
Participant Observation
This text is a foilow-up to Spradley's ethnographic research handbook,
The Ethnographic Interview, and guides readers through the technique 
of participant observation to research ethnography and culture. Spradley 
shows how to analyze collected data and to write an ethnography. The 
appendices include research questions and writing tasks.

THE DEVELOPMENTAL RESEARCH SEQUENCE

Step 1 Locating a Social Situation 

Step 2. Doing Participant Observation

Step 3. Making an Ethnographic Record
'  ■ -

ЩШт k Step 4. Making Descriptive Observations 

Step 5 Making-a Domain Analysis 

Step 6. Making Focused Observations 

Step 7. Making a Taxonomic Analysis 

Step 8. Making Selected Observations 

Step 9. Making a Componentia! Analysis 

Step 10, Discovering Cultural Themes 

Step 11. Taking a Cultural Inventory 

I lS p  Step Ì2 Writing an Ethnography

JAMES P. SPRADLEY (1933-1982), a professor of anthropology at Macalester College, 
wrote or edited 20 books on ethnography and qualitative research in 12 years, in­
cluding The Cultural Experience: Ethnography in Complex Society (with McCurdy; 2/E 
with McCurdy & Shandy), The Ethnographic Interview, Participant Observation, The 
Cocktail Waitress: Woman's Work in a Man's World (with Mann), and You Owe Yourself 
a Drunk: An Ethnography of Urban Nomads, all available from Waveland Press. He 
was among the first cultural anthropologists to study modern U.S. life and to apply 
distinctly anthropological concepts and methods to 
address real-world problems like occupational stress, 
deafness, and homelessness, ISBN 13: 978-1-4786-3208-5 

ISBN 10: 1-4786-3208-9



PART ONE ETHNOGRAPHY AND 
CULTURE 1

Chapter One Ethnography and Culture 3
C ulture 5 .
M aking C ultural In ferences 10

Chapter Two Ethnography for What? 13
U nders tand ing  the Hum an 

S pec ies 13
Ethnography in the  Service of 

H u m a n k in d  16 
E th ica l P rinc ip les  20

Chapter Three The Ethnographic Research 
Cycle 26
S e lec ting  an E thnograph ic  P ro ject 28 
Asking  E thnograph ic  Q uestions 31 
C o lle c tin g  E thnograph ic  Data 33 
M aking an E thnograph ic  Record 33 
A na lyz ing  E thnograph ic  Data 33 
W riting  an E thnography 34

PART TWO THE DEVELOPMENTAL 
RESEARCH SEQUENCE 37

Step One Locating a Social Situation 39
Socia l S ituations 39 
S e lection  C rite ria  45

Step Two Doing Participant Observation 53
O rd ina ry  P artic ipan t versus P artic ipan t 

O bserver 53 
Types of P artic ipa tion  58

Step Three Making an Ethnographic Record 63
The E thnograph ic  Record and 

Language Use 63 
K inds of F ie ldnotes 69

Step Four Making Descriptive 
Observations 73
The E thnograph ic  Inqu iry  U n it 73



X CONTENTS

Step Five

Step Six

Step Seven

Step Eight

Step Nine

Step Ten

Step Eleven

Step Twelve

Kinds of Descriptive Observations 76 
Descriptive Question Matrix 80

Making a Domain Analysis 85
Ethnographic Analysis 85
Cultural Domains 88
Steps in Making a Domain Analysis 91

Making Focused Observations 100
Selecting an Ethnographic Focus 101 
Focused Observations 107

Making a Taxonomic Analysis 112
Taxonomy 112 
Taxonomic Analysis 116

Making Selected Observations 122
Interviews and Participant Observation 123 
Contrast Questions 125 
Selective Observations 128

Making a Componentia! Analysis 130
Componential Analysis 131
Steps in Making a Componential Analysis 133

Discovering Cultural Themes 140
Cultural Themes 140
Strategies for Making a Theme Analysis 144

Taking a Cultural Inventory 155
Make a List of Cultural Domains 156 
Make a List of Analyzed Domains 156 
Collect Sketch Maps 157 
Make a List of Themes 157 
Inventory Examples 157 
Identify Organizing Domains 158 
Make an Index or Table of Contents 158 
Inventory Miscellaneous Data 158 
Additional Research Possibilities 159

Writing an Ethnography 160
The Translation Process 161 
Steps in Writing an Ethnography 168



Appendix A 

Appendix В

The Developmental Research Sequence 
Method 175

Developmental Research Sequence Writing 
Tasks 180

Bibliography 183 
Index 189


