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Ethnography Revealed, Part 1

Is Authentic Bhnography Right for You?
Lessons from 15 Years of Consumer
Ethnographic Experience

By AvA LINDBERG _
SunResearch ¥ Westport, CT ¥ sunresearchcorp@earthlink.net

ories of breakthrough and brand transformation connected with GethnographyO
are surfacing from the research underground. Examples (edited for confidentiality)
und, even astound:

Authentic ethnography is | ¥ Inavacuum-cleaner ethnography, machinesfall down dairsand out of closets
consum ersbattlewith vacuumingthrow rugs and hosesand handlesdamage

a distinct methodology wallsaswomen vacuum in narrow hallwaysor small bedrooms, leadingthe
that relies on pure manufacturer of thishrand to develop a lineemphasizing maneuverability
over suction pow er.

observation of natural
behavior and that draws
from the traditional roots
of academic anthropology,
yet seeks to marry the
process with the contemp-
orary, competitive needs
and breakthrough
possibilities of the best
qualitative market
research.
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¥ A company known for itsmainstream cookie/
cracker brandsdiscoversthrough authentic
ethnographic shopping observationsthat the
sead and intensity with which consum ersw alk
down particular supermarket aislesand select
productsprovidethecritical key to repostioning
their category and guiding aisle redesign.

¥ In a beverage ethnography, reppondentsOstrong
community orientation isexperienced viscerally
by team membersduringusageof a well-known
brand of powdered soft drink. After observing
thesurprising practiceof spontaneoudy mixing
together multiple flavorsto makelargequantities
for family and friends, the company infused
new lifeinto mainstream advertising efforts
and theproduct line with an imm ediateincrease
in shareof market.

¥ And thelist goesonE

Understanding the

Qraving for Bhnography

W hy doesethnography havethispow er to break
thecodein solving research issuesand developing
high-level marketing and creative insightsthat lead
to brand transformation and the creation of viable
strategies? W hy do many clientsand qualitative
researcherswho wereonceexclusive devotees of
moretraditional qualitative methodsnow seek
out ethnography to explorebehavioral dynamics,
dive deeply into hrandsOemotional benefitsand
diagnose unfulfilled needsand problem sthat
repondentsareunableto voicein focusgroups?
Though few can agreetotally on what ethnographies
entail or how they should alwaysbe executed, it
isclear that thispotent in-gtu methodology isheing
conducted at intense levels asclients griveto see
key repondentsin their real-world environm ents
away from facilities

So, What Is (&hnography, OAnyhow?
Thefascination about ethnography isalso a result
of its elasticity, even lack of formal definition N
thereareasmany typesof OethnographiesO asthe
imagination to createthem. Any of thefollowing
could conceivably bean ethnography, and a
qualitative researcher might wonder which one
isthe Oreal deal®:

¥ afew personal interview sconducted in selected
repondent homes after a seriesof focusgroups
to elucidateand expand group impressions

¥ an intenseexploration of thetotal personality
and lifesyleof a loyal user base usingintensg,
longitudinal or repeat in-situ interview s
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¥ abroad company-wideinvestigation, almost
quantitatively survey-likein breadth, that involves
multiple at-hom e/in-situ visitsamong multiple
user typesand seeksto observeall sub-brands
and productswithin a company@portfolio or
known category

¥ brief introductory in-situ interview sfollow ed
by videotape cam erasplaced in a snall number
of sdected consum er household areas (kitchens
cars, bathrooms etc.), after which hundreds
of hoursof videotape footage are analyzed
for provocative insightsabout consum ersO
behaviorsthat occurred without intervention
from an obviousresearch team

¥ monthsof videotapinga small sampleof
entirefamiliesat all hoursof day and night,
with resultssimilar to reality TV shows

¥ Oconsumer at homeQinterview sof lessthan
90 minutesto add depth, originality and
visual interest to a creative presentation

¥ afocusad, ergonomic-likeobservation of a
singlebehavior, product or activity that allow s
a design or creativeteam to glimpsereal
behavior and inspirenew ideasand solutions

