussion, where each individual provides the same infor- 
mation, which is then tabulated so that everyone can see the 
distribution of responses. Such data maybe biased by "group 
effects" or group pressure. However, certain kinds of data 
(closer to "facts") are less likely to be biased by group influ- 
ence than others and may even promote more accurate 
self-revelation or reporting. Researchers must decide 
whether the data they wish to obtain from each individual is 
subject to response bias, and whether they would like to 
collect it prior to, during, or after a group discussion. 

-*-e- EXAMPLE 2.14 

AVOIDING GROUP BIAS IN THE REPORTING OF SENSITIVE DATA 

Community reproductive health educators met with a group of 12 Latina women to 
discuss contraceptive choice. They knew from prior research in that community that 
more than 50% of women of childbearing age (under the age of 45) had been 
sterilized. During the discussion of contraceptive alternatives, one of the facilitators 
asked if any of the women had considered sterilization as a contraceptive measure. 
When the response was yes, the facilitator asked a series of questions, prepared before 
the session, about the circumstances of sterilization, such as where; by whom; when 
(immediately after the birth, 1 month later, more than 6 months later); how many 
live births each woman had; size of household; occupational status then and now; 
and so on. These data were summarized in the form of "yeslno" on a chart developed 
in a seemingly spontaneous manner during the session. Researchers had numerical 
or potentially numerical data for each participant that were entered into a quantita- 
tive, individual database. Participants, viewing the data in front of them, had a 
convincing portrayal of the range of variation in the sterilization experience. Discus- 
sion of this range produced text data on behaviors and attitudes with respect to 
sterilization in this ethnic group (Jean Schensul, fieldnotes, 1985). 
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It is important to remember that numerical data obtained in 
this way can be used only descriptively. They can never be 
treated as representative of the whole population from 

Cross which focus group members were selected. Only studies 
Reference: using all members of a population or a random sample from 

See Books 1 and 2 
for discussions all members are appropriate for this purpose. Focus group 

of sampling data should never be treated as if they are obtained from a 
procedures random sample of respondents. 

RECORDING DATA FOR 
FOCUSED GROUP INTERVIEWS 

It is critically important to record accurately and com- 
pletely what is said in a focused group interview. If record- 
ing is not understandable or complete, valuable informa- 
tion can be misinterpreted, incompletely remembered, or 
lost. Because each method of recording interview data has 
advantages and disadvantages, we would recommend that 
you consider using at least two techniques simultaneously 
to make sure that you capture everything of importance. 
Some optional combinations are videotaping and written 
observations; audiotaping and written observations; vide- 
otaping and recording group contributions in shorthand 
notes or brainstorming lists on newsprint pads; or having 
two observers record their observations in writing at the 
same time. 

Using Notepads/Notebooks in the Field 

When recording in a natural setting, ethnographers pre- 
fer to use unobtrusive means of recording, such as a small 
notebook, file cards, scrap paper, or the backs of letters or 
notes. Recorders in more formal focused interview settings 
can use more conspicuous materials to record and write up 
their fieldnotes by hand, because these activities are dearly 
designed to collect information on specific topics. As with 
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newsprint records, other written records based on the ob- 
servations of individual recorders will be limited in terms 
of documenting the "dialogue" among focus group partici- 
pants simply because the recorder cannot make the obser- 
vations, listen to the discussions, and write them down 
quickly enough to capture them in a comprehensive way. 
This is why we suggest supplementing fieldnotes in focus 
group settings with audiovisual forms of data collection. 

Recording Focus Group Conversations 
Directly Into a Computer as Text Data 

Formal focus group data can be recorded directly into a 
computer. Because these groups are scheduled in advance 
and located in a specific site in the community, it is much 
easier for recorders to locate themselves in a comfortable 
location before the interview starts, find out where to plug 
in their portable computers, and then record the conversa- 
tion (and their own observations) as the interview takes 
place. Recorders who use computers in such settings are 
sometimes referred to as   rapporteur^.^' This term conveys 
the idea that everything that every participant says is worth 
recording permanently, word for word, and that all of the 
materials will be summarized and used. If the focus group 
team decides that portable computers can be used, the 
following conventions should be observed: 

w The recordertrapporteur should be introduced. 

The importance of the computer in the interview situation 
should be noted. 

The computer should have a relatively quiet keyboard so as not 
to interfere with the discussion. 

If the computer is portable, it should be plugged in so that no 
time is lost if the battery dies. 

Plug locations should be identified in advance to make sure 
that the computer can be set up in a location where it is 
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comfortable for the recorder to enter data, and where the 
recorder can hear everything being discussed. 
Data should be saved automatically every five minutes on the 
computer's hard drive and backed up at the same time on a 
portable disk to avoid inadvertent data loss. 

Newspaper Pads or Hip Charts 

Typically, recorders work with facilitators to record the 
main individual or group responses to a question. The 
newsprint is purchased in large pads and hung on an easel 
within easy viewing of all group members. The recorder 
writes the main ideas on the newsprint with a Magic Marker 
and asks the group to verify that what is written reflects 
what the speakers intended. Recording ideas and sugges- 
tions on newsprint provides immediate feedback and recall 
to group participants, and it may encourage them to think 
of new things or to recognize and discuss differences of 
opinion. Use of newsprint also has the advantage of imme- 
diate feedback to the group, and it creates a democratic 
process in which all respondents have access to the "data" 
as they emerge from the group. 

Individual contributions to the conversation may vary 
considerably. Listing them on newsprint offers both the 
facilitator and the participants an opportunity to see di- 
rectly where differences of opinion lie and to address them 
right away. Finally, the questions asked of each group mem- 
ber may require numerical (or categorical) responses, such 
as "How old are you?" or "How many times did you shop 
in a large supermarket in the past week?" A question to each 
group member calling for a categorical response-which 
could also be counted-might be "Did you use any drug of 
any kind in the past month?" In this case, the response 
would be "yes:' "no," or "don't remember." The frequency 
of these "countable" responses, if placed on newsprint, 
could be enumerated during the meeting for immediate 
discussion. 
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Recorders who like to use newsprint should supplement 
their notes with some other form of recording-either 
direct observation with written notes, or audiotaping- 
because the quality and complexity of the dialogue among 
participants cannot be captured on newsprint alone. News- 
print lends itself to shorthand summaries, not detailed 
notes of conversations; and the recorder usually cannot 
write fast enough on newsprint to capture all of the impor- 
tant information. In addition, newsprint pads are relatively 
expensive, and taking detailed notes can mean using many 
pages. Using notebooks or audiotapes also avoids the "wall- 
paper problem"-having to hang too many newsprint 
sheets around the focus group discussion space. Also, hav- 
ing data written on many sheets of newsprint rather than 
in small notebooks, notepads, or computer files is awkward 
to analyze, especially in a small office space! 

Audiotaping 

Audiotaped focused group discussions can be used very 
effectively to supplement other forms of recording group 
interviews and discussions. They capture verbatim the 
words and emotions of the respondents, the exchanges 
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among respondents, new questions and probes that facili- 
tators introduce to obtain additional information, and the 
sequence of questioning occurring in the session. If sessions 
are held in languages different from the first languages of 
the researchers, audiotaping captures the "flavor" of the 
language, the sound of the words, and their context and 
meanings in ways that are difficult to match with written 
notes alone. 

It is always best to transcribe audiotaped sessions as 
quickly as possible after the session takes place. The most 
efficient (although not always the most popular) way for 
transcription and translation to take place is for the facili- 
tator(~) or session recorders to do it because they were 
directly involved with the session and can take from the 
tapes exactly what they need to complement their field- 

Definition: notes. Facilitators and session recorders can also log the @ Logging tapes while they are listening to them and comparing them 
means marking 

them so that to the fieldnotes. Logging involves tagging or noting the 

specific content location of a segment on the tape by time or other locational 
can be located unit and topic, and then recording the location in a log or 

notebook. Several verbatim lines from the tape or tape 
transcript are entered at the beginning and at the end, as 
well as a description of the content. In this way, other 
researchers can return to specific sections of a tape to 
retrieve information without having to listen to the entire 
tape once again. If these methods cannot be used, the next 
best strategy is to build into the project budget funds for 
someone else to transcribe and translate all tapes from 
beginning to end. 
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Notwithstanding these rules of thumb, researchers Key point '& 
should not depend on audiotaping as the sole means of 
recording unless there are no other options, because so much 
can go wrong, resulting in the loss of important data. Even 
the best audiotape recorder with a directional microphone 
has difficulty clearly recording a group discussion in which 
people speak simultaneously or interrupt one another. 
Background noise can impair sound quality. The best mi- 
crophones have to be moved to record all the speakers as 
they speak. Over time, people can forget to move the mike 
from one site to another around alarge table. It is even more 
challenging if the group discussion takes place in a home, 
where the noise levels and acoustical quality of the space are 
uncontrollable. Controversial points, areas of disagree- 
ment, and other moments when more than one participant 
at a time speaks can be lost to the tape recorder. Unless the 
people operating the recorders have experience with the 
equipment, they may not recognize when the tapes are filled 
and need to be replaced. All too often, researchers discover 
that only part of the session was recorded, the tape ran out 
and was not replaced, the machine was never turned on, or 
it broke during the recording period. Experience and close 
observation during the session can help to prevent these 
technical problems. 
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Videotaping 

Videotaping is a more effective means of recording indi- 
Cross vidual comments and group interaction than audio- 

Reference: taping-although the same cautions about use of equip- 
See '' ment that we listed for audiotaping also hold true for Chapter 1, for 

more information videotaping. The use of videotape is consistent with one of 
on audiovisual the primary objectives of the focused group interview: to 
techniques capture the exchanges of ideas and opinions of group mem- 
data collection 

bers in a naturalistic setting. Provided that the group is 
small enough so that every participant can be included in 
group discussions, virtually everything that occurs in the 
group can be recorded in sight, sound, and color. 

