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PARADIGMS FOR THINKING 
ABOUT ETHNOGRAPHIC 
RESEARCH 

WHAT ARE RESEARCH PARADIGMS? 

All research is informed by particular worldviews or per
~pectives held by the researcher and scholars within his or 
her discipline. These perspectives are called paradigms. A 

paradigm constitutes a way of looking at the world; inter
preting what is seen; and deciding which of the things seen 
hy researchers are real, valid, and important to document. 
The most common paradigms in social science research and 
evaluation are positivism (the oldest); critical theory; inter
pretive, phenomenological, or constructivist theory; eco
logical theory; and social network theory. Many researchers 
make use of each of these approaches, depending on their 
research questions, their own personal preferences, and the 
constraints and needs of the research setting. Sometimes, 
an ethnographer's perspective on culture-how he or she 
chinks and writes about culture and with whom-is situ
ated in a synthesis of several paradigms. In the pages that 
follow, we will review the way in which people understand 
culture in the context of each of these approaches. We will 
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Paradigms? 
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The Positivist 
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The Interpretive, 
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• 
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Definition: ~ 
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framework for 
interpretation or 
a way of viewing 
the world 
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also consider the position likely to be taken by researchers 
as they consider 

• The types of questions they wish to ask 

• The cultural and social domains important in the research 

• The communities they plan to study 

• How and with whom the process of interpretation of data is 
likely to occur 

• How and with whom uses of research results are likely to be 
negotiated 

THE POSITIVISTIC PARADIGM 

Positivistic research represents an effort to duplicate the 
rules and assumptions of the biological sciences in the social 
sciences. It has been an especially important influence in 
experimental psychology, medicine, mental health, educa
tion, clinical studies, and the growing domain of prevention 
research. The positivist approach argues that reality is ob
servable and understandable, and that if the research is 
conducted with a properly representative sample of partici
pants, the findings that a researcher obtains are true or 
probably true for everyone in the study site-that is, they 
can be generalized to the study population as a whole. 

The aim of positivistic research is explanation leading to 
prediction of causal relationships. For example, researchers 
interested in whether or not medical interventions or inno
vative educational programs are effective would think as a 
positivist does and set up an experiment or quasi-experi
ment to test the relationship between the intervention and 
what the experimenters think ( or hope) its outcome will be. 

Positivistic research methods can be both qualitative and 
quantitative. In both cases, positivists assume a distinct 
conceptual and social separation between the researcher's 
influence and the object or events being studied. This is 
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what is meant by the term objectivity in positivist research. · 
In practice, objectivity requires the researcher to withhold 
his or her own biases and prejudices about the research and 
the people involved in it and to try to control any outside 
influences (including his or her own hopes about the out
comes) on the research results. The researcher tries to avoid 
influencing or "manipulating" the setting as much as pos
sible, even when the data are generated through face-to-face 
interaction in the field site. In Chapter 4 of this book, you 
will find a more extended discussion of experimentation 
that, along with the use of standardized survey instruments 
and some kinds of field observations, is informed by posi
tivistic principles that enforce the separation or detachment 
between the researcher and the study respondents or other 
subject matter. 

Positivists believe that the research methods they use can 
and should be neutral and value free, although they under
stand that the researchers' own values play a role in the 
selection of the research question. They also realize that 
values or priorities influence how research results are used. 
But positivist researchers themselves feel that they should 
remain disinterested in the actual conduct and outcomes of 
the research-at least for the duration of the project-so 
that their own strong interests or passionate commitments 
cannot become a source of bias in the ·conduct of the study 
or the interpretation of the results. They are also committed 
to using research methods and techniques that maintain 
this objectivity. 

Because they believe that control of researcher biases is, 
for the most part, a matter of both technical rigor or finesse 
and researcher self-discipline, positivists tend to believe 
that class, social race, ethnicity, gender, age, individual and 
group history, or other characteristics of the researcher 
should not influence the hypothetical causal models that 
drive or initiate a research project without theoretical jus-
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tification. This does not mean that there cannot be a match 
between the views and priorities of the researcher and the 
researched, or that these variables should not be included 
in the development of research models. It does require that 
the priorities and personal interests of the researcher alone 
must not influence the actual execution of the study and 
(especially) the interpretation of research results. 