¥ newer fun, experimental techniquesw ith an
ethnographic flavor that involve creative saging
of in-situ situations Theseinclude setting up
OfriendshipOor OpeerO groupsin respondent
homes interviewingteensor adultsat beaches
barsand fag-food resaurantsand/or asing con-
umersto createthelr own videotapesand photo
diaries edited to enhancein-homeinterview s

In thefaceof dient craving, plusendlessiterations
of ethnographies mos moderatorsend up creating
their own versions They add a doseof common
senseand creativity to focusgroup and in-person
depth interviews (ID 1) experience, assuming that
ethnographiesarejust a moreinteresting, perhaps
deeper, longer version of in-depth interviewsinside
homesand shopping environments W eencourage
thisexperimentation. Trying different techniques
will help you fee moreconfident away from the
familiar format of in-facility research and develop
your ESPN ethno-graphic sensory perception N
asyou head into thewild terrain of real-life
consumer observation.

When &hnographyOFalls Short,
Consider Going Back to the Basics

Yet, if Ganything goesOin ethnography, why do
som e ethnographies seem to bemore effort than
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they arew orth? After a few informal ehnographies
om eresearchers complain that it@hard to know
what to look for. They wait endlesdy for a ecified
behavior to occur; they tireof running from one
in-homeinterview to another without having
enough timeto get below thesurface; or they find
observationshard to analyze They discover that
ethnographic findingscan beout of sync with
focusgroup and quantitative findings even when
thein-homeintervien sseemed rich and a client
appeared initially satisfied. Even experienced
insight managers confessthey don® know when
to prescribe ethnography or end up feeling
insecureabout observational data, wondering
after a few attemptswhether ethnography
actually livesup to itsexciting reputation.

| can identify with thepolaritiesconnected w ith
ethnography: theconfidencein itsviability, along
with doubtsand quegions After yearsof conducting
traditional qualitative research for major brands
and agencies and experimentingw ith early, focused
formsofin-homeinterview sand ergonomic observ-
ational research, | realized therewasmoreto he
gleaned from theethnographictechnique After
completingacademic sudy on thetopic and after
morethan ten yearsof practice | eventually fine-
tuned a processthat | call Cauthentic ethnography.O

Authentic ethnography isopen-ended, direct,
pure spontaneousobservation. Thegoalsof
authentic ethnography are:

¥ to understand a major category, brand or
consumer demographicin transition

¥ to solvea difficult, significant creativeor
marketing problem

¥ to guidenew product and research developm ent
by coalescing a team @ strategic direction through
transformative ethnographic findings

Revealed E the Seven Principles

of Authentic BEhnography
Authentic ethnography isdefined asa distinct
processguided by seven principles:

1. Each ethnographic study involves betw een
12 and 20 individual ethnographies, each
at least 4 hoursin length, for a minimum
of 50 to 80 hoursof overall observation.

2. All ehnographic observationsare conducted
only during thetimethat thenatural
behavior isor might beactually happening.

3. A coreclient team istrained in authentic
ethnography and then accompaniesthe lead
ethnographer inside every ethnography:.
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4. Theentireprocessemphasizesquiet, )
spontaneousobservation using Osoft eyesO
asthecrown jewel of theinner technique.

5. Staging of respondent behavior is
eliminated or minimized.

6. A pre-screening qualitative m echanism
(initial phaseof focusgroups mini-groups,
IDIsor phoneinterview s) isused to choose
theoptimal s&t of ethnographicrepondents

7. ldeation and debriefing processesoccur
with theclient after each ethnography and
at theend of total fieldwork, to make sense
of and assimilatethe complex, rich and
intricatehousehold observations.