It is always best to ask a skilled video recorder to film 
focused group interviews. Skilled recorders will know when 
to focus the camera on an individual, on two or more people 
in discussion, or on the entire group; when to fade in and 
out, and how to ensure that the words of the participants 
are fully and audibly captured on tape. The words of the 
speakers must be clearly audible for the videotape to be 
useful to the focus group researcher. Even experienced 
documenters must still be trained to recognize which infor- 
mation in the interview is most important. Camera person- 
nel should be involved with the rest of the focus group 
research team in discussions about the interview topic(s), 
the flow of the interview, and the information desired. 

Lead researchers should decide with camera personnel 
exactly when they should film group discussion versus a 
respondent's single contribution to the topic. For novice 
film recorders, practice sessions in which research team 
members or volunteers role play focus group sessions can 
be very helpful. If you plan to use videotape, you will need 
the following: 
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In earlier sections of this chapter, we listed different tech- 
niques for recording focused group interview data, what 
equipment to bring, and how to check it. Following is a list 
of other materials you should have prepared prior to con- 
ducting a focus group session. 

VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY~ 

Regardless of how formally or informally they are orga- 
nized, inquiry and focus groups generally are almost always 
used either for explorative or project development pur- 
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poses, or to complement other forms of ethnographic data 
collection. Focused group interview data are almost always 
qualitative. Researchers do not expect the same questions 
asked in different group settings to produce the same re- 
sponses; indeed, it may be preferable that they produce 
different responses so that the researchers can gain a 
rounded understanding of the full range of responses 
within the target population. For these reasons, the con- 
cepts of validity and reliability, critical to all scientific re- 
search, have different meanings when applied to ethno- 
graphic focus group data as compared to quantitative data 
and experimental research. In this section, we will discuss 
the meaning of these terms as applied to ethnographic data 
obtained from groups rather than individuals. 

Validity 

Definition: Validity is concerned with accuracy of findings. It refers 
is a to .the degree to which the procedure really measures what 

measure of fit 
between researcher it proposes to measure" (Krueger, 1988, p. 41), or the degree 

and respondent to which responses are a valid reflection of how participants 
perceptions and felt and thought about the topic (Krueger, 1998). Validity 

Or also depends on the appropriateness of the research design 
between data 

collection procedures for the context of the study and question for which it is 
and what they purport being used. If a focus group is inappropriate to use in the 

to collect culture or context of the research, the results will not be 
valid. Establishing validity requires researchers to 

Determine the extent to which conclusions effectively repre- 
sent empirical reality 

Assess whether constructs devised by researchers represent or 
measure the categories of human experience that occur 

There are two kinds of validity: internal and external. Inter- 
nal validity refers to the extent to which scientific observa- 
tions generate data and measurements that authentically 
represent some reality-for example, the way in which a 
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given group of people views its world. External validity refers 
to the degree to which such representations can be compared 
legitimately across groups, as well as the extent to which one 
group or a sample of groups is representative of an entire 
population. 

Validity can be enhanced in group interviewing by 

1 Pilot testing the questions to make sure that participants 
understand them 

Taking the advice of participants in creating a welcoming 
environment that fosters sharing and discussion 

w Using culturally appropriate facilitators-people whom re- 
spondents trust or with whom they feel comfortable 

Situating the focus group in an appropriate location 

w Clarifying ambiguity in questions and interim interpretations 

w Discussing research results with participants for interpretive 
comments before they are published or disseminated 

Reliability addresses whether the results of a study can Definition: 
be duplicated. Reliability is a lesser concern in ethnographic 

concerns whether 
research, and especially in focused group interviews, be- or not a st,,dy can 
cause these interviews are specifically meant to be explora- be replicated 
tory. Duplication of results across groups is not the desired 
outcome of focused group interviews. There is good reason 
to avoid lengthy discussions of reliability in focused group 
interviews, because they are not meant to reflect stability or 
generalizability. Rather, the intention of these interviews is 
to provide exploratory information leading to theory for- 
mulation, more valid instrument development, and explana- 
tion of quantitative results. Thus, for this form of research, 
differences are more important than similarities. But care- 
ful training of interviewers, team interviewing, rigorous 
notes and audiovisual documentation, and thought given 
in advance to the structure of the questions to be used in 
the group interview can go a long way toward ensuring that 
other researchers could approximate the research process 
(although not necessarily the results). Using other data to 
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confirm the results of focused group interviews is another 
way of ensuring reliability of results. Following are exam- 
ples of ways in which two researchers addressed issues of 
reliability and validity in their field settings. 

EXAMPLE 2.15 e o e -  

IDENTIFYING INTRAGROUP DIFFERENCES IN 
VIEWS OF FAMILY PLANNING IN CAMEROON 

Paul Nkwi, an anthropologist at the University of Yaounde, Cameroon, studied 
people's perceptions of family planning. He and his research team worked in four 
communities, using a combination of participant observation, in-depth interviews, 
a questionnaire, and focus groups. They conducted nine focus groups that were 
stratified by gender and age (12 to 19,20 to 35,36 to 49, and 50 and over) and one 
mixed group by gender and age in which they examined the following topics: 

Community development 
Resistance to family planning 
Cultural and economic factors that could be used to promote family planning 
Community problems with health and family planning services 
How services could be improved 
How much people would pay for improved health services 

Interviews took place in the homes of influential community members, lasted about 
2 hours, and were in the language of the people represented. They found, after 
recording and transcribing, that information collected in focused group interviews 
paralleled information collected by other means (Nkwi, 1992). 

EXAMPLE 2.16 e - e =  

COMPARING RESULTS OF DATA ON THE SAME TOPIC 
COLLECTED THROUGH FOCUS GROUPS AND SURVEYS 

On the other hand, Ward compared focus group and survey data from three studies 
of voluntary sterilization in Guatemala, Honduras, and Zaire. He found that for 87% 

of the variables, results of focus group interviews were similar to those obtained 
through survey data, but that each provided useful additional information that the 
other source did not, demonstrating the importance of using both in good ethno- 
graphic research (Ward, Bertrand, & Brown, 1991). 

w e - . =  
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The validity and reliability of group interview data de- 
pend on how much the researcher actually knows about the 
respondents and the contexts within which they live, and 
what the relationship between the researcher and the focus 
group members is at any point in time. They offer the ad- 
vantages of gathering large amounts of text data in a short 
period of time and can be very useful in helping researchers 
to learn local vernacular and styles of communication and 
to gather different opinions about a topic. However, it is al- 
ways important to remember that in ethnographic research, 
focused group interviews constitute only one set of tools in 
the ethnographer's toolkit. Focus groups alone are not suf- 
ficient to meet criteria of validity and reliability in ethno- 
graphic research. They must be accompanied by other 
forms of data collection and should be thought of as supple- 
menting rather than replacing in-depth individual interviews, 
observations, elicitation techniques, and survey methods. 

MANAGEMENT AND ANALYSIS OF 
FOCUSED GROUP INTERVIEW DATA 

Group interview data are fundamentally qualitative. Most 
often, they consist of transcriptions of recorded group dis- 
cussions andlor fieldnotes of observed group discussions in 
either formal or informal settings. These data are text data 
and are generally handled in the same way as other text data. 
A formal coding system should be developed and applied 
to the data if one or more of the following three circum- 
stances prevail: if the number of interviews is large enough 
(more than 20 group interviews); if the interviews are long 
enough to warrant full-scale computerized coding (more 
than 15 pages); or if the research team decides that focused 
group interviews will continue, thus expanding the sample 
over time. In general, a database of more than 20 interviews, 
or more than 100 pages of text, warrants the creation of a 
coding system. 

Cross 
Reference: 
See Book 5, 
Chapters 4,5, 
and 6, for more 
detailed information 
on coding 
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The creation of a formal coding system, and some exam- 
ples of how it is used in computerized text management 
programs, can be found in Book 5. The coding system 
reflects the major questions and categories of interest in the 
research. Most often, it will begin with the core questions 
that frame the focused group interview, because each of 
these carefully thought out questions itemizes one critical 
component of the subject being studied. The coding system 
is then elaborated, based on the content of the interviews. 

If the number of focused group interviews is smaller, the 
researchers may wish to reorganize all of the responses to 
each question in a single file. This can be done easily and 
rapidly using a standard word processing program. Re- 
searchers can then screen each file, searching for "classes of 
responses" and variations within each "class." Classes and 
variations are then described, the implications of variations 
within classes considered, and overall results summarized. 

EXAMPLE 2.17 =e=e- 

ANALYSIS OF FOCUS GROUP DATA ON WOMEN'S 
REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH AND VIRGINITY IN MAURITIUS 

In Mauritius, six focused group discussion sessions were held on reproductive health. 
One of the key questions asked how young, unmarried women felt about keeping 
their virginity. All of the responses to this question were summarized in a single file 
labeled "virginity." Schensul then reviewed the responses and organized them into 
subcategories reflecting "valuing virginity:' "men's roles in preserving virginity," 
"male and female virginity:' "changes in attitudes toward virginity," "procedures for 
evaluating the status of virginity," and so on. These subcategories were further ana- 
lyzed for variations in response. The results were described and summarized for each 
"class:' paying special attention to variations in response. Variations across all cate- 
gories seemed to be related to changes in the status and importance of virginity. These 
changes were then discussed by the research team in the context of the changing eco- 
nomic status of women newly entering the workforce in this newly industrialized 
country. 
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When completing a report, each source of data collected 
within a focused group setting should be analyzed sepa- 
rately. The results of one source of data should then be 
considered in relation to the others. This is referred to as 
triangulation. Triangulation is facilitated by the use of a 
matrix that summarizes the results obtained with each 
source of data. A matrix can summarize the results of each 
type of data collection by focus group, or it can summarize 
across all focus groups. 

