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1988). Only after researchers are saturated in 
the data can they write the research report that 
does descriptive and analytical justice to the 
communication environment observed. Thus, 
ethnographers must commit the time and en-
ergy necessary to become more than just fa-
miliar with their research surroundings—they 
must become intimate with the communica-
tion environment. As a result of such intense 
involvement, researchers can overidentify with 
the participants and lose distance and analytical 
objectivity. 

       SUMMARY 

     1.  Observation and taking notes are two skills 
required for collecting qualitative data.  

    2.  Describing what is occurring is different 
from analyzing what occurred.  

    3.  Different qualitative research methods 
create different relationships between 
researcher and participants.  

    4.  Interactions with participants and observa-
tions of their interactions with others are 
captured as textual data.  

    5.  Field interviewing is a practical qualitative 
method for discovering how people think 
and feel about communication practices.  

 As technology use increases, however, the 
scene for ethnographers may shift from face-to-
face communication to online communication or 
a blend of the two. Garcia, Standlee, Bechkoff, and 
Cui (2009) provide recommendations for doing 
ethnography virtually. While traditional meth-
ods are used in online ethnography, researchers 
must also learn “how to translate observational, 
interviewing, ethical, and rapport-building skills 
to a largely text-based and visual virtual research 
environment” (p. 78).   

    Strengths and Limitations 
of Ethnographic Research 

 An obvious benefi t to ethnography is the rich, 
deep description that it offers. Reading ethnogra-
phy is often like being inside the communication 
environment, rather than being an outsider. Be-
cause the researcher is immersed in the cultural 
and social context where the communication 
occurs, he or she is able to develop an intimacy 
with both the communication context and its in-
teractants in a way not possible through other 
methods. 

 The most obvious limitation of ethnographic 
research is the time researchers must commit to 
the project. Conducting ethnography requires 
learning and then understanding the language, 
concepts, categories, practices, rules, beliefs, 
and values of those being studied (Van Maanen, 

 Reading Ethnography 

    1.   Does the author give details about how he or she entered the scene?  

   2.   Does the author describe the type and length of involvement and interaction 
with participants?  

   3.   How does the author describe the method of data collection?  

   4.   Is the description of the researcher’s experience detailed enough for you to feel 
as if  you are there?   

   5.   Are the details of the methodology suffi cient to warrant the claims made by the 
researcher?  

   6.   Are there plausible explanations for the communication described other than 
the ones presented by the ethnographer?   
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focus on language or speech communities 
to produce highly detailed analyses of how 
symbolic practices are expressed in a par-
ticular social structure.  

    15.  The advantage of ethnography is that it 
allows researchers to collect communication 
in its natural state.  

    KEY TERMS 

   autoethnography 

   critical incidents 

   ethnography 

   ethnography of 
communication 

   fi eld interviewing 

   fi eldnotes 

   focus group 

   focus group schedule 

   interview guide 

   narratives 

    See the website www.mhhe.com/keyton4 that 
accompanies this text. For each chapter, the site 
contains a: 

• chapter outline

• chapter checklist

• chapter summary

• short multiple-choice quiz

• PowerPoint presentation created by Dr. Keyton

For a list of internet resources, visit 
http://www.joannkeyton.com/Communication
ResearchMethods.htm.   

    6.  Researchers use an interview guide com-
posed mostly of open questions to encourage 
the respondent to tell his or her own story.  

    7.  Most interviews are recorded, transcribed, 
and verifi ed back to the recording.  

    8.  Guided by a facilitator, a focus group is 
composed of 5 to 10 people who respond to 
the facilitator’s question in a group discus-
sion format.  

    9.  Focus groups are a practical method for ad-
dressing applied communication problems 
and capturing the ideas of diffi cult-to-reach 
populations.  

    10.  Focus groups take advantage of the chain-
ing or cascading of conversation among 
participants.  

    11.  Narratives, or stories, can be collected in 
interviews, as critical incidents, from ques-
tionnaires, from the course of everyday 
conversation, and in many forms of printed 
communication.  

    12.  Ethnography is a qualitative research 
method in which the researcher immerses 
him- or herself in the communication en-
vironment for a long time, often becoming 
one of the interactants.  

    13.  Autoethnography is autobiographical, 
 reveals the author’s emotions, and is often 
written in fi rst person.  

    14.  Ethnography of communication is a theoret-
ically driven method in which researchers 
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