Developing Bhnography
as a Distinct Methodology
Authentic ethnography should not bethought of
asan extenson of focusgroup or ID | methodology,
but asa distinct methodology relyingon pure
observation of natural behavior, not intervention
nor staged experiences Themogt challenging
but real form of ethnography isthe observation
of naturally occurring behavior at thetimeit is
happening and within thetrue-life experience of
arespondent@and family@natural life

W eattempt to observethe sought-after behavior,
inquiry, attitudeor category only duringthetime in
theplaceand with whom it isnaturally occurring.
Wetry not to usetraditional interviewing probes
external stimuli or unnatural influences The
observer triesnever to interferew ith the activity
in question, but quietly, non-judgm entally and
spontaneously focuseson observing all behavior
that happensin a naturally occurring setting
within a naturally occurring tim eframe. If or
when it may benecessary to prompt a behavior
or awarenessin order to observethe specific
area of inquiry during thetim efram e of an
ethnographic observation, thisisdonewith
careful, dynamicunderstanding of the potential
ram ificationsof interfering with actual behavior.

In essence, whenever an observation is
conducted, theH eisenberg principle com esinto
play: observing any phenomenon invariably
changesit. Themoreweask questions prompt
behavior or stage a situation, themore strongly
therespondent@real behavior or personal truth
will shift. Authentic ethnography minimizes
these behavioral changesasmuch aspossble

Observe and Note BEverything

During each ethnography, wenot only watch for
the critical product or behavior, but wealso just
ascarefully observeother productsand lifestyle
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areasthat appear. Understanding the metaphors v/ phoneconversations
analogies, iconsand symbolsfound throughout v/ pet dynamics
thehousehold and watching family dynamics v symbolsof religion, politics,
under other circum stances gives us greater accomplishmentsand education
breadth for our specificproduct. Over time, we v/ timespent in school, officeor gym
solveproblemsabout our brand, naturally and v mealsand eating experiences
with increasing flashes of revelatory inspiration. v useof computers, email and internet
Hence our ethnographic agendasareusually v/ spontaneousor planned shoppingtrips
of a checklist format. The checklist enphasizes v/ and moreE
and encouragestheteam to note:
v household furnishings, insideand out Two typesof ethnographic observations
v pantry, refrigerator and food-storage areas areemphasized:
v closets attic, basement and garage )

v/ photographs heirlooms, collectiblesand art ¥ Oneoccursmostlyin and around thehome
v OsmacrelOareas likefireplacemantds fronts or home-based environment asthe starting
of refrigeratorsand topsof women@dressers and ending point, i.e, the Ethnographic

v/ books videos magazinesor lack thereof Household Observation.

v creation of shopping lists ) o )
v kidsplayingin their rooms ¥ A second type emphasizesshoppingin outside
v/ opening of mail retail outlets, i.e, the Ethnographic Shopping
v reading of new spapers Experience Shopping ethnographiesalw ays
v/ playingof CDsor favoritemusic begin in thehome, although themajority of
v/ watchingof TV timeisspent observing respondentsshopping.
v droppingoff or picking up children W hen asked to observerespondentsin other
v/ chattingwith neighborsand relatives environmentslikeworkplaces schoolsor
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restaurants, wetailor our processto whether
and how longwecan obtain permission
to observe

|dentifying Easier and

More Difficult Bhnographies
Someregpondent lifetagesand product categories
are easier to observeusingpure spontaneous,
authentic observation, whileother activitiesand
segm entsaremoredifficult. Thedegreeof observ-
ational easeor difficulty should be carefully assessad
at theplanning gagesof an authentic ehnography.
A major part of the dlient team @ early preparation
and OhomeworkOisto review previousqualitative
and quantitative data to estimatetime frequency
of occurrenceand region of greater and lesser
development, asw ell ascorrect segmentsfor the
inquiry, product or category at hand.

Easier ethnographies

Asa rule easier ethnographiesincludebehaviors
of somelength that naturally occur at specific
timesof day. The ethnography can be scheduled
to rely on key behavior happening asexpected,
such as: eating occasions like break fast, lunch
and dinner; personal-careroutines lik e teeth-
brushing, dressing and applying cosn etics; or

daytimeand evening TV watching. Also falling

into the easier-to-observe category arenaturally

busy repondentswhoselivesincludea degreeof
interactivity. Work colleagues groupsof friends,
motherswith babiesor wholefamilieswith three

ormoremembersquickly loseinteres in our laid-

back ethnographicteam and resum etheir natural

activitiesquickly, without self-consciousness.