Positivists may become quite active as advocates for or 
with the people or problems they study once the research 
project is complete. However, positivists would seldom, if 
ever, get involved in discussing research results with par
ticipants or introducing or conducting any nonresearch
related programs or interventions in the research site while 
the actual research is under way-especially if they believed 
that such activity would influence the outcome of the re
search. If the researcher were to intervene in the setting, it 
would violate positivist requirements that researchers 
maintain an affective neutrality with regard to study out
comes and the researcher's own influence on conduct of the 
investigation. One important exception to this position is 
experimental research design, where the point of the re
search is to evaluate the impact of an intervention or experi
mental program. Here, the research project calls for the 
investigator/researcher to guide the conduct of the program 
so that it can be evaluated rigorously by the research team. 
In such instances, the researchers would avoid exercising 
direct influence on the evaluation, during both the program 
and the evaluation. 

· To the extent that they do collaborate with nonresearch
ers on a project, positivists discuss the conduct of their 
studies with research partners-those nonresearcher/ 
collaborators joining in the design and execution of re
search projects. Such partners, who cari include institu
tional administrators, heads of community organizations 
and institutions, and directors of funding agencies, can play 
a variety of roles in the research and can even modify or 
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d1ange the selection of research methods and techniques. 
These partners may participate in interpreting the results, 
often offering new and interesting perspectives on the data 
that the researchers might not have considered. They can 
also contribute in important ways to interpretations of 
unexpected or unpredicted results. Elicitation of insights 
from research partners is a form of member-checking that 
ensures the validity, authenticity, and credibility of results. 

Member-checking is not the main way that positivists 
disseminate research results to research participants. This 
is because the first audience for the positivist's research 
results is usually the scientific community. Positivists have 
a deep commitment to furthering science, and they con
sider it unprofessional, if not unethical, not to share impor
tant results with the scientific community. Sharing of re
sults with other audiences -including the participants of 
the research-certainly is important but is carried out in 
addition to scientific publications. Applied ethnographers, 
however, give priority to dissemination to research partici
pants. 

THE CRITICAL PARADIGM 

Critical theorists are interested in how the history and 
political economy of a nation, state, or other system exerts 
direct or indirect domination overthe political, economic, 
social, and cultural expressions of citizens or residents, 
including minority groups. Critical theory guides investi
gation into the sources and dimensions of inequality in 
such systems. In the critical paradigm, scientists are ex
pected to function as intellectual advocates and activists. 
Researchers are expected to use the tools of research to 
discover inequities and to find ways-whether through 
research, dialogue, intervention, political action, or policy 
change-to bring about change in inequitable distributions 
of power, cultural assets, and other resources. 
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Critical theorists, like positivists, believe that researchers 
can capture reality accurately in the specific historical and 
geographical contexts they study. However, they also as
sume that the interpretation of the cultural products ( words 
and text, norms, behaviors, symbols, physical objects, etc.) 

they examine is influenced by the context in which they are 
produced and reproduced. Because critical theorists view 
cultural behavior and beliefs as situated within a specific 
historical era, they believe that these behaviors and beliefs 

can change over time. They also note that much of what may 
appear to be cultural practice among oppressed people is a 
response to their subordinate status. In the United States, 
for example, many educators believe that the poor hygiene 

and unhealthful eating habits of many low-income children 
represent cultural preferences when, in fact, they are the 
result of inadequate plumbing or water supplies and insuf
ficient family income to purchase nutritious meals. 

For some critical theorists, capitalist institutions and 

their cultural products are targets for research that identi
fies flaws in their structure and promotes their abolition. 
Other critical theorists define restrictive or inequitable 
structures and cultural institutions more broadly, arguing 

that research and transformation can be planned and car
ried out in any restrictive setting in both incremental and 
large-scale ways. In other words, they believe that institu

tions can be transformed, and they seek ways of using 
research to serve the transformation process. Action re
search, which brings participants into the research and 

reflection process, is one such approach to change, although 
it is not always informed by the critical paradigm. 