Definition: 
Triangulation 
is the corroboration 
of results from one 
kind of data by 
results obtained 
by collection of a 
different kind of data 

A second matrix can summarize the results of data collected 
on the topic from focused group interviews in relation to 
other sources of data, such as key informant interviews, 
network analysis, participant observation, and so on. The 
process of comparing and contrasting responses and inter- 
preting results is also referred to as triangulation. Results of Cross 
focused group interviews can be incorporated into other Reference: 

materials for dissemination, or they can be reported sepa- See Book 7 for 
more guidance 

rately. on approaches to 
dissemination of 
ethnographic 
research results 

Focus Group 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Focused Group Data Collection Results 

From Social Maps From Group Interviews From Freelists 
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EXAMPLE 2.18 

PRESENTING THE RESULTS OF FOCUSED GROUP RESEARCH: 
WHENRESULTSAREUNEXPECTEDORUNPOPULAR 

In his study of knowledge about HIVIAIDS among Latinos, Elias Martinez attempted to 
select for focus group participation representatives of the population who were most at 
risk for contracting HIVIAIDS. His selection process was hampered both by the tight time 
line established for the project by the sponsoring organization, Boulder County AIDS 
Project (BCAP), and by the difficulties of recruiting people willing to talk about such a 
sensitive and culturally loaded topic-especially because many of the people most at risk 
were not legal residents of the United States and did not want to be identifiable. 

The results of the focus groups showed that BCAP's intervention strategies were not 
reaching the target population at all. Print media were particularly ineffective; brochures 
were not used because they were placed in clinics whose doctors the target population 
mistrusted and felt abused by, and because they were not in Spanish. More useful modes 
of dissemination would have been radio or TV media, especially the Spanish-language 
"novellas," or soap operas, with which all Latinos were familiar. Furthermore, gender 
issues and practices complicated prevention; regardless of their age or educational level, 
women felt unable to resist male demands for unprotected sex or to combat a widespread 
belief among Latino men that males who adopt the "active" role in intercourse with other 
men, or who have sex with both men and women, cannot be homosexuals and therefore 
cannot contract what they thought of as the "gay" disease. 

BCAP had specified that data be collected through the use of focus groups, but it soon 
became clear that members of the BCAP Board of Directors did not understand the 
limitations of focus group data. Martinez's first draft report was heavily criticized for its 
lack of "statistics." Board members wanted to know such things as the percentage of Latino 
migrant workers who used condoms to prevent HIVIAIDS compared to middle-class and 
professional Latinos, the percentage of Latinos overall who had read the BCAP brochures, 
and the number of people unable to read or understand English among the population. 
These figures were impossible to obtain using focus groups, although the report did cover 
well the series of hypotheses about the effectiveness, or lack thereof, of BCAP's educational 
interventions for Latinos, which the focus groups covered. Martinez rewrote the report to 
include as many numbers as he felt he legitimately could, describing the percentage of 
respondents within each opinion or informational category by group, but even that did 

not satisfy some members of BCAP. Some requested a larger and more systematic survey 
based upon the focus group results, but others ended the project feeling as though they 
had been cheated (Martinez, 1996). .=.- 



F O C U S E D  G R O U P  I N T E R V I E W S  

ADVANTAGES, USES, AND LIMITATIONS 
OF FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS 

Focused group interviews can do the following: 

Provide access to a rich source of data on social norms, be- 
haviors, opinions and attitudes, and the structural features of 
a group or community and cultural patterns. These can be 
used in conjunction with other sources of information to 
provide a well-rounded picture of the population, or to de- 
velop cultural intervention materials for use in behavioral 
change programs. 

w Reveal the full range of variation in possible responses to 
questions for use in survey construction. 

w Demonstrate styles of dialogue and debate among people who 
share or differ in important ways. 

Provide some evidence of likely quantitative variation in the 
target population in key independent and dependent variable 
domains. 

Provide the basis for generating important hypotheses that can 
be tested both qualitatively-through other focused group 
interviews-and quantitatively-in survey research designs 
based on focus group data. 

These advantages not withstanding, focused group research 
has some limitations. As Martinez's study for BCAP illus- 
trates, researchers must clearly explain the process and ex- 
pected outcomes of focus group research, especially when 
there is the possibility that the users of the results are more 
familiar with, or place a higher value on, survey research. 
Furthermore, facilitators must be experienced and well- 
trained in the conduct of group investigation to produce 
good focus group data. Good focused group interviews can- 
not be conducted as if they were surveys. Most ethnographic 
group interviews, including focused groups, are semistruc- 
tured or unstructured. They require that interviewers under- 
stand the conceptual framework of the study, know the 
breadth and scope of the information to be obtained, and 
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use flexibility in finding appropriate ways of asking ques- 
tions in the field. The quality and validity of the information 
may be influenced or hampered by the composition of the 
group and the interaction of the personalities within it. The 
logistics of recruiting and retaining formal focus group par- 
ticipation are complicated, especially when participants 
come from communities unaccustomed to group interview 
formats, or when they need supports such as baby-sitting, 
translation, and transportation. The process of conducting 
group interviews in culturally and linguistically diverse set- 
tings where translation must occur at multiple levels also 
raises important considerations with respect to validity and 
reliability of results obtained in focus groups-as, indeed, is 
the case for any research strategy. 

Despite these caveats, most ethnographers use informal 
group interviews. Many ethnographers attend and partici- 
pate in formal meetings that lend themselves to treatment 
as focus groups. Nowadays, ethnographers are turning in- 
creasingly often to more formal group interviews involving 
invited respondents who provide information for incen- 
tives of some kind. Careful advance thought and prepara- 
tion can take good advantage of these unique opportunities 
to capture ethnographic data while also observing the ways 
in which differences in cultural beliefs, behaviors, and per- 
ceptions are negotiated by group members. 

1. A smaller group does not offer enough variation; in a larger group, some 
people may be too shy to speak. 

2. A sampling frame consists of a set of criteria used to decide which kinds 
of individuals should be included in a sample. 

3. This section draws heavily upon the work of Goetz and LeCompte 
(1984, pp. 208-231). 
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SUGGESTED RESOURCES 

Morgan, D. L., & Krueger, R. A. (1997). The focus group kit. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage. 

The six books in this series cover most aspects of conducting focus 
groups and using the results. Topics include planning, question devel- 
opment, moderating focus group discussions, involving community 
members in focus group interviews, and analysis and reporting of data. 
The kit is cross referenced and includes many examples. It does not cover 
informal group interviews or integration of focused group interview 
data with other data sources in ethnographic research. 

Stewart, D. W., & Shamdasani, P. N. (1990). Focus groups: Theory andpractice. 
Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

This book covers most of the topics in the Focus Group Kit in a concise 
way with examples. One additional strength of this earlier monograph 
is the introduction, which provides a theoretical background to focus 
group interviewing. 

Krueger, R. A. (1988). Focus groups: A practical guide for applied research. 
Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

The topics coveredin this book are similar to those in the preceding two. 
In addition, this earlier volume considers the wide variety of ways that 
focus group interviews can be used and contains an interesting chapter 
on contracting for focus groups from a consumer perspective. 

Scrimshaw, N. S., & Gleason, G. R (Eds.). (1992). Rapid assessmentprocedures: 
Qualitative methodologies for planning and evaluation of health related 
programmes. Boston: International Nutrition Foundation for Develop- 
ing Countries. 

This interesting collection of artides promotes the advantages of rapid 
ethnographic assessment for enhancing culturally appropriate ap- 
proaches to intervention in community settings around the world. Al- 
though it does not address focused group interviews directly, most 
chapters give examples of how focus groups can be used in RAPS and 
rapid rural appraisement. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The techniques described in this chapter are used 
to understand cultural domains (Lounsbury, 1964; 

Spradley, 1979; Weller & Romney, 1988). A cultural domain 
is a mental category, such as "animals" or "illnesses." It is a 
set of items that are all alike in some important way. Hu- 
mans in all cultures classify the world around them into 
domains, and the way they do this affects the way they 
interact with the world. Not all cultures classify things the 
same way. For example, English speakers recognize a cate- 
gory called "shrubs:' which is different from "trees" and Definition: 
"grasses." But many other cultures do not recognize the A cultural 
"shrub" category at all: They divide up the plant kingdom d~main is a set 

differently. Even when cultures have the same domains, the of items or things 
that are all of the 

contents may be somewhat different. For example, many same t v ~ e  or 
cultures have a domain called "i1lnesses:'but these cultures category 

AUTHOR'S NOTE. I am grateful to H. Russell Bernard, Pertti Pelto, A. Kimball Romney, and Gery 
Ryan for helping to shape my views on cultural domain analysis, which is not to say that they necessarily 
agree with anything I have written. I am also grateful to Mark Heisher and to John Gatewood for giving 
me permission to use their data to illustrate concepts. Finally, I thank Jay Schensul and Marki LeCompte 
for their many comments on earlier drafts. 



116 -0-0- E N H A N C E D  E T H N O G R A P H I C  M E T H O D S  

often include as illnesses things that most Americans would 
regard as imaginary, such as "evil eye," or things that Ameri- 
cans regard as symptoms, such as "stomach pains."Ethnog- 
raphers often begin their studies by trying to identify and 
describe the cultural domains that are used by the people 
they are studying. 

The techniques described in this chapter are used to 
(a) elicit the items in a cultural domain, (b) elicit the attri- 
butes and relations that structure the domain, and (c) mea- 
sure the positions of the items in the domain structure. 
These techniques, which include freelists, pilesorts, triads, 
and multidimensional scaling, have been incorporated into 
a commercially available computer program called An- 
thropac (Borgatti, 1992). 

DEFINING CULTURAL DOMAINS 

There are several ways to define a cultural domain. A good 
starting point is the following definition: a set of items, all 
of which a group of people define as belonging to the same 
type. For example, "animals" is a cultural domain. The 
members of the domain of animals are all the animals that 
have been named, such as dogs, cats, horses, lions, tigers, 
and so on. But there is more to the idea than just a set of 
items of the same type. Implicit in the notion is also the idea 
that membership in the cultural domain is determined by 
more than the individual respondent-the domain exists 
"out there" in the language, in the culture, or in nature. 
Hence, the set of colors that a given individual likes to wear 
is not what we mean by a cultural domain. 