More difficult ethnographies
On theother hand, certain behaviorsor activities
arealmost impossibleto catch naturally without
theelement of luck or even light prompting. These
lessfrequent behaviorsoccur almos unnoticeably
at unscheduled timesand, therefore requirethe
ethnographicteam to bepresent during a span
of timethat may includetheright moment or
rely on synchronicity. M ore-difficult-to-ob serve
categoriesinclude indulgent adult snacking,
spontaneousfood preparation or decision-
making for major appliancesthat span a long
period of timeand involve multiplepeople

M ore-difficult-to-observe segm entsalso include
individual respondentswho will probably feel
sdf-consciousand awkward being shadow ed and
observed by even a sensitive ethnographic team.
Othersareattention starved and too involved with
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theobservers Theseultra-
sensitive individuals could
includeteenageboysand girlsat
home sngleempty nesers
delighted at the chance for
company and drop-in mothers-
in-law or suspicioushushands
enteringwhilean observation
isongoing.

Yet, no matter how sensitive,
challenging or painstaking it
isto observea respondent®
behavior, environment or

A major part of the
client team® early
preparation and
(homeworkQis to
review previous
qualitative and
quantitative data.

product category, the goal of
authentic ethnography remains
focused: to observe everything
naturally goingon in theresp-
ondent@personal experience
duringthetimeset up for
observation, watching for
spontaneousoccurrenceof the
key behavior, topicor attitude
that iscoreto theresearch
investigation asit naturally
and spontaneously occurs.

Is Authentic Ehnography
Right for You and Your

dients?

If natural observation appears
impossible thisshould be
thoroughly explored upfront
with theclient team at thetime
of thefirst proposal. Theproject®
original objectivesmay need to
shift in order to createa natural
observational process Remember,
authentic ethnography isbest
ited for affecting breakthroughs
in high-level concepts, creative
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positionings, brand transformation
and new drategies It would not be
asappropriate for focused tactical
decisionsliketesting a singlenew
product, new packagingor copy for a
print or TV ad. In such cases, other
formsof creative observation N such
asin-homeinterview s peer groupsor
a mixtureof projectivefocusgroups
and homework doneby consumers
(collagesor photo diaries) N would
bemoreappropriateand effective

A Few Fnal ThoughtsE
Companiesand research managers rr

who gain themogt valuefrom the r

painstaking processof authentic

ethnography tend to beinnovative -

and experienced in both qualitative r—\: p?_r r] )l I |—\r
and quantitative research, and who MQVV

havea critical question or issuefor
which other formsof qualitative

research seem inadequate or fail ¥ Areyou looking for a professional qualitative research
to yield true data. Be sure that you consultant or moderator?
havetherignt typeof client for ¥ Do you need a qualitative researcher or moderator with

thismethodology. . . .
Theclient team must also allow a specific functional or category expertise?

somelead timeto plan, develop team s

enact and digest the ethnographic qm @n Hel p
learning; otherwise, ethnography

can fall through thecracks Assume Search by geography

Search by specialty

upfront attention to detailsthat
Search by technique

exceedstheusual qualitative process.
Expect more extensive planning,
Search by industry experience

training and presentation of the details
of ethnography to thecoreclient team

beforethesudy begins at least two or o
morew eeksof tw elve-hour fieldw ork Access to 900 Independent Qualitative Researchers

and travel efforts and multipledebriefs
duringthe study. The ethnographer and 1

client team will bejoined at thehip, Leadl ng the \/\b‘y
actingasa trained SWAT team, for at - . -

least S weeksof constant efort. Be In Qualitative Research
surethat you havetheright team for
theprocess
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Watch for Part Il

In thesecond articleof this series,
which will run in theSummer 2006
issueof QRCA VIEWS, theauthor
will reveal the step-by-step secretsof
conducting authentic ethnography. B
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