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Introduction

The aim of this paper is to outline the principles by which judgements of quality in ethnographic research might be made, taking into account the strengths and weaknesses of the ethnographic method in light of critical, post-structural, and post-modern critique. Here we present a set of criteria which may assist institutional approval committees and funding bodies, as well as authors and readers, to make judgements as to the quality of ethnographic research.

In assessing the quality of ethnographic work we should first consider the features that render it distinct from other methods within the qualitative research tradition.  There is a widespread acknowledgement within the field that ethnographic studies are challenging to undertake and that they consume considerably more resources, both financial and personal, than qualitative interview studies. These very qualities, and the accompanying ‘bravado’ attached to ethnographic practice, give it a mystique which can prove to be an inspiration to novice and aspiring ethnographers but which can also act as a deterrent.  This mystique also renders vague the principles and practices that make up ethnography. Thus we find that:

'There is disagreement as to whether ethnography's distinctive feature is the elicitation of cultural knowledge the detailed investigation of patterns of social interaction or holistic analysis of societies' (Hammersley & Atkinson 1983.1).

There is also disagreement amongst ethnographers as to the purposes of this type of research, that is, the uses to which it can be put, the forms that the resulting text will take and the ways in which the research community can or should use the findings. There is also an on-going debate surrounding the desirability or otherwise of using ethnographic research for testing out theory and Hammersley in particular has sought to problematise its status as a research method (Hammersley 1992). Traditionally, (especially in the US and the U.K), ethnographers have resisted any attempts to import elements of positivist research. However, in recent years the wholesale adoption of ethnographic methods by medical and nursing academics, who generally train within quantitative paradigms, has resulted in an escalation of this process, often with scant regard to the traditional origins and purposes.  It is within these contested arenas that the problem of assessing quality in ethnographic research is set.

Ethnography: weaknesses and criticisms

The value of ethnography has been seriously called into question since its heyday as the foundation stone of modern anthropology. It has been criticized because of its potential for serving imperialistic, colonializing or hegemonic ends, for promoting prejudiced, patronizing or paternalistic attitudes, and for adopting an exploitative and objectifying approach to the people whose culture is being studied (Ref***). It has also been criticized it for its lack of rigour and the discovery that Margaret Mead grossly misunderstood and misrepresented the Polynesian cultures she studied, has demonstrated that immersion in the culture can not offer any guarantee of validity. 

Yet, ethnographic research is widely considered to be the method of choice for understanding the vagaries of cultural life and it remains one of the commonest research strategies, particularly in fields involving cross-cultural inquiry.  Furthermore, ethnographic research is undertaken by highly respected researchers; is approved by institutional ethics committees, academic and governmental funding agencies and reported in learned journals and academic books. Clearly, proponents and advocates believe they know how to judge the quality of ethnographic research, but we must ask how this can be done given the major criticisms to which it has been subjected. 

As a preliminary, however, we must deal with the issue of definitions. Here we take ethnography to refer to:

...a type of research in which a researcher studies directly a culturally distinct group or community through direct contact, through a variety of data collection methods, most typically including participant observation, the data gathered being used as the basis for a theoretically informed account of general or particular aspects of that culture. 

Of course, an ethnography can have a variety of perspectives; feminist, phenomenological or linguistic for example, which will influence it methodologically and interpretively. Ethnography can assume a holistic approach and attempt to characterize a whole society, or take the form of a case study involving a small and distinct cultural subgroup, such as a particular village, school, group of speakers, members of a religious sect, or occupation. Alternatively, an ethnography may be part of ‘action anthropology’, or a broader action research project, in which an explicit intention is to bring about change.  Levels of participation in the study by members of the community can vary, and a number of authors have raised the possibility and desirability of participative ‘postmodern ethnography’. Our definition of ethnography allows for all these possibilities and leaves open questions as to what comprises ‘culture’ and ‘data’, what methods are used, what theories are appropriate, and what form an ‘account’ should take. The significance of the terms for us should become apparent as we proceed.
The Judgement of Quality

It is surprising that the question of how to spot a quality piece of ethnographic work has received so little consideration to date.  We consider that there are however, a number of key criteria which not only distinguish ethnographic studies from other qualitative research but which provide clues towards determining quality.

Firstly, and arguably the most distinctive criteria is the issue of making the text 'live'.  One of the greatest joys in ethnographic work is the capturing of 'lived reality' but only some authors seem to have the art of embodying this within the written text.  A 'quality' ethnography is one which speaks to the reader; one which conveys the reality of participants' lives and one which stimulates the reader to question their own value position. The great master in this respect is Erving Goffman (1961). Not only does Goffman achieve these criteria in his seminal works (1961,1963); his writing style encourages identification with the participants' feelings.  Even though there are many who might judge Goffman's talents to be merely those of a great writer, few ethnographers would claim that this is the whole story.  It is quite simply his ability to generate a 'vivid' picture in the mind of the reader which distinguishes his work from his contemporaries. Therefore, leaving aside Goffman's considerable writing talents, there are aspects of his work which denote quality ethnography - 'vividness'; 'depth' and 'attention to detail'. Another important feature of his work is 'internal consistency'; that is, the 'strength' of his case is made through the medium of the ethnographic text with each of the building blocks serving to create a strong, coherent argument which recreates the setting and realities of participants’ experiences within the mind of the reader.  

In a quality ethnography therefore, there should be a balance between 'thick description' and analytical commentary.  The text should convince the reader that:
_
 the events described occurred;

_
 they are the types of event which any ethnographer might witness; (and)

_
 these events have consequences for the participants and / or for wider society.

