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Field Research / Qualitative research. 

Alternation of induction and deduction. 

It can provide a comprehensive perspective. 

Study of attitudes and behaviors best understood in their natural 
setting.   

Experiments and surveys in contrast are artificial settings in 
which we observe and record. 

Study of change over time rather than deconstructing after the 
fact; you see it and record it as it evolves without knowing for 
sure where it is going. 

Babbie quotes Lofland et al. as what kinds of settings are good 
for this kind of approach. 

• Practices; trying to observe people in their natural setting 
and record how they do things.  How do they milk a goat; 
how do they tie a rope; what do the kids play with. 



• Episodes; events that are –sort of – discrete in nature, 
illness, crime, march madness 

• Encounters; a social interaction between or amongst 
people.   Meeting, debate, interview, 

• Roles and social types; the social order of a middle school, 
the behavior of incoming cohorts in orientation, a Maxwell 
Faculty meeting. 

• Social and personal relationships; mother-son relationships, 
mentoring relationships, bridge playing groups 

• Groups and cliques; athletic teams, goths, economists. 
• Organizations; Hospitals, schools, churches 
• Settlements and habitats; village, town, grazing area, fishing 

area, neighborhoods 
• Social worlds; the 1%, the 99%, Wall Street 
• Subcultures and lifestyles; the ruling class, mods, rockers. 

Roles of the observer. 

Participant observer.   

• Complete (genuine) participant.  Member of the 
motorcycle gang. 



• Not a genuine participant but allowed access as an 
observer.  Childhood friend of gang members who is 
allowed to hang around with them to write a 
dissertation. 

• Pretend to be a genuine participant.  Act as if you are 
trying to join the gang to learn information about the 
gang and the process of joining. 

Ethics of deception are an issue here. 

Why we might be deceptive? 

Reactivity: 

• They might throw you out. 
• They might change behavior knowing you are observing 

and recording to present a different kind of behavior 
than their unguarded behavior. 

• The social process you seek to observe will be radically 
changed if you are known to be researching it. 

 

Why might we have problems researching while being a 
participant? 



• We are a member of the social interaction, and by 
participating change it from what would have happened 
in our absence. 

• You also are not ‘objective’ and have social connections 
with the people you are trying to observe as units of 
observation (or their interactions as your unit of 
observation).   

• They are doing illegal stuff and you are part of it. 

 

  



Roles as ‘the Martian” and ‘the Convert”.  Outside observer 
compared to active participant. 

Emic perspective, taking on the point of view of those being 
studied (anthropology).  More the convert role. 

Etic perspective, maintaining a distance from the native point 
of view to maintain objectivity. More the Martian role. 

Can you fully understand behavior without seeing it from the 
point of view of the people – emic?  Can you ever really 
understand the emic view being from a different culture and 
not from the community and context? 

• Witchcraft accusations and lightning strikes. 
• Case studies of sorcerers.   

Another issue is that with this kind of research, you have 
intense prolonged social contact with people you may not 
really enjoy being around.   

Need to divide ‘who I am researching’ from ‘who I want to be 
around’ in a way that is not the case with survey research. 

  



Qualitative Field Research Paradigms. 

• Naturalism.  Positivist assumption that the truth is out 
there to be observed and recorded.  Chicago school – the 
sociology department at Chicago went out to observe 
and record local neighborhoods and communities. 
o Street Corner Society (1943).  Study of an Italian 

American neighborhood.   
 Find key informants and have them tell their 

stories.  Studs Terkel.  StoryCorps.   
o Related to the idea of an ethnography; a study that 

focuses on detailed and accurate description rather 
than explanation.  Finely textured study in detail of 
how life is lived.   
 

o Duneier warns against the ‘ethnographic fallacy’. 
 Overgeneralization and oversimplification of 

the patterns of living.   
 There are patterns within groups, but there is 

also diversity.   



 Need to be wary that what you see as the 
‘group practice’ is actually only one way it is 
done out of many. 

  



Ethnomethodology. 

o Reality is socially constructed rather than out there 
to be discovered.  Descriptions of the world are not 
of it as it is, but as they make sense of it.   

o Trying to make sense of the perceptions of the 
world that shape the reports of your informants.  

o One way as we talked about earlier in the class is to 
‘break the rules’ to see how people react. 

o ‘Breaching experiments’.  Understanding methods 
through which understanding occurs by violating the 
rules. 