Critical theory calls for a focus on the ways in which 
gender, class, culture, race, ethnicity, and power intersect to 
shape inequities. Included in this focus is the requirement 
that researchers themselves be aware of how their own class 

status; racial, ethnic, and gender orientation; and power 
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relationships vis-a-vis research participants affect what and 
how phenomena are studied and how data are interpreted. 

Because the final aim of critical research is to call atten
tion to the inequitable actions and policies of the dominant 
social paradigm or institution and to engage in selected 
activities or actions-guided by the findings of critical 
research-in order to bring about change, the critical ap
proach requires congruence among the aims, objectives, 
and values of the researcher and those of the group(s) 
involved in the study. To bring about such congruence, all 
participants, including researchers, should be involved in 
the research process, because the research is intended to be 
empowering-that is, to demonstrate how and in what 
ways participants are in positions of subordination or 
domination ( or, in some cases, both), and how they can act 
to change both their own situation and that of others. 
Values play an important role in the critical paradigm and 
should be identified and shared early in the negotiation of 
the research process. Critical theory also asks researchers to 
assist in enhancing research participants' individual and 
group potential for accessing important social and eco
nomic resources, for entering the political arena, for engag
ing in self-expression, and for becoming activists in shaping 
their own futures. 

Although critical theorists, like positivists-or any re
searchers, for that matter-are bound by ethical consider
ations to do no harm to research participants, they may be 
caught in a dilemma when their commitments to the well
being of the oppressed conflict with the interests of the 
groups or people acting as oppressors. Both may be partici
pants in the research, but the latter may consider their 
interests to be in peril if the former act in ways designed to 
improve their situation or reduce the degree to which they 
are oppressed. The researcher's dilemma in such cases is 
that he or she must choose among the following: 

-·-·- 47 
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• Decide which side to favor 

• Attempt to promote a dialogue by means of the research 
project or during review of research results 

• Strategize ways to do the most good--or the least harm-for 
all 

THE INTERPRETIVE, PHENOMENOLOGICAL, 
OR CONSTRUCTIVIST PARADIGM 

Interpretivists, phenomenologists, and constructivists all 
base their approach on a cognitive or mentalist view of 
reality. Although the terms are often used interchangeably, 
and in fact mean quite similar things, they do have their 
origins in different disciplines. The term phenomenology 
comes from philosophy. Constructivism comes from and is 
used most by educational researchers, sociologists, and psy
chologists, and interpretivism or interactionism tends to be 
used by sociologists and anthropologists. In this book, we 
will use the term interpretive to refer to all three. 

Crucial to interpretivists, constructivists, and pheno
menologists is the "social construction of reality." This 
means that, unlike positivists-who assume that reality has 
some tangible referent and that agreement can be achieved 
on its nature given sufficient time and careful research
interpretivists believe that what people know and believe to 
be true about the world is constructed-or made up-as 
people interact with one another over time in specific social 
settings. This conceptualization is similar to Jacobs's notion 
of "patterns for behavior;' which we cited earlier. Unlike the 
positivists, for whom research results are "true" at least in a 
probabilistic sense and are empirically verifiable, these 
theorists believe that the social "constructions of individu
als and groups are not more or less 'true' in an absolute 
sense, but simply more or less informed and/or sophisti
cated" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 111; see also Berger & 

Luckmann, 1967). Furthermore, constructs are not fixed or 



THINKING ABOUT ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH 

immutable; they can be altered through dialogue or over 
time, and the alterations can lead to new constructions or 
views of reality and new ways of acting ( cf. Nastasi & 

DeZolt, 1994). A distinction between interpretive and posi
tivistic approaches is that the former are inherently rela
tivistic because they assume that all constructs are equally 
valid and important. 