Key point One rule of thumb for distinguishing cultural domains 
f i m  other lists is that cultural domains are about people's 
perceptions rather than people's preferences. Hence, "my 
favorite foods"is not a cultural domain, but "things that are 
edible" is. Another way to put it is that cultural domains are 
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about things "out there" in reality, so that, in principle, 
questions about the members of a domain have a right 
answer. Consider, for example, the cultural domain of ani- 
mals. If asked whether a tiger is an animal, the respondent 
feels that she is discussing a fact about the world outside, 
not about herself. In contrast, if she is asked whether "va- 
nilla" is one of her favorite ice cream flavors, the respondent 
feels that she is revealing more about herself than about 
vanilla ice cream. In this sense, cultural domains are expe- 
rienced as outside the individual and shared across indi- 
viduals. 

The fact that cultural domains are shared across indi- 
viduals does not mean that all members of a given popula- 
tion are in complete agreement on which items belong to a 
given cultural domain. The extent to which a cultural do- 
main is actually shared in any given population is an em- 
pirical question-that is, a question that is open to testing.' 
Conversely, simple agreement about a set of items does not 
imply that the set is a cultural domain. If we ask 1,000 
randomly sampled informants in our own culture about 
their 10 favorite foods and every one of them happens to 
give the same list, it is still not a cultural domain because 
personal preferences are not the kind of thing that in prin- 
ciple could be a cultural domain. In contrast, responses to 
the question, "What foods are preferred in your commu- 
nity?" could be a cultural domain. 

Another aspect of cultural domains is that they have 
internal structure. That is, they are systems of items related 
by a web of relationships. For example, in the domain of 
animals, some animals are understood to eat other animals. 
The relation here is "eats:' and every pair of animals can be 
evaluated to see if the first animal eats the second. Another 
relation applicable to animals, recognized by biologists at 
least, is "competes with." 

A relation of particular importance that seems to be 
common to all cultural domains is the relation of similarity. 

Definition: 
The internal 
structure of a 
cultural domain 
refers to the 
relationships that 
exist among the 
items or things in it 
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It appears that, for all cultural domains, respondents can 
readily indicate which pairs of items they consider similar, 
and which they consider dissimilar. Another relation that 
seems to apply to most domains is co-occurrence, as in 
which foods "go with" which others, or which animals live 
in the same habitats with which others. 

Relations among things are a fundamental aspect of how 
humans think about the world. Lists of "universal" relations 
have been made by many researchers, including Casagrande 
and Hale (1967) and Spradley (1979). Spradley's list in- 
cludes the following: 

w Cause and effect (X causes Y, Y is the result of X) 

Inclusion (X is a kind of Y) 

w Rationale (X is a reason for doing Y) 

w Means-end (X is a way to accomplish Y) 

w Sequence (X follows Y) 

w Function (Xis used for Y) 

w Spatial (X is a part of Y; X is a place in Y) 

w Attribution (X is a characteristic of Y) 

w Location for action (X is a place for doing Y) 

Most of these, however, are not relations among items in the 
same domain, but rather relate the items from one domain 
to the items in another domain. For example, location for 
action relates a place, such as "Madrid" with an activity, such 
as "bullfighting"; places and activities typically belong to 
different cognitive domains. Similarly, the cause of a given 
effect is not necessarily a member of the same co&itive 
domain as the effect. For instance, making love may result in 
getting AIDS, but most respondents think of love as belong- 
ing to the domain of "feelings/emotions~' while AIDS is a 
member of the domain of "illnesses," In this chapter we 
concentrate on only those relations that relate items within 
a single cognitive domain. 

Other largely universal relations are semantic relations 
among the terms used to label items in a cultural domain. 



E L I C I T A T I O N  T E C H N I Q U E S  - * -  119 

These are relations such as synonymy (same meaning) and 
antonyrny (opposite meaning). For example, in the domain 
of illnesses, there is often more than one term for a given 
illness (such as a folk name and a medical term). Although 
the line separating relations among terms from relations 
among the items themselves may be difficult to draw, in 
principle, our interest here is in the relations among the 
items rather than among the terms we use to describe them. 

An important class of relations among items is the kind 
that can be reduced to a single attribute. For example, in the 
domain of illnesses, some illnesses are seen as "more con- 
tagious" than other illnesses. This relation is based on a 
single property of each illness in the domain, which is how 
contagious it is. This is different from the relation of (per- 
ceived) similarity, which is indivisible. We cannot attach a 
similarity score to an individual item-it is always attached 
to a pair. For example, we can say that the similarity between 
"pneumonia" and "flu" is 8 on a scale of 1 to 10, but it 
doesn't make sense to assign a similarity score to just one 
of the illnesses by itself (as in, "The flu has a similarity score 
of 3"). In contrast, it does make sense to assign to an 
individual illness a contagion score: We don't have to do it 
in pairs. The difference between attributes of individual 
items and relations among pairs of items becomes more 
clear as we go along in this chapter. 

In general, an attribute that makes sense for some items 
in a cultural domain will make sense for all items. In other 
words, if "sweetness" is a sensible attribute of fruit, then it 
is meaningful to ask "How sweet is ?" of all fruit in 
the domain. If the attribute cannot be applied to all items, 
this is sometimes because not all of the items are at the same 
level of contrast, which in turn means that subdomains 
exist. For example, if the domain of "animals" contains the 
items "squirrel," "ant," and "mammal," informants will be 
confused if asked whether squirrels are faster than mam- 
mals. The real test for items of different levels of contrast, 
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Figure 3.1. 
Hierarchically 

structured domain. 

@ Definition: 
Cover terms 

are summary terms 
encompassing 

all the items in a 
domain or 
subdomain 

however, is to look at the semantic "is a kind of '  relation 
(Casagrande & Hale, 1967; Spradley, 1979). If any item in a 
domain is a kind of any other item in the domain (e.g., a 
squirrel is a kind of mammal), then you know that the latter 
item is actually a cover term (or a "gloss") for a subdomain. 

Even if all of the items are of the same level of contrast, 
however, the inability to apply an attribute to all items is 
sufficient to suggest that the domain has a hierarchical 
taxonomic structure, and that the attribute belongs to items 
in one particular class. For example, the attribute "shape of 
wings" can be applied to some animals, but not to others. 
This means that the domain of animals contains at least two 
types-animals with wings and animals without-and 
within the set of those with wings, we can ask what shape 
the wings are (see Figure 3.1). 

ELICITING CULTURAL DOMAINS 
USING FREELISTS 

technique is used to 
elicit the elements or 

members of a 
cultural domain 

For domains that have a name or are easily described, the 
freelist technique is very simple: Just ask a set of informants 
to list all the members of the domain. For example, you 
might ask them to list all the names of illnesses that they 
can recall. If you do not know the name of a domain, you 
may have to elicit that first. For example, you can ask, "What 
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TABLE 3.1 Comparison o f  Freelist and Open-Ended Questions 

I Type of Question I Example I Objective 

Survey open-ended What illnesses have you had? Learn about the respondent 
(e.g., obtain patient history) 

Freelist question 

is a mango?" and very likely you will get a response like "It's 
a kind of fruit." Then you can ask, "What other kinds of 
fruit are there?" Note that if a set of items does not have a 
name in a given culture, it is likely that it is not (yet) a 
domain in that culture. However, you can still obtain a list 
of related items by asking questions such as, "What else is 
there that is like a mango?" 

At first glance, the freelist technique may appear to be 
the same as any open-ended question, such as "What ill- 
nesses have you had?" The difference is that freelisting is 
used to elicit cultural domains, and open-ended questions 
are used to elicit information about individual informants 
(see Table 3.1). In principle, the freelists from different 
respondents who belong to the same culture should be 
comparable and similar because the stimulus question is 
about something outside themselves and that they have in 
common with other members. In contrast, an open-ended 
question could easily generate only unique answers. 

COLLECTING FREELIST DATA 

What illnesses are there? 

Ordinarily, freelists are obtained as part of a semistructured 
interview, not an informal conversation. With literate infor- 
mants, it is easiest to ask the respondents to write down all 
the items they can think of, one item per line, on a piece of 
paper. The exact same question is asked of the entire sample 
of respondents (see below for a discussion of sample size). 

Learn about the domain (e.g., 
develop list of named illnesses) 
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TABLE 3.2 Top 20 Animals Mentioned, Ordered by Frequency 

Rank Item Name 

Cat 

Dog 
Elephant 

Zebra 
Squirrel 
Tiger 

Cow 

Fish 

Bear 
Whale 

Deer 
Monkey 
Giraffe 

Gorilla 
Mouse 

Snake 

Lion 

Antelope 

Leopard 
Turtle 

Frequency Respondent % Average Rank 

4.85 
3.62 
8.20 

11 .1  1 

12.88 
5.50 

10.86 
13.29 
7.00 

13.86 
11.29 
10.00 
12.00 
14.67 
8.83 

13.33 
1 1 .oo 
1 1 .oo 
12.40 
7.80 

We then count the number of times each item is mentioned 
and sort the items in order of decreasing frequency. For 
example, I asked 14 undergraduates at Boston College to list 
all the animals they could think of. On average, each per- 
son listed 21.6 animal terms. The top 20 terms are given in 
Table 3.2. 

The number of informants needed to establish a cultural 
domain depends on the amount of cultural consensus in 
the population of interest-if every informant gives the 

Key point exact same answers, you only need one-buta conventional 
rule of thumb is to obtain lists from a minimum of 30 lists. 
One heuristic for determining whether it is necessary to 
interview more informants, recommended by Gery Ryan, 
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is to compute the frequency count after obtaining 20 or so 
lists from randomly chosen informants, then repeat the 
count after 30 lists.' If the relative frequencies of the top 
items have not changed, this suggests that no more infor- 
mants are needed. In contrast, if the relative frequencies 
have changed, this indicates that the structure has not yet 
stabilized, and you need more informants. This procedure 
works only if the respondents are being sampled at random 
from the population of interest. If, for example, the domain 
is illnesses and the first 20 respondents are all nurses, the 
method might indicate that no more respondents are 
needed. Yet if the results are intended to represent more 
than just nurses, more (non-nurse) respondents will be 
needed. 