• Grounded theory.  Glaser and Strauss.  Sociology. 
o An inductive approach to the study of social life that 

attempts to generate a theory from reviewing and 
refining the patterns seen in ongoing observations.   

o Guidelines: 
 Think comparatively.  Compare numerous 

incidents to avoid over interpreting initial 
observations. 

 Obtain multiple viewpoints.  Both in terms of 
different people on the same question but also 



using different approaches to observing the 
object in question. 

 Periodically step back.  Frame as data come in, 
but keep checking the frame as data come in to 
see if the frame needs revision based on the 
added information you now have. 

 Maintain an attitude of skepticism.  Your 
interpretations are best understood as 
provisional not definitive.  They are all open to 
revision or to be discarded. 

 Follow the research procedures.  Keep to the 
basic concepts which are sampling, asking 
questions, and making comparisons. 

o Different from traditional research approaches 
where you initially review the literature to find out 
what is already known and what is to be discovered.   

o They would argue against this approach.  Concern 
over preconceptions and blinding yourself to new 
discoveries. 

o Systematic coding is central to this approach.   

  



Case Studies. 

Focus on a single instance of some social phenomenon.   

Often used to be descriptive, but exploratory and explanatory 
uses are possible.  

From the Lund article in Human Organization, it is important to 
spend time thinking about: of what is this a case? 

He describes a case as follows.  “A case is an edited chunk out of 
empirical reality where certain features are marked out, 
emphasized, and privileged while others recede into the 
background.   As such, a case is not ‘natural’ but a mental, or 
analytical, construct aimed at organizing knowledge about 
reality in some manageable way.” (p. 224) 

 

Think about contents of a case from the very specific to the very 
general.   

Think about the contents of a case from the concrete to more 
abstract. 

Specific:  Limited.  Particular.  Singular. 



General: Common.  Pervasive.  Widespread. 

Concrete: Actual.  Real. Tangible. 

Abstract: Conceptual. Ideal.  Intangible. 

His specific illustration: 

 Concrete Abstract 
Specific Land Reform Event 

Land Conflict Event 
Recognition of a property 
right. 
Institutional competition 
over jurisdiction 

General Post-colonial societies 
Re-invention of custom 

State formation through 
rights and authority 

 

Mixed methods use of cases.  An article exploring the concept of 
pastoral poverty (Development and Change, 2008) 



 
  



From Risk and Change in an African Rural Economy (2012) 

 
  



Institutional Ethnography. 

Dorothy Smith (1978).  Personal experiences of individuals are 
used to reveal power relationships and other characteristics of 
the institutions in which they operate.   

Linking the micro-level of personal experiences with the macro-
level of institutions.   

Participatory Action Research. 

The people being studied are being given power over the 
research agenda, and are using the research towards a purpose.  
The goal is not positivist, but is normative, or transformational.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Participatory Rural 
Appraisal 

 
A description of some techniques 



P?R?A? 
• P is the participation, and build on what is called RRA, 

Rapid Rural Appraisal. The idea is that PRA is more 
focused on empowering communities, RRA is more 
focused on getting information. 
– The distinction is not hard and fast. 

• R is rural, and most of the early work was rural but 
there is nothing necessarily rural about the methods. 

• A is for appraisal, as there is some sense that it is a tool 
for information gathering and making decisions 
– RRA is more in line with gathering information for a 

development intervention and PRA is more about general 
community prioritizing. 



Why do people do PRA? 

• One reason is a reaction to ‘development 
tourism’, where you go out, ask questions, and 
use that to influence policy / programming. 

• Another reason is that you can gather 
information that influences policy / 
programming at a lower cost than a random 
sample survey. 

• Argument that the process is inherently 
empowering. 



Local Time Line 
• Lets you gather historical information that may be 

important. 
• Gives you a way to express when things occurred 

/ ask questions in a way that is more likely to be 
understood. 