Interpretivists view culture as both cognitive and affec
tive, as reflected in shared meanings and as expressed in 
common language, symbols, and other modes of commu
nication. They believe that culture is created in a process as 
many individuals share or negotiate multiple and overlap
ping socially based interpretations of what they do and what 
occurs in local situations. Culture, then, is an abstract "con
struct" put together or "constructed" as people interact with 
each other and participate in shared activities. 

Another key component to the interpretive paradigm is 
that it always defines shared constructs and meanings as 
"situated"; that is, they are located in or affected by the 
social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, age, gender, and 
other contextual characteristics of those who espouse them. 
These characteristics influence how individuals think, be
lieve, and present themselves. An important element in the 
interpretive position, then, is first to define the socio
political status of each· speaker or participant before his or 
her place in the web of meaning is articulated by the re
searcher. Unlike positivists or critical theorists, inter
pretivists stick close to local meanings and find it difficult 
to tell only one "story." Instead, they tend to present com
plex accounts as polyvocal texts, or stories told in the voices 
of many different people or constituencies. 

Interpretive, constructivist, and phenomenological ap
proaches are inherently participatory because meaning can 
be created only through interaction. For researchers, this 
means that they must participate in the lives of research 
participants in order to observe social dialogue and inter-

-·-·- 49 
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action-the process of creating constructs, ideas, and 
meanings-as it occurs. Furthermore, authentic or valid 
individual constructs or ideas can be elicited and refined 
only through interaction between and among all re
searchers, participants, and partners in the project. In this 
sense, the data and findings of interpretivists are created 
and recreated as the research proceeds. Important to inter
pretive researchers is that the constructs or meaning sys
tems of researchers, participants, and research partners all 
carry equal weight, because negotiated meaning cannot 
occur unless the researcher is a full participant in the pro
cess. The nature of this interaction blurs the distinction 
between researcher and researched, subject and object, 
bringing all parties together as equal partners in the process 
of generating and interpreting data. Such blurring would 
never be permitted in a positivistic research project. 

Interpretive approaches are not activist oriented by defi
nition. Thus, unlike critical theorists, interpretivists do not 
necessarily begin with, nor are they expected to produce, 
results that commit to action, even though many scholar 
activists/applied ethnographers do enter the research dia
logue with change-oriented positions that then come to be 
negotiated. Under such conditions, the consensus that re
sults from interactions in the research site can produce a 
deep sense of shared understanding of a particular social 
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problem as well as a set of shared norms that leads to 
specific directions for action (cf. Nastasi & DeZolt, 1994). 
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EXAMPLE3.1 

CONSTRUCTING SHARED NORMS ABOUT ASSESSMENT AND 
EVALUATION IN AN ARTS EDUCATION PROGRAM 

One feature that interested Margaret LeCompte during her work with a middle 
school arts program was how the teachers used portfolios to assess the students' 
progress, especially when the portfolios produced by students in visual arts, literary 
arts, theater, and instrumental music differed considerably. However, because she 

knew that the teachers had not had time during the initial stages of the program to 
work on assessment procedures, Lecompte did not want to embarrass the teachers 
by asking them directly for their grading criteria-which she knew probably had not 

been clearly articulated. Unbeknownst to LeCompte, however, the teachers were very 

concerned that they be consistent in their assessment procedures across the arts 
programs, but they did not know how to go about establishing common criteria for 
grading. During a staff meeting, this concern was aired by the Visual Arts teacher. 

When Lecompte and her assistants suggested to the teachers that they could use 
ethnographic interviews to elicit from them their respective criteria, and then use 

data from the interviews to develop a set of preliminary criteria to use as the basis for 
discussion, the teachers were delighted. They did not have the time to hold such a 
discussion themselves, and if LeCompte's interviews could generate a preliminary 
common rubric, they could then do the final polishing themselves. In this way, 

LeCompte was able to collect data on assessment procedures, and the teachers were 
able to do a better job ofconsistent grading. 