The frequency of items is usually interpreted in terms of 
their salience to informants. That is, items that are fre- 
quently mentioned are assumed to be highly salient to 
respondents, so that few forget to mention those items. 
Another aspect of salience, however, is how soon the re- 
spondent recalls the item. Items recalled first are assumed 
to be more salient than items recalled last. The second 
column from the right in Table 3.2 gives the average posi- 
tion or rank of each item on each individual's list. With 
sufficient respondents (more than used in Table 3.2), it is 
often the case that a strong negative correlation exists be- 
tween the frequency of the items and their average rank, at 
least for the items mentioned by a majority of respondents. 
This means that the higher the probability that a respon- 
dent mentions an item, the more likely it is that he or she 
will mention it early. This supports the notion of salience 
as a latent variable that determines both whether an item is 
mentioned and when. In recognition that frequency and 
average rank are both reflections of the same underlying 
property (i.e., salience), some researchers like to combine 
the two into a single mea~ure.~ 
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Figure 3.2. Sorted 
frequency of 

items in a - 
freelisting of the 

"bad words" domain. 

60 

Domain Item 

Once the freelists have been collected and tabulated, it 
usually becomes apparent that there are a few items that are 
mentioned by many respondents, and there are a huge 
number of items that are mentioned by just one person. For 
example, I collected freelist data on the domain of "bad 
words" from 92 undergraduate students at the University 
of South Carolina. A total of 309 distinct items were ob- 
tained, of which 219 (71%) were mentioned by only one 
person (see Figure 3.2). As discussed near the end of this 
section, domains seem to have a corelperiphery sort of 
structure with no absolute boundaries. The more respon- 
dents you have, the longer the periphery (the right-hand tail 
in Figure 3.2) grows, though ever more slowly. 

From a practical point of view, of course, it is usually 
necessary to determine a boundary for the domain one is 
studying. 



E L I C I T A T I O N  T E C H N I Q U E S  - o o o  125 

One natural approach is to count as members of the domain 
all items that are mentioned by more than one respondent. 
This is logical because cultural domains are shared, at least 
to some extent, and it is hard to argue that an item mentioned 
by just one person is shared. However, this approach usually 
does not cut down the number of items enough for further 
research. Another approach is to look for a natural break or 
"elbow" in the sorted list of freq~encies.~ This is most easily 
done by plotting the frequencies in what is known as a "scree 
plot" (see Figure 3.2). When such a break can be found, it is 
very convenient and may well reflect a real difference be- 
tween the culturally shared items of the domain and the 
idiosyncratic items. But if no break is present, it is ultimately 
necessary to arbitrarily choose the top N items, where N is 
the largest number you can really handle in the remaining 
part of the study. In Figure 3.2, no really clear breaks are 
present, but there are three "mini-breaks" that one might 
consider. In the sorted list of words;they occur after the 20th 
2 6 t h, and 40th words. 

One problem that must be dealt with before computing 
frequencies is the occurrence of synonyms,variant spellings, 
subdomain names, and the use of modifiers. For instance, 
in the "bad words" domain, some of the terms elicited were 
"whore," "ho:' and "hore." It is likely that "whore" and 
"hore" are variant spellings of the same word and therefore 
pose no real dilemma. In contrast, "ho:' which was used 
primarily by African American students, could conceivably 
have a somewhat different meaning. (There is always this 
potential when a word is used more often by one ethnic 
group than by others.) Similarly, in the domain of animals, 
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the terms "aardvark" and "anteater" are synonymous for 
most people, but for some (including biologists), "anteater" 
refers to a general class of animals, of which the aardvark is 
just one. Whether they should be treated as synonyms or 
not will depend on the purposes of the study. It may be 
necessary, before continuing, to ask respondents whether 
"aardvark" means the same thing as "anteater." 

Occasionally, respondents will fall into a response set in 
which they list a class of items separated by modifiers. For 
example, they may name "grizzly bear," "Kodiak bear," 
"black bear:' and "brown bear." Obviously, these constitute 
subclasses of bear that are at a lower level of contrast than 
other terms in their lists. Occasionally, these kinds of items 
may lead respondents to generalize the principle to other 
items, so that they then list such items as "large dog," "small 
dog:' and "hairless dog." In general, this is not a problem 
because these kinds of items will be mentioned by just one 
person, and so will be dropped from further consideration. 

ANALYZING FREELIST DATA 

Although the main purpose of the freelisting exercise is to 
obtain the membership list for a domain, the lists can also 
be used as ends in themselves. That is, several interesting 
analyses can be done with such lists. 

Once we have a master list of all items mentioned, we can 
arrange the freelist data as a matrix in which the rows are 
respondents and the columns are items (see Table 3.3). The 
cells of the matrix can contain ones (if the respondent in a 
given row mentioned the item in a given column) or zeros 
(if the respondent did not mention that item). Taking col- 
umn sums of the matrix would give us the item frequencies. 
Taking column averages would give us the proportion of 
respondents mentioning each item. Taking row sums would 
give us the number of items in each person's freelist. 
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TABLE 3.3 Portion of Respondent-by-Item Freelist Matrix 

Respondents 

Items 

Cat Dog Elephant Zebra Squirrel Tiger Cow Fish 

The number of items in an individual's freelist is inter- 
esting in itself. Although perhaps confounded by such vari- 
ables as respondent intelligence, motivation, and personal- 
ity, it seems plausible that the number of items listed reflects 
a person's familiarity with the domain (Gatewood, 1984). 
For example, if we ask people to list all sociological theories 
of deviance they can think of, we should expect to find that 
professional sociologists have longer lists than most other 
people. Similarly, dog fanciers are likely to produce longer 
lists of dog breeds than ordinary people. Yet length of list is 
obviously not perfectly correlated with domain familiarity, 
because respondents who are relatively unfamiliar with a 
domain can produce impressively long lists of very unusual 
items-items with which other respondents would not 
agree. 

To construct a better measure of domain familiarity (or 
"cultural domain competence"), we could weight the items 
in an individual freelist by the proportion of respondents 
who mention the item. Adding up the weights of the items 
in a respondent's freelist then gives a convenient measure 
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TABLE 3.4 Respondent-by-Item Freelist Matrix 

TABLE 3.5 Item-by-Item Matrix of Co-Occurrences 
(Based on Table 3.4) 

of cultural competence. Respondents score high on this 
measure if they mention many high-frequency items and 
avoid mentioning low-frequency items. 

Another way to analyze freelist data-now focusing on 
the items rather than the respondents-is to examine the 
co-occurrences among freelisted items. Table 3.4 gives an 
excerpt from a respondent-by-item freelist matrix. There 
are four items labeled A through D. Consider Items A and 
B. Each is mentioned by four respondents. Three respon- 
dents mention both of them. That is, A and B co-occur in 
three of the six freelists. By comparing every pair of items, 
we can construct the item-by-item matrix given in Table 3.5. 
This matrix can then be displayed via multidimensional 
scaling, as shown in Figure 3.3. In a multidimensional 
scaling map of this kind, two items are close together to the 
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extent that many respondents mentioned both items. Items 
that are far apart on the map were rarely mentioned by the 
same respondents. 

Typically, such maps will have a corelperiphery structure 
in which the core members of the domain (i.e., the most 
frequently mentioned) will be at the center, with the rest of 
the items spreading away from the core and the most idi- 
osyncratic items located on the far periphery. The effect is 
similar to a fried egg.5 

There are a number of other ways to analyze freelist data. 
As Henley (1969) noticed, the order in which items are 
listed by individual respondents is not arbitrary. Typically, 

Figure 3.3. 
Multi-Dimensional 
Scaling (MDS) 
of 90 "bad words" 
based on their 
co-occurrence in 
freelists. 
NOTE: Core items 
of the domain are 
found in the middle 
of the space. Items 
mentioned by only a 
few respondents are 
on the periphery. 
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respondents produce runs of similar items separated by 
visible pauses. Even if we do not record the timing, we can 
recover a great deal of information about the cognitive 
structuring of the domain by examining the relative posi- 
tion of items on the list. Two factors seem to affect position 
on the list. First, as mentioned earlier, the more central 
items tend to occur first. When we ask North Americans to 
list all animals, "cat" and "dog" tend to be at the top of each 
person's list, and they tend to be mentioned by everyone. 

A second pattern is that related items tend to be men- 
tioned near each other (i.e., the difference in their ranks is 
small). Hence, we can use the differences in ranks for each 
pair of items as a rough indicator of the cognitive similarity 
of the items. To do this, we construct a new person-by-item 
matrixin which the cells contain ranks rather than ones and 
zeros. For example, if respondent "Jim" listed item "Deer" 
as the seventh item on his freelist, then we would enter a "7" 
in the cell corresponding to his row and the deer column. 
If a second respondent named "Fred" did not mention an 
item at all, we enter a special code in Fred's column denoting 
a missingvalue (nota zero). Then, we compute correlations 
(or distances) among the columns of the matrix. The result 
is an item-by-item matrix indicating how similarly items 
are positioned in different people's lists, when they occur at 
all. This can then be displayed using multidimensional 
scaling. It should be noted, however, that if the primary 
interest of the study is to uncover similarities among the 
members of a domain, it is probablywise to use more direct 
methods, such as those outlined in the next section. 

It should also be noted that although we reserve the term 
"freelisting" for the relatively formal elicitation task de- 
scribed here, the basic idea of asking informants for exam- 
ples of a conceptual category is very useful even in informal 
interviews (Spradley, 1979). For example, in doing an eth- 
nography of an academic department, we might find our- 
selves asking an informant, "You mentioned that there are 
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a number of ways that graduate students can get into diffi- 
culty. Can you give me some examples?" Rather than elicit- 
ing all the members of the domain, the objective might be 
simply to elicit just one element, which then becomes the 
vehicle for further exploration. 

It is also possible to reverse the question and ask the 
respondent if a given item belongs to the domain, and if 
not, why not. The negative examples help to elicit the 
characteristics that are shared by all members ofthe domain 
and that therefore might otherwise go unmentioned. 