• Illustrates something about how life is 
experienced in the community by what is 
highlighted. 
– Lining up with our calendar may take systematic work 
– Seasons rather than months may be relevant 
– Lunar months / calendars present issues 



Time Lines 
 

 

 

YEAR EVENT EFFECT COPING STRATEGY 

1963 ARBA TI UHURU Kenya’s Independence - Scramble for land in Marsabit 
mountain by different tribes 
- Some Rendille leaders arrested and 
detained 

Competition for land was so 
tough that survival was only 
for the fittest 

1964 KHAMIS TI ADI GUFANNE 
KHARADE 

Outbreak of foot and mouth 
disease 

Livestock mortality Application of sheep’s fat to 
affected animals 

1965 GUMATI DEFGUDHO 
KHANDIATE 

Circumcision of Defgudho age 
group 

Many young boys were initiated to 
warriorhood (morans). 
Shortage of herders 

Younger children recruited for 
herding 

1966 SABDHI TI TURUGA LI 
IGIS 

Death of a Rendille elder 
Turuga, killed in a raid by 
Boranto (Borans or Gabra or 
combined) 

Turuga was a colonial chief In revenge Rendille killed many 
Boran and burnt their huts and 
stopped only after intervention 
from the elders 

1967AHADH HI KAKURO LI 
IGIS 

- Killing of a Turkana warrior 
called Kakuro at Hedad during 
raid by Turkana 
- Establishment of Kargi primary 
school 

 
- The first enrolment of children in 
school 

 

1968 ALASMIN TI ILBORE 
TUNTE 

Camel calves mortality Loss of livestock  



Time Trends 
 

 

 

 

• Use weighting to estimate trends over time. 
• Can use stones or beans. 
• Land use patterns are often discussed using 

this approach. 
• My experience is that things rarely get ‘better’ 

with this approach. 



Time Trends 
 

 

 



Seasonal Calendar 
 

 

 

 

• Good for identifying when is a good time / bad 
time for introducing something labor intense 

• Can use to reveal sub-group (age / gender / 
ethnic/…) differences. 



Seasonal Calendar 
 

 



 

Daily Calendar by Gender / Season 
WOMEN ACTIVITIES DURING RAINY SEASON 

 
5.00A.M - wakes up 
5.15A.M - lights fire and prepare breakfast 
5.30A.M - prepares milking utensils 
6.00A.M - wakes the children and prepare them for school 
7.00A.M - milk goats and sheep 
7:30A.M - Prepares herder’s meal/pour the camel milk into the gourd 
8:00A.M - Take kids, lambs and calves out for grazing 
9.30A.M - fetches water 
10.00A.M - cleans the house 
10.30A.M - washes utensils/clothes 
11.00A.M - sweeps the boma 
11.30A.M - prepares lunch 
1.00   P.M - serves lunch 
2.30   P.M - cleans milking containers 
3.00   P.M - cooks herders meal 
4.00   P.M - Bring goat kids, lambs and calves home 
6.00   P.M - milks smallstock 
7.30   P.M - Feed the children and the herders 
8.00   P.M - prepares children for bed 
10.00 P.M - Serves the husband’s supper 
11.00P.M - Prepares her bed and goes to sleep 

MEN DAILY ROUTINE DURING RAINY SEASON 
 

 
 
 
6.00A.M - wakes up 
6.15A.M - goes to boma (livestock enclosure),checks the 
livestock 
6.30A.M - takes breakfast 
7.00A.M - assist children to take smallstock for grazing 
7.30A.M - milks camels 
8.30A.M - assist herders to take camel for grazing 
9.00A.M - goes to Naabo 
9.30A.M - goes to play bao game (bola) 
1.00P.M - takes a nap 
4.00P.M - bring calves home 
8.00P.M - bring camel home 
8.30P.M - milks camels 
9.00P.M - goes to Naabo for ololoo 
9.30P.M - pour the sacred milk (libation) 
9.45P.M - takes supper 
10.00P.M - advises morans in the Naabo 
10.30P.M - Goes to bed 

 



 

 

Spatial 
Techniques 

• Maps of the 
community. 

• What do they 
draw and in what 
order? 

• What is ‘big’ and 
what is ‘small’? 

• What is not 
drawn? 
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To Marsabit 



 

Story with a gap 



 

Representative Family 

• Cutouts of babies, young children boys and 
girls, teenage boys and girls, adult males and 
females, elderly males and females. 

• Build for me a poor / middle / wealthy family 
from this community. 
– How will the proposed intervention impact 

different people within this household 
– Will this impact be different if we modify the 

intervention? 



 

Resource Bag 



 

Venn Diagrams 
 

 



 

Pairwise Ranking 



 

Plan to Act on Findings 
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