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The Beauty of Ethnography

Presented by:

Melinda Hermanns, PhD, RN, BC, CNE



Ethnography is…

• Study of people and their behaviors

ἔθνος ethnos and γράφω grapho



Myth

The study of "other" or 

"primitive" or "exotic“ cultures



What is Ethnography

• Humans: past and present

• Culture

• Acquired knowledge: interpret experiences and 
generate social experience

• Ethos (often tacit)

• Their point of view – example of groups:

• community, village, neighborhood, 

• organization, a work unit, network or group 

…that shares a common experience (i.e., living 
with a chronic condition or medical experience)



Ethnography

Spradley, 1979

• Culture is the way people make meaning of their 

experiences and operate in everyday life. 

• Collective cognitive constructions that shape 

beliefs/attitudes and underlie behavior



FIELD EXPERIENCE

Role Description Use

Observer
Researcher is physically and 

psychological absent

Inappropriate for ethnographic 

study; may be used for other 

forms of qualitative research

Participant-Observer
Researcher creates role for 

the purpose of study

Typical role in 

ethnographic study

Interviewer
Establishes role with each person 

interviewed

Primarily used in ethnographic 

interview studies

Source: McMillan and Schumacher

Participant Observation

http://www.upei.ca/~xliu/ed611/day6.htm


Participant Observation

• On-site observation

• Prolonged data 
collection

• Participants' 
constructed realities

• Corroboration of field 
observations

• Salient observations  

• Recording 
observations

• The process is like a 
funnel









Artifacts





“Old Man in the Clock”









Thank You! 

Questions?

Comments?
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