ELICITING DOMAIN STRUCTURE 
USING PILESORTS 

The pilesort task is used primarily to elicit from respon- Definition: 
dents judgments of similarity among items in a cultural Pile~orts elicit 

judgments of domain. It can also be used to elicit the attributes that similarity aMng 
people use to distinguish among the items. There are many items in a cultural 
variants of the pilesort technique. We begin with the fiee domain 

pilesort. 

COLLECTING PILESORT DATA 

The typical free pilesort technique begins with a set of in- 
dex cards on which the name or short description of a 
domain item is written. For example, for the cultural do- 
main of illnesses, we might have a set of 80 cards, one for 
each illness. For convenience, a unique ID number is writ- 
ten on the back of each card. The stack of cards is shuffled 
randomly and given to a respondent with the following 
instructions: "Here are a set of cards representing kinds of 
illnesses. I'd like you to sort them into piles according to 
how similar they are. You can make as many or as few piles 
as you like. Go!" 
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Figure 3.4. 
Example of sorting 

card for the domain 
of "flowers." 

In some cases, it is better to do it in two steps. First, you 
ask the respondents to look at each card to see if they 
recognize the illness. Ask them to set aside any cards repre- 
senting illnesses with which they are unfamiliar. Then, with 
the remaining cards, have them do the sorting exercise. 

Sometimes, respondents object to having to put a given 
item into just one pile. They feel that the item fits equally 
well into two different piles. This is perfectly acceptable. In 
such cases, I simply take a blank card, write the name of the 
item on the card, and let them put one card in each pile. As 
discussed in a later section, putting items into more than 
one pile causes no problems for analyzing the data and may 
correspond better to the respondents'views. The onlyprob- 
lem it creates is that it becomes more difficult later on to 
check whether the data were entered into databases cor- 
rectly, since having an item appear in more than one pile is 
usually a sign that someone has mistyped an ID code. 

Instead of writing names of items on cards, it is some- 
times possible to sort pictures of the items (see Figure 3.4), 
or even the items themselves (e.g., when working with the 
folk domain of "bugs"). However, it is my belief that, for 
literate respondents, the written method is always best. 
Showing pictures or using the items themselves tends to bias 
the respondents toward sorting according to physical attri- 
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butes such as size, color, and shape. For example, sorting 
pictures of fish yields sorts based on body shape and types 
of fins (Boster &Johnson, 1989). In contrast, sorting names 
of fish allows hidden attributes to affect the sorting (such 
as taste, where the fish is found, what it is used for, how iL 
is caught, what it eats, how it behaves, etc.). 

Normally, thepilesort exercise is repeated with a t  least30 Key point 
resp~ndents,~ although the number depends on the amount 
of variability in responses. For example, if everyone in a 
society would give exactly the same answers, you would 
only need one respondent. But if there is a great deal of 
variability, you may need hundreds of sorts to get a good 
picture of the modal answers (i.e., the most common re- 
sponses), and so that you can cut the data into demographic 
subgroups in order to see how different groups sort things 
differently. 

ANALYZING PILESORT DATA 

Pilesort data are tabulated and interpreted as follows. Every 
time a respondent places a given pair of items in the same 
pile together, we count that as a vote for the similarity of 
those two items (see Table 3.6). In the domain of animals, 
if all of the respondents place "coyote" and "wolf' in the 
same pile, we take that as evidence that these are highly 
similar items. In contrast, if no respondents put "salaman- 
der" and "moose" in the same pile, we understand that to 
mean that salamanders and moose are not very similar. We 
further assume that if an intermediate number of respon- 
dents put a pair of items in the same pile, this means that 
the pair are of intermediate similarity. 

This interpretation of agreement as monotonically7 re- 
lated to similarity is not trivial and is not widely understood. 
It reflects the adoption of a set of simple process models for 
how respondents go about solving the pilesort task. 
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TABLE 3.6 Percentage of Respondents Placing Each Pair of Items in the Same Pile 

I I Frog I salamander 1 Beaver 1 Raccoon I Rabbit ( Mouse 1 coyote ( Deer 1 Moose 1 

Salamander 1 96 1 100 1 4 1 
I I I I 

Frog 
I I I I I I I I I 

100 

Beaver 

Raccoon 

Mouse 1 0 1  2 1 5 6 1  58 1 75 1 1 0 0 1  1 7 1  15 1 10 

Rabbit 

96 

6 

2 

I I I I I I I I I 
2 

Coyote 

NOTE: Data collected by Sandy Anderson under the direction of John Gatewood. 

6 

4 

0 

Deer 

Moose 

One such model is the metric model. Each respondent has 
the equivalent of a similarity metric in his or her head (e.g., 
he or she has a spatial map of the items in semantic space). 
However, the pilesort task essentially asks respondents to 
state, for each pair of items, whether the items are similar or 
not. Therefore, they must convert a continuous measure of 
similarity or distance into a yes/no judgment. If the similar- 
ity of the two items is very high, they place, with high prob- 
ability, both items in the same pile. If the similarity is very 
low, they place the items, with high probability again, in dif- 
ferent piles. If the similarity is intermediate, they essentially 
flip a coin (i.e., the probability of placing in the same pile is 
near 0.5). This process is repeated with each respondent, 
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I I I I I I I I I 
0 

2 

100 

62 
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leading the highly similar items to be placed in the same pile 
most of the time and the dissimilar items to be placed in 
different piles most of the time. The items of intermediate 
similarity are placed together by approximately half of the 
respondents and placed in separate piles by the other half, 
resulting in intermediate similarity scores. 

An alternative model, not inconsistent with the first one, 
is that people think of items as bundles of features or 
attributes. When asked to place items in piles, they place the 
ones that have mostly the same attributes in the same piles 
and place items with mostly different attributes in separate 
piles. Items that share some attributes and not others have 
intermediate probabilities of being placed together, and this 
results in intermediate proportions of respondents placing 
them in the same pile. 

Both of these models are quite plausible. However, even 
if either or both are true, there is still a problem with how 
to interpret intermediate percentages. Just because inter- 
mediate similarity implies intermediate consensus does not 
mean that the converse is true, namely that intermediate 
consensus implies intermediate similarity, For example, 
suppose half the respondents clearly understand that shark 
and dolphin are very similar (because they are large ocean 
predators) and place them in the same pile, whereas the 
other half of the respondents are just as clear on the idea 
that shark and dolphin are quite dissimilar (because one is 
a fish and the other is a mammal). Under these conditions, 
50% of respondents would place shark and dolphin in the 
same pile, but we would notwant to interpret this as mean- 
ing that 100% of respondents believed shark and dolphin 
to be moderately similar. In other words, the measurement 
of similarity via aggregating pilesorts depends crucially on 
the assumption of underlying cultural consensus (Romney, 
Weller, & Batchelder, 1986). It is impossible to interpret the 
results of pilesorts if fundamentally different systems of 
classification are in use among different respondents. 
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To some extent, this same problem afflicts the interpre- 
tation of freelist data as well. Items that are mentioned by a 
moderate or small proportion of respondents are assumed 
to be peripheral to the domain. Yet this interpretation holds 
only if the definition of the domain is not contested by 
different groups of respondents. This could happen if we 
unwittingly mix respondents from very different cultures. 
For example, Chavez, McMullin, Martinez, Mishra, and 
Hubbell (1995) observed strong differences in freelisting 
responses by Mexicans, Salvadorans, Chicanos, European 
Americans, and European American physicians. 

We can record the proportion of respondents placing 
each pair of items in the same pile using an item-by-item 
matrix, as shown in Table 3.6. This matrix can then be 
represented spatially via nonmetric multidimensional scal- 
ing, or analyzed via cluster analysis.' Figure 3.5 shows a 
multidimensional scaling of pilesort similarities among 30 
crimes collected by students of Mark Flei~her.~ In general, 
the purpose of such analyses would be to 

w Reveal underlying perceptual dimensions that people use to 
distinguish among the items 

w Detect clusters of items that share attributes or comprise 
subdomains 

Let us discuss the former goal first. One way to uncover 
the attributes that structure a cultural domain is to ask 
respondents to name them as they do the pilesort.1° One 
approach is to ask respondents to "think aloud" as they do 
the sort. This is useful information but should not be the 
only attack on this problem. Respondents can typically 
come up with dozens of attributes that distinguish among 
items, but it is not easy for them to tell you which ones are 
important. In addition, many of the attributes will be highly 
correlated with each other, if not directly synonymous, 
particularly as we look across respondents. It is also possible 
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that respondents do not really know why they placed items Figure 3.5. 

into the piles that they did: When a researcher asks them to Pi'es0rt 
among 30 crimes 

explain, they cannot directly examine their unconscious represented by mLlti- 
thought processes; instead, they go through a process of dimensional scaling. 
justifying and reconstructing what they must have done. 
For example, from a linguist's point of view, native speakers 
of a language are astonishingly good at constructing gram- 
matically well-formed sentences, but they do not need to 
have conscious knowledge of grammar to do this. 

In addition, it is possible that the research objectives may 
not require that we know how the respondent completes the 
sorting task, merely that we can predict the results accu- 
rately. In general, scientists build descriptions of reality 
(theories) that are expected to make accurate predictions 
but are not expected to be literally true, if only because these 
descriptions are not unique and are situated within human 
languages using only concepts understood by humans liv- 
ing at one small point in time. This is similar to the situation 
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in artificial intelligence where if someone could construct a 
computer that could converse in English so well that it could 
not be distinguished from a human, we would be forced to 
grant that the machine understood English, even if the way 
it did so could not be shown to be the same as the way 
humans do it. What is common to both scientific theories 
and artificial intelligence is that we evaluate truth (success) 
in terms of the behavioral outcomes, not an absolute yard- 
stick. 

To discover the underlying perceptual dimensions that 
people use to distinguish among items in a cultural domain, 
we begin by compiling the attributes elicited directly from 
respondents. Then, we look at the multidimensional scaling 
(MDS) map to see if the items are arrayed in any kind of 
order that is apparent to us." For example, in the crime data 
shown in Figure 3.5, it appears that as we move from right 
to left on the map, the crimes become increasingly serious. 
This suggests the possibility that respondents use the attri- 
bute "seriousness" to distinguish among crimes. Of course, 
the idea that the leftmost crimes are more serious than the 
rightmost crimes is based on the researcher's perceptions of 
the crimes, not the informants'. Furthermore, there are 
other attributes that might arrange the crimes in roughly 
the same order (such as violence). The first question to ask 
is whether respondents have the same view of the domain 
as the researchers. 