THE ECOLOGICAL PARADIGM 

The ecological paradigm has a long history in ethnographic 
research stemming from the early sociologist Emile Durk
heim and the early 20th-century work of structural anthro
pologists such as A. R. Radcliffe Brown and Bronislaw 
Malinowski. Researchers working with the ecological para

digm: 
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• view individuals as functioning in a social context that influ
ences their behaviors. Context consists of the human and 
physical environment in which events take place; it includes 
social levels ( e.g., family groups, peer networks, school or work 
settings, community, and the wider society) and sectors (e.g., 
social, technical, and environmental). 

• see these levels, institutions, or sectors within a community as 
systematically related to and affecting one another. 

• believe that change should be introduced in all levels or sectors 
simultaneously. 

• think that research that is guided by the ecological paradigm 
should identify those contextual elements with the greatest 
influence on individual or institutional behavior. Unlike the 
critical theorists, however, ecologists have few preconceived 
notions about which of these elements is most important. 

Ecologically oriented research looks for continuous ac
commodation among individuals, institutions, and the en
vironment (Poggie, DeWalt, & Dressler, 1992; McElroy & 
Townsend, 1979). In both research and results, ecologists 
emphasize adaptation rather than conflict, and they seek to 
understand how social systems persist and adapt to conflict 
as well as how they change. For ecologists, the direction of 
change emerges from localized research-it is locally spe
cific because the perspective guides researchers to explore 
interactions in local settings. The primary difference be
tween critical theorists and ecologically oriented theorists 
is that .concepts of class, power, and equity guide the former 
but not necessarily the latter. Thus, for the former, di
rections of change are implicit from the beginning, whereas 
for the latter, they emerge inductively from the research 
itself. 

THE EMERGING SOCIAL NETWORK PARADIGM 

More properly termed an emerging paradigm than a para
digm in its own right, social network perspectives provide 
an important analytic framework for social science re-
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search. The study of social networks has constituted an 
important component of the sociologist's work for many 

years. In anthropology, kinship networks and genealogies 
have been more salient. Recently, social network research 
has been integrated across disciplines, causing social scien
tists to define a new paradigm in social science research

the network paradigm. This new integration combines the 
work of a number of people: 

• Theorists, who are concerned with the diffusion of innova
tions through social systems 

• Communications specialists, who are concerned about the 
flow and exchange of information in communities, societies, 
and worldwide 

• Resource specialists and community planners, who are inter
ested in the ways in which community organizations relate to 
one another to serve clients 

• Epidemiologists, who are concerned with the transmission of 
communicable diseases through interpersonal networks 

• Prevention researchers and program specialists, who want to 
intervene with natural groups or become more effective in 
disseminating information about disease prevention through 
social systems 

A network perspective offers a view of a community or other 
social setting that is very different from the view that sees the 

community as composed of essentially unrelated individu

als. The study of social networks allows social scientists to 
situate individuals within their families, among their peers, 

and in relation to representatives of other social or cultural 

institutions. Investigating social networks also provides so
cial scientists with the opportunity to observe and document 
important exchanges between and among individuals, ex

plore the locations where these exchanges happen, and de
termine what other factors might influence them. The con
cept of "social network'' need not apply to individuals only. 

It can also apply to communities that are linked together 
through exchanges of people, resources, and infrastructures, 
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or to organizations connected by users, boards of directors, 
or other factors. Understanding what the relationships and 
associations are among these institutions can provide im
portant information about how communities or larger sys
tems work. 

The social network paradigm has evolved over the past 
40 years ( Galaskiewicz & Wasserman, 1993; Johnson, 1994; 
Wasserman & Faust, 1993). Historically, network theory has 
been used in studies of family systems and adaptation (Bott, 
1957; Cross, 1990); in diffusion studies concerned with the 
flow of innovation, information, or infection in popula
tions (Trotter, Rothenberg, & Coyle, 1995); and in studies 
testing the efficacy of group interventions in natural groups 
or networks (Nastasi et al., in press; Schensul & Berg, 1997; 
Schensul et al., 1996; Trotter et al., 1995). 

Social network researchers are interested in natural 
groupings defined ethnographically or descriptively through 
observations in the field. They are also concerned with 
personal or ego-centered networks, which are defined in 
terms of individuals who are related to a single respondent. 
Some researchers concentrate on personal or ego- centered 
networks; others are interested in broader community net
works, termed "full relational networks;' where each indi
vidual is considered in relation to all the others in the group. 