To resolve this issue, we take all of the attributes, both 
those elicited from respondents1' and those proposed by 
researchers, and administer a questionnaire to a (possibly 
new) sample of respondents, asking them to rate each item 
on each attribute. This way, we get the informants' views of 
where each item stands on each attribute. Then, we use a 
nonlinear multiple regression technique called PROFIT 
(Kruskal & Wish, 1978) to statistically relate the average 
ratings provided by respondents to the positions of the 
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items on the map. Besides providing a statistical test of 
independence (to guard against the human ability to see 
patterns in everything), the PROFIT technique allows us to 
plot lines on the MDS map representing the attribute so that 
we can see in what direction the items increase in value on 
that attribute. Often, several attributes will line up in more 
or less the same direction. These are attributes that have 
different names but are highly correlated. The researcher 
might then explore whether they are all manifestations of a 
single underlying dimension of which respondents may or 
may not be aware. 

Sometimes, MDS maps do not yield much in the way of 
interpretable dimensions. One way that this can happen 
occurs when the MDS map consists of a few dense clusters 
separated by wide-open space. This can be caused by the 
existence of sets of items that happen to be extremely 
similar on a number of attributes. Most often, however, it 
signals the presence of subdomains (which are like categori- 
cal attributes that dominate respondents' thinking). For 
example, a pilesort of a wide range of animals, including 
birds, land animals, and water animals will result in tight 
clumps in which all the representatives of each group are 
seen as so much more similar to each other than to other 
animals that no internal differentiation can be seen. An 
example is given in Figure 3.6. In such cases, it is necessary 
to run the MDS on each cluster separately. Then, within 
clusters, it may be that meaningful dimensions will emerge. 

We may also be interested in comparing respondents' 
views of the structure of a domain. One way to think about 
the pilesort data for a single respondent is as the answers to 
a list of yeslno questions corresponding to each pair of 
items. For example, if there are Nitems in the domain, there 
are N(N- 1)/2 pairs of items, and for each pair, the respon- 
dent has put them either in the same pile (call that a "yes") 
or in a different pile (call that a "no"). Each respondent's 



140 -0-0- E N H A N C E D  E T H N O G R A P H I C  M E T H O D S  

TURKEY 
ROB1 N 

I WOODTHRUSH 

FLClMI NGO 

GORI LLCI 
BaBOON ELEPHCINT 

LEOPClB ON 

KCINGClROO FOX BECIUER 
HYENCl 

RCIBBI T 
C O m T E ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  

ONTELOPE BE'R SQUIRREL 
MOOSE GROUNDHOG 

DEER 
ELK MOUSE 

SNf4KE SClLM'lClNDER 

FROG 

STCIRFISH 

DOLPHIN 
WHClLE 

Figure 3.6. MDS of 
30 animals, based 

on pilesort data 
collected by Sandy 

Anderson and 
John Gatewood. 

NOTE: The lower 
left cluster has been 
artifically spread out 

to avoid having 
labels right on top 

of each other. 

view can thus be represented as a string of ones ("yes's") 
and zeros ("no's"). We can then, in principle, compare two 
respondents' views by correlating these strings. 

However, there are problems caused by the fact that some 
people create more piles than others. This is known as the 
"lumper/splitter" problem. For example, suppose two re- 
spondents have identical views of what goes with what. But 
one respondent makes many piles to reflect even the finest 
distinctions (he's a "splitter"), whereas the other makes just 
a few piles, reflecting only the broadest distinctions (she's a 
"lumper"). Correlating their strings would yield very small 
correlations, even though, in reality, they have identical 
views. Another problem is that the strings of two splitters 
can be fairly highly correlated, even when they disagree a 
great deal, because both say "no" so often (i.e., most pairs 
of items are not placed in the same pile together). Some 
analytical ways to ameliorate the problem have been de- 
vised, but they are beyond the scope of this chapter. 
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The best way to avoid the lumper/spZitter problrm is to Key point &, force all respondents to make the same number ofpiles. One 
way to do this is to start by asking them to sort all the items 
into exactly two piles, such that all the items in one pile are 
more similar to each other than to the items in the other 
pile. Record the results. Then ask the respondents to make 
three piles, letting them rearrange the contents of the origi- 
nal piles as necessary.13 The new results are then recorded. 
The process may be repeated as many times as desired. The 
data collected can then be analyzed separately at each level 
of splitting, or combined as follows. For each pair of items 
sorted by a given respondent, the researcher counts the 
number of different sorts in which the items were placed 
together. Optionally, the different sorts can be weighted by 
the number of piles, so that being placed together when 
there were only two piles does not count as much as being 
placed together when there were 10 piles. Either way, the 
result is a string of values (one for each pair of items) for 
every respondent, which can then be correlated with each 
other to determine which respondents had similar views. 

A more sophisticated approach was proposed by Boster 
(1994). To preserve the freedom of a free pilesort while also 
controlling the lumper/splitter problem, he begins with a 
free pilesort. If the respondent makes Npiles, the researcher 
then asks the respondent to split one of the piles, making 
N + 1 in total. He repeats this process as long as desired. He 
then returns to the original sort and asks the respondent to 
combine two piles so that there are N- 1 piles in total. This 
process is repeated until only two piles are left. 

Both of these methods, which we can describe as succes- 
sivepilesorts, yield very rich data, but they are time-consum- 
ing and can potentially require a lot of time to record the 
data. The respondent also has a long wait while data are 
recorded. In Boster's method, because piles are not rear- 
ranged at each step, it is possible to record the data in an 
extremely compact format without making the respondent 
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@ Definition: 
Triad tests are 

an alternative to 
pilesorts in which 
respondents are 
asked to identify 

similarities and 
differences among 

items in a domain by 
comparing them in 

groups of three at a 
time. Triad tests are 

best utilized when 
there are small 

numbers of items in 
a domain. 

wait at all. However, it requires extremely well-trained and 
alert interviewers to do it. 

ELICITING CULTURAL DOMAIN 
STRUCTURE USING TRIADS 

An alternative to pilesorts for measuring similarity is the 
triad test. Triads are used for the following: 

Very small domains (12 items or less) 

Testing hypotheses in which it is important that every respon- 
dent make an active judgment regarding the similarities 
among a certain set of items 

w Getting people to define which attributes they use to distin- 
guish among items 

In a triads test, the items in a domain are presented to the 
respondent in groups of three. For each triple, the respon- 
dent must pick out the one he or she judges to be the most 
different. For example, one triple drawn from the domain of 
animals might be the following: 

Dog Seal Shark 

Picking any item is equivalent to voting for the similarity 
of the other two. Hence, choosing "dog"wou1d indicate that 
"seal" and "shark" were similar, while choosing "shark" 
would indicate that "seal" and "dog" were similar. If all 
possible triples are presented, each pair of items will occur 
N- 2 times,14 each time "against" a different item. If a pair 
of items is really similar, it will "win" each of those contests 
and will be voted most similar a total of N- 2 times. If the 
pair is extremely dissimilar, it will never win. For example, 
"oyster"and "elephant" might occur in the following triples: 
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Oyster Elephant Dog 
Oyster Elephant Shrimp 
Oyster Elephant Ostrich 

In the first one, the respondent might choose "oyster" as 
the most different. In the second, the respondent might 
choose "elephant." In the third, the respondent might 
choose "oyster" again, and so on. Hence, the triad test in 
which every possible triple is presented will yield a similar- 
ity score for each pair of items that ranges from zero to 
N- 2, where Nis the number of items. For example, if there 
are 10 items, then each pair will occur against all 10 - 2 = 8 
remaining items. 

The problem with presenting all possible triples is that 
there are N(N - 1)(N - 2)/6 of them, which is a quantity 
that grows with the cube of the number of items. For 
example, if the domain has 30 items in it, the number of 
triples is (30 x 29 x 28)/6, which is 4,060, which is too many 
for an informant to respond to, even over a period of days. 
The solution is to take a manageable sample of triples. For 
example, out of the 4,060 triples, we might randomly select 
200 for the respondent to work with. However, a random 
sample would allow some pairs of items to appear in several 
triples and others not to occur at all. The latter would be a 
real problem because the purpose of the task is to measure 
the perceived similarity between every pair of items. 

The solution is to use a balanced incomplete block (BIB) 
design (Burton & Nerlove, 1976). In a BIB design, every pair 
of items occurs a fixed number of times. The number of 
times that the pair occurs is known as lambda (h). In a 
complete design (where all possible triples occur), h obvi- 
ously equals N - 2, because each pair occurs against every 
other item in the domain. When h equals 1, we have the 
smallest possible BIB design, where each pair of items oc- 
curs only once. For a domain with 30 items, a h = 1 design 
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would have only 435 triad-still a lot, but a considerable 
savings over 4,060. 

In general, however, h = 1 designs should be avoided, 
because the similarity of each pair of items will be com- 
pletely determined by their relation to whichever item hap- 
pens to turn up as the third item. For example, if "elephant" 
and "mouse" occur in this triple: 

Mouse Elephant Rat 

it is likely that they will be measured as not similar, because 
"elephant" is likely to be chosen as most different. But if they 
happen to occur in this triple: 

Mouse Elephant Oyster 

it is likely that they will be measured as similar. Thus, it is 
much better to have at least a h = 2 design, where each pair 
of items occurs against two different third items. The only 
exception to this rule of thumb occurs when you give each 
respondent in a culturally homogeneous sample a com- 
pletely different triad test based on the same set of items but 
containing different triples. For example, Respondent 1 
might get "mouse" and "elephant" paired with "oyster," but 
Respondent 2 might get "mouse" and "elephant" paired with 
"dog." In a way, this is like taking a complete design and 
spreading it out across multiple respondents. This can work 
well, but it means that you cannot compare respondents' 
answers with each other to assess similarity of views, because 
each person was given a different questionnaire. 