Some researchers wish to understand only the way social 
networks work. Others are more interested in what might 
influence the development of particular types of social 
networks, such as whether age, ethnicity, or both are related 
to size and composition of drug-using networks. They may 
choose to investigate whether or not specific types of net
works, defined by composition, size, density, or specific 
behaviors (e.g., drug use or vegetarianism) are associated 
with other behaviors or conditions, such as unprotected sex 
or cardiovascular conditioning. Social network researchers 
conduct research with social networks in several different 
ways: 
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• Through ethnographic mapping or description (Trotter, 
Bowen, Baldwin, & Price, 1996; Trotter, Bowen, & Potter, 1995) 

• Through survey techniques in which a random sample of 
respondents is asked to list its contacts or close associates and 
to indicate what these contacts do in relation to the research 
topic, ego-centered network surveys (Trotter, Baldwin, & 

Bowen, 1995; Trotter & Schensul, 1998) 

• Through "snowball" or network sampling, in which respon
dents list their contacts, and all or a random sample of contacts 
are interviewed to find out about their relationships with the 
respondents and with others. Eventually, almost everyone in a 
community is interviewed (McGrady et al., 1995; Needle, 
Coyle, Genser, & Trotter, 1995; Trotter, Bowen, Potter, & Jiron, 
1994). 

Network research is one important component in an eco
logical approach and can be incorporated readily into the 
work of all others described in this chapter. 

A PARADIGMATIC SYNTHESIS 

We believe that all of these approaches to research are 
important. In our own work, we draw upon all of them in 
each research situation. The positivist approach is helpful 
in reminding us that concepts, instruments, and methods 
that have been developed, standardized, structured, a·nd 
normed can be useful in any research setting. The methodo
logical principles embodied in probabilistic survey research 
force us to identify and consider the importance of vari
ation in study populations. The tenets of experimental 
design are helpful in responding to research partners' needs 
for demonstrating outcomes-or whether or not a pro
gram "works"-even when the limitations of these out
comes are apparent. Computer software for coding, man
aging, and analyzing qualitative or text data offers much 
better opportunities now for establishing and maintaining 
interrater reliability and making it readily possible to en
gage in repeat analyses. Systematic data collection tech-
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niques based on prior ethnographic elicitation and data 
collection strategies can be quantified into categorical vari
ables or matrixes for quantitative analyses designed to dem
onstrate cultural consensus or patterning. These are all 
useful methods regardless of which conceptual approach is 
favored by the ethnographic researcher. 

Critical approaches are consistent with our view that 
applied ethnographers should enter a study situation with 
the view that they will be expected to be instrumental in 
implementing change. At the same time, most important 
social science research nowadays is expected to consider the 
important dimensions of difference and such potential pre
dictors of inequity as socioeconomic status/class, age, gen
der, social race, ethnicity, and ability. Most applied ethnog
raphers discover local responses to national or even 
international situations once they are in the field. These 
responses generally involve difficulties that local residents 
have with interethnic or intercultural communication, or 
problems that communities face in lacking access to valu
able resources as a consequence of income, gender, so
cial/racial characteristics, or other "differences." The criti
cal approach reminds us of the influence of global systems 
on local settings; views of "difference:' for example, may be 
influenced by international media, and local inequities may 
stem from international economic policies and practices 
that influence local markets and local employment. 

Like the critical approach, the ecological paradigm re
inforces the idea that individuals do not function alone. 
Instead, they are embedded in formal and informal groups 
-the family, peer group, schools, community organiza
tions-and are affected in many obvious and less obvious 
ways by community, state, national, and global dynamics. 
Power is only one of a number of important factors that 
influence individual and group behavior. One advantage of 
the ecological approach is that it directs attention to indi
vidual and group interaction with the natural environment 
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and demands recognition of the effects of landscape, loca
tion, natural resources, climate, and environmental deple
tion on human behavior and interaction. 

Finally, the emerging social network paradigm calls for 
considering social entities (individuals, families, organiza
tions, and communities) as engaged in important ex
changes with one another. The network paradigm forces us 
to recognize that none of these social entities can be seen as 
functioning alone. Instead, each is linked to and affects the 
others in ways that can be discovered. This frame of refer
ence has implications for sampling and for data analysis. 
The implications are most significant for data analysis be
cause the quantitative or numerical units that are the build
ing blocks of network research are connected. Thus, the 
assumption that units are independent of one another and 
have an equally likely chance of being selected is not valid. 
Neither the principles that underlie random sampling nor 
the assumptions of quantitative data analysis that units of 
analysis are independent apply to network analysis. Its 
worldview that defines everything as linked, as well as its 
procedures for identifying, selecting, and "counting" or 
analyzing units, is distinct from other paradigms. 

Regardless of who they are, ethnographers are likely to 
be situated differently in relation to their research partners, 
collaborators, or clients. It is possible, even probable, that 
they will have more education, income, status, prestige, and 
privilege than those with whom they work. To build trust 
between researchers and research participants, and to in
crease the potential for obtaining good information, eth~ 
nographers must always remember who they are and where 
they come from. While trying to establish common ground 
with respondents, they must also be aware of difference and 
how their perceived identity may influence the flow of 
communication in the field setting. Doing so requires re
flecting on personal values and beliefs about who one is as 
well as why, where, and on what it is appropriate to conduct 
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research, and how one plans to use research results. It is also 
necessary to be prepared to share personal plans and views 
without imposing them on others. 

Applied ethnographic research also benefits greatly from 
an interpretive or constructivist viewpoint-its emphasis 
on the generation of shared meanings and its recognition 
of the importance of local context and cultures in human 
behavior and beliefs. Interpretivism provides a strong ratio
nale for collaboration in research; it is through estab
lishment of research partnerships that generation of the 
best and most relevant questions, instruments, interpreta
tions, and use can be ensured. To benefit from collaboration 
with the study community, researchers must negotiate with 
partners in each of these domains. It is especially important 
for researchers and their community partners to negotiate 
the interpretation and meaning of research results when the 
results of data analysis do not clearly point to directions for 
action, or when they are counterintuitive or different from 
what was expected. In such cases, all partners must use both 
their knowledge of the setting and any new information to 
discuss and agree on results and how to best use them. Table 
3.1 compares and summarizes the concerns, foci, proce
dures, processes, and goals of each of the five paradigms 
discussed above, as well as describes the differing roles each 
dictates for researchers and participants in research studies. 

Summary 

The specific frame of reference or paradigm underpin
ning the research process is important to the overall struc
ture of the ethnographic study. It is especially important in 
determining the goals of the research and how-and by 
whom-data will be interpreted and put to use. Once the 
researcher is aware of these issues-and it is the task of the 
project director to make all parties involved in the project 
cognizant of them-it is time to begin the process of struc
turing the research itself. 
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TABLE 3.1: A Comparison of Paradigms 

POSITIVISTIC 
APPROACHES 

CONCERN Self as defined by society/ 
form/social structure, i.e., 
what's going on outside 
individuals 

ORIGINS OF By definition, by deduction 
KNOWLEDGE from laws or theoretical 

statements, from experience 

ROLE OF Affectively neutral, 
RESEARCHER uninfluenced in the conduct 

of study by personal 
experience of the research 

ROLE OF Affectively neutral, objective 
RESEARCHED 

FOCUS Observable behavior. 
Measurement and 
quantification. Qualitative 
operationalization of 
variables. Controlling 
variance and bias. 

INTERPRETIVE CRITICAL 
APPROACHES APPROACHES 

Society/form/social Self as defined by the 
structure as defined by self, structure of domination, i.e., 
i.e ., what's going on within what's going on within and 
and between individuals between individuals as a 

consequence of their given 
material and historical 
conditions 

From shared From differential access to 
understandings, negotiation, knowledge regarding 
historical and social context historical context, political, 

economic, and social 
conditions 

Involved, informed by Educative, analytic, 
researcher's personal tranformative; active 
experience in interaction teacher/learner 
with the study participants. 