A nice feature of the triads task is that unlike the simple 
pilesort, it yields degrees of similarity for pairs of items for 
each respondent. In the simple pilesort, each respondent 
essentially gives a "yes, they are similar" or "no, they are not" 
vote. In the triads, the range of values obtained for each pair 
of items goes from zero to h. Hence, for a h  = 3 design, each 
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pair of items is assigned an ordinal similarity score of O,1, 
2, or 3. This means that we can sensibly construct separate 
MDS maps for each respondent.15 

One problem with triad tasks is that respondents often 
find them tiring and repetitive. They will swear that a 
certain triad has already occurred and will suspect that you 
are trying to see if they are responding consistently, which 
makes them nervous. Another problem is that respondents 
tend to become aware of their own thought processes as 
they proceed, and they start feeling uncomfortable about 
using varying criteria (which is unavoidable) to pick the 
item most different in each triple. This makes them feel that 
they are not doing a good job. In general, triads are usefirl 
only for very small domains (12 items or less) or for testing 
hypotheses (where it is important that every respondent 
make an active judgment regarding the similarities among 
a certain set of items). 

ANALYZING TRIAD DATA 

Perhaps the most interesting use of triads was by Romney 
and D'Andrade (1964), who used them to test two theories 
of cognition about American male kinship roles, such as 
grandfather, father, son, grandson, unde, brother, nephew, 
and cousin. One theory, by Wallace and Atkins (1960), held 
that Americans use two attributes-generation and lineal- 
ity-to distinguish among the roles, as shown in Table 3.7. 
In the table, lineal refers to kin who are either ancestors or 
descendants of the speaker, who, by convention, is labeled 
ego. The term collineal refers to nonlineal kin whose set of 
ancestors includes or is included by ego's set of ancestors. 
The term ablineal refers to all other blood relatives. 

If the theory is true, in a triads test that included the 
triple 

Grandfather Grandson Father 
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TABLE 3.7 Wallace and Atkins Model of American Kinship 

Genera tion I Lineal I Collineal I Ablineal I 
2 generations above ego 

1 generation above ego 

Same as ego 

Americans should choose "grandson" as the one most dif- 
ferent because grandfather and father are the least different 
with respect to the two attributes in the model (all of the 
terms are lineal, differing only on generation, where "grand- 
father" and "father" are adjacent, but "grandson" is a step 
removed). 

In contrast, Romney and D'Andrade propose a model 
with three attributes-generational distance (e.g., number 
of generations from the speaker, or ego); lineality (see above 
for definition); and reciprocal roles (e.g., roles defined in 
terms of each other, such as father and son, mother and 
daughter, or teacher and student)-as shown in Table 3.8. 
In the table, "direct" refers to kin that share the same 
ancestors as ego (but not necessarily descendants), and 
"collateral" refers to all others. 

According to the Romney and D'Andrade model, when 
faced with the same triad given above, Americans should 
choose, with equal probability, either "grandson" or "fa- 
ther" as the item most different, and should never choose 
"grandfather." Given these predictions, it was a simple mat- 
ter to test the theories by giving the triads to a sample of 
Americans and seeing which theory best predicted the ac- 
tual answers on the triads test. Overall, the best theory 
turned out to be the Romney and D'Andrade model. 

1 generation below ego 

2 generations below ego 

Grandfather 

Father 

Son 

Grandson 

Uncle 

Brother 

Nephew 

Cousin 
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TABLE 3.8 Romney and D'Andrade Model o f  American Kinship 

I Direct I Collateral 

INFORMAL USE OF TRIADS 

Generation f 2 

Generation f 1 

Generation 0 

So far, I have described onlythe formal use of the triads task, 
which results in the generation of similarities among items. 
Another way to use triads is as a device to spark discussion 
of the underlying attributes that people use to distinguish 
among items in the domain. To do this, we present infor- 
mants with a small random sample of triples, one at a time. 
For each triple, the informant is asked to explain in what 
ways each item is different from the other two. This is an 
extraordinarily effective way to elicit the attributes that 
people use to think about the domain. For example, con- 
sider this triple: 

Cancer Syphilis Measles 

- Reciprocal 

Grandson 

Son 

This triple can elicit a number of perceived attributes of 
illnesses including seriousness (%ancer is fatal"), age of the 
afflicted ("measles is something that kids get"), morality 
("you get syphilis from sleeping around too much"), con- 
tagiousness ("you can catch syphilis and measles from other 
people"), and so on. It is easy to see that only a handful of 
triples is required to elicit dozens and dozens of attributes. 

+ Reciprocal 

Grandfather 

Father 

Brother Cousin 

- Reciprocal 

Uncle 

+ Reciprocal 

Nephew 
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CONCLUSION 

I have presented three basic techniques for eliciting data 
concerning cultural domains. The freelist technique is used 
primarily to elicit the basic elements of the domain. The 
pilesort and triad tasks are used to elicit both similarities 
among the items and attributes that describe the items. In 
addition, I have touched on the use of multidimensional 
scaling to illustrate graphically the structure of the domain 
and to locate each item's position in that structure. 

Implicit in these data collection and analysis techniques 
is the idea of the cultural domain as a system or network of 
items related by semantic relations, or families of linked 
meanings. Thus, a cultural domain has internal structure, 
and it is the position of items within this structure that 
distinguishes the items from each other and gives them their 
unique meanings. Viewing domains in this manner empha- 
sizes their fundamental similarity to other systems, such as 
economies, societies, ecologies, machines, and brains. Con- 
sequently, I would suggest that to obtain additional tools for 
studying cultural domains, we should look to those disci- 
plines that have explicitly conceptualized their objects of 
study as systems or networks. In particular, I would recom- 
mend the techniques of social network analysis, which are 
reviewed by Scott (1991). 

NOTES 

1. Some people use the term "cognitive domain"to refer to domains that 
are not necessarily shared. For example, a psychologist might make an 
in-depth study of one person's understanding of nature. Because no other 
respondents were studied, the psychologist might refer to the person's 
categories as cognitive domains rather than cultural domains. However, it is 
important to realize that, whether they are shared or not, cognitive domains 
have all of the same properties as cultural domains, including being 
experienced as outside the individual. In this sense, we can think of cognitive 
domains as the general category, and cultural domains as a member of that 
category. 
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2. Personal communication from Gery Ryan, a medical anthropologist 
at the University of Missouri, Columbia. Dr. Ryan is a past instructor at the 
NSF Summer Institute for Research Methods in Cultural Anthropology. 

3. One such measure, Smith's S (Smith, 1993), is given in the rightmost 
column of Table 3.2. The measure is essentially a frequency count that is 
weighted inversely by the rank of the item in each list. In practice, Smith's S 
tends to be very highly correlated with simple frequency. 

4. You can also use salience, as captured by Smith's S. 
5. Although not an artifact, exactly, of the column sums of the matrix 

(i.e., some items are mentioned more often than others), the corelperiphery 
structure of co-occurrence matrices is made visible by not controlling for the 
sums. It is also useful to examine the pattern obtained by controlling for these 
sums. One way to do this is to simply compute Pearson correlations among 
the columns. Another way is to count both matches of the ones and the zeros. 

6. The number 30 is merely a convention-a rule of thumb. More 
respondents is always more desirable but involves more time and expense. 

7. This means that there is a one-to-one correspondence between the 
rank orders of the data. That is, the pair placed most often in the same pile is 
the most similar, the pair placed second-most often in the same pile is the 
second-most similar, and so on. 

8. An excellent introduction to multidimensional scaling is provided by 
Kruskal and Wish (1978). For an introduction to cluster analysis, I 
recommend Everitt (1980). 

9. The data were collected specifically for inclusion in this chapter by 
Jennifer Teeple, Dan Bakham, Shannon Sendzimmer, and Amanda Norbits. I 
am grateful for their help. 

10. It is best to use a different sample of respondents for this purpose, or 
to wait until they have finished the sort and then ask them to discuss the 
reasons behind their choices. Otherwise, the discussion will influence their 
sorts. You can also have them sort the items twice: the first time without 
interference, the second time discussing the sort as they go.Theresults of both 
sorts can be recorded, analyzed, and compared. 

11. It is important to remember that because the axes of MDS pictures are 
arbitrary, dimensions can run along any angle, not just horizontal or vertical. 

12. The attributes may be elicited as part of the pilesort exercise, or by 
showing the MDS map to informants and asking them to interpret it. 

13. An alternative here is to ask them to divide each pile in two. This is 
repeated as often as desired. 

14. Again, Nis the number of items in the domain. 
15. The same was true for the successive pilesort techniques described 

earlier. 
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SUGGESTED RESOURCES 

Borgatti, S. P. (1992). ANTHROPAC4.0. Columbia, SC: AnalyticTechnologies. 

Anthropac is a menu-driven computer program for cultural domain 
analysis. The program's capabilities include all of the techniques dis- 
cussed in this chapter. More information is available on the Internet at 
http:llwww.analytictech.com. 
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Kruskal, J. B., &Wish, M. (1978). Multidimensional scaling. Beverly Hills, CA: 
Sage. 

This is perhaps the clearest book available on the mathematics and 
interpretation of multidimensional scaling. 

Romney, A. K., Weller, S. C., & Batchelder, W. H. (1986). Culture as consensus: 
A theory of cultural and informant accuracy. American Anthropologist, 
88,313-338. 

This is a brilliant paper on the theory of consensus a n a l y s i ~  seminal 
article in the field. 

Scott, J. (1991). Social network analysis: A handbook London: Sage. 

Scott's book is a popular introduction to the techniques of social net- 
work analysis. It discusses everything from data management techniques 
to advanced analytical methods. 

Spradley, J. (1979). The ethnographic interview. New York: Holt, Rinehart & 
Winston. 

Spradley's book is perhaps the definitive book on interviewing technique 
in the context of cultural domain analysis. It is extremely well-written 
and has many examples. 
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Recording, audio. See Audiotaping 
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