Involved, subjective Educative, analytic, 
tranformative; active 
teacher/learner 

Elicited meanings for Structural asymmetries, 
observational behavior. critical consciousness, 
lntersubjective hidden meanings and 
understanding. Explaining assumptions, patterns of 
variance and bias. oppression. Exposing 

variance and bias. 

ECOLOGICAL NETWORK 
APPROACHES APPROACHES 

Self as defined by social Self as defined by 
structures representing interaction with significant 
levels of influence: i.e., others in specific cultural 
what's going on within domains: i.e., what's going 
individuals influenced by on within and between 
family, peers, school, work, individuals as a 
community and society consequence of social 

relationships. 

From beliefs and behaviors From beliefs and behaviors 
of individuals to knowledge of individuals to knowledge 
of structural factors about their social 
influencing their behaviors interactions with important 

others 

Detached, uninfluenced in Involved, informed by 
the conduct of study by researcher's personal 
personal experience of the experience in interaction 
research with the study participants; 

may also be detached and 
uninfluenced. 

Detached, objective May be either involved or 
detached; Objective or 
subjective. 

Observable behavior and Observable and measured 
elicited meanings in relation behavior, both qualitative 
to structures, policies, and quantitative and elicited 
norms, behaviors typical of meanings in relation to 
other levels in the system. explication of social 

relationships. 

(continued) 
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TABLE 3.1: Continued 

POSITIVISTIC INTERPRETIVE 
APPROACHES APPROACHES 

PROCEDURES Definition (by researcher); Definition (by subject); 
Description (by researcher); Description (by subject); 
Classification/ codification Classification/codification 
(by researcher); (by researcher subject to 
Enumeration; Correlation; member checks); 
Verification; Prediction Enumeration; Correlation/ 

association; Interpretation 
(by researcher in 
conjunction with subject); 
Com.munication 

PROCESS Achieving control of Achieving understanding of 
behavior by modeling its behavior by analysis of 
study after procedures used social interaction, meaning, 
by scientists studying the and communication 
physical universe 

GOALS 1) Generalization of results 1) Comparison of results to 
to subsequent similar events similar and dissimilar 
and phenomena processes and phenomena 
2) Development of universal 2) Development of 
laws which govern human workable and shared 
behavior in all settings understandings regarding 

regularities in human 
behavior in specific settings 
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CRITICAL ECOLOGICAL NETWORK 
APPROACHES APPROACHES APPROACHES 

Definition (by researcher Definition (by researcher); Definition (by researcher); 
and subject); Description Description (by researcher); Description (by researcher); 
(by researcher and subject); Classification/codification Classification/ codification 
Classification/codification (by researcher possibly (by researcher possibly 
(by researcher subject to subject to member/checks); subject to member/ checks); 
member/checks); Enumeration; Correlation/ Enumeration; Correlation/ 
Enumeration; Correlation/ association; Interpretation association; Interpretation 
association; Interpretation (researcher in conjunction (researcher in conjunction 
(researcher in conjunction with subject); with subject); 
with subject); Communication Communication 
Communication (by researcher); (by researcher); 
(by researcher); Verification; prediction Verification; prediction 
Action/ transformation 
(researcher and subject) 

Achieving change in Achieving change in Achieving change in 
structure and behavior by structure and behavior by structure and behavior by 
exposing hidden patterns of analysis of levels and their identifying influence of 
meaning, communication, interaction interaction among members 
and control of a social group on one 

another. 

1) Analysis of results to 1. Analysis of results to 1. Analysis of results to 
unmask inequities in identify relationships across identify social relationships 
processes and phenomena levels in a local situation. among related individuals; 
2) Development of 2. Development of local 2. Development of 
emancipatory stance predictors influencing predictors of social 
toward determinants of individual, group and social influences on individual 
human behavior behaviors. behavior 

3. Inductive development of 3. Generalization from local 
regional and larger patterns to universal rules 
and laws 