When we consider the judgement of quality there is another interesting issue which is whether any 'standard' developed could ever be said to have universal applicability.  The majority of authors who have addressed similar issues seem to stop at the 'internal consistency' stage; that is, they judge each ethnography on its own merits (cf. Searle 1999.6).  This means that the judgement of quality appears to apply to individual texts.  Even within an author's own works, some are judged as 'classics' and not others, (in Goffman's case, 'Asylums' stands out).  The difficulty in developing a synthesis of core 'quality' features therefore, stumbles upon the problem of the subjectivity of individual preference. 
Quality Criteria in ethnographic research

Here we address ‘core concerns’ which we claim, will inevitably form part of every ethnographic project in varying degrees of importance. 

1) A quality ethnography openly acknowledges the researcher’s inevitable influence upon the community being studied, and explains how reflexivity will be practiced:

It is now accepted that Malinowski’s insistence that the researcher should become so familiar to the cultural group being studied that they forget she/he is present, is often impossible in practice, even if it is possible in theory. More often than not, the presence of the researcher has immediate and long-term effects on the social situation they are studying. The problem is ubiquitous and almost no research can be developed which entirely eliminates the effects of the researcher. Most contemporary ethnographic research therefore attempts to acknowledge and explicate the effect of researcher influence. The mark of quality applies to those ethnographies which seek to capitalize upon researcher influence as a factor within the research; to explore and delineate the nature of the relationship between ethnographer and co-participant, rather than indulge in the pretence of ‘invisibility’.

2) A quality ethnography is explicit as to the rationale for, and extent of, the researcher’s selectivity
 in identifying what constitutes ‘data’.

It used to be recommended that ethnographers adopt the posture of an alien, in which they are puzzled by, and therefore interrogate, all aspects of the culture being studied. Nothing is to be taken for granted or dismissed as irrelevant or insignificant, nothing is overlooked and even the most basic aspects of the culture are explored. This unrealistic attitude, (what Clammer (1984. p.69) called “ethnographic encyclopaedism”), soon gave way to a recognition that a researcher simply cannot observe everything and that in any case they inevitably exercise both conscious and unconscious selectivity consistent with their way of seeing the world, their interests, objectives, and assumptions. 

It must also be recognized that whatever the merits and demerits of the ‘alien position’, increasingly in contemporary times, ethnographers are not greatly different from the members of the cultural groups being studied. It is now widely argued that ethnography is the method of choice for studying any community, including one’s own, and so it is now used in a quite different way to Malinowski and the students of obscure cultures. This has been accompanied by changes in terminology, in the roles adopted by the participants, and in the style of interpretation and reporting. Most obviously, informants are now less clearly ‘Others’, distinct from the researcher; are more likely to be regarded as ‘co-participants’ than ‘informants’, and are frequently quoted directly. It has been said that the data is increasingly regarded as the subject of study, rather than the community from which it has been gathered: most notably, the text is studied in its own right rather than as a representation of cultural practices. In addition, most of ethnography’s central concepts, such as ‘community’ and ‘custom’, have been problematized, along with the traditional positivistic scientific conceptual canon, by postmodern deconstruction.

It is now usual that the researcher is significantly related to the cultural group being studied and therefore enters the field with a mass of pre-existing knowledge, beliefs, insights, attitudes and expectations. In a quality ethnography, the researcher addresses the question of how this affects their definition, perception and interpretation of ‘data’, and how it is likely to add to, or detract from, the quality of the research. 

4) A quality ethnography contributes to theory.

If ethnography involves no more than the application of a set of theories, social, cultural or economic for example, to a single case, it is difficult to see how it is capable of generating new elements of theory, or even novel insights into cultural practices, and yet this capacity is one of its great attractions. We regard Hammersley’s claim in What’s Wrong With Ethnography? (1992) that ethnography cannot contribute in an original way to extant theory, as based on an outmoded positivistic conception of the theory-practice-research relationship as unidirectional rather than reflexive. From hermeneutic, poststructural and critical social science perspectives, theory, practice and research are reflexively inter-related, and the problem of ethnography’s contribution to theory simply does not arise. Hammersley’s positivism also leads him to assume a narrow view of truth as general, universal and absolute, rather than specific, local and relative, and commits him to rejecting insights or understandings which do not meet these narrow criteria. As far as we can see, his criticisms may be destructive of early positivist ethnography but leave alternative conceptions largely unscathed. A quality ethnography should explicitly contribute to theory development, and proposals should indicate ways in which findings may develop a cohesive theoretical structure during the course of the project.

5) A quality ethnography demonstrates flexibility as to its objectives, and willingness by the researcher to explore all promising avenues of inquiry.

The conduct of fieldwork entails the continuous development of concepts and data-driven ideas as more and more data are collected, and new insights and possible explanations and accounts emerge. This process may lead the researcher into unexpected areas of investigation, and the study may radically change direction. A quality ethnography, or proposal, is sufficiently flexible in design to allow the ethnographer to exercise good judgement as to whether a particular issue is worth following up, and how far to deviate from the original plan (Alasuutari 1995, pp.172-174). 

Willingness to stray from the path set by predetermined definitions aimed at circumscribing in advance the phenomena to be studied, seems to us to be a hallmark of quality ethnographic work. From a critical perspective, such definitions are tied to hegemonic discourses which are usually inappropriate and colonizing; from a postmodern perspective, they are tied to holistic metanarratives and grand discourses which are largely illusory.

6) A quality ethnography relies primarily on data derived from direct contact with the cultural group being studied, and therefore concentrates on present, rather than past, realities.

We would argue that ethnography can not, and should not aim to offer historical accounts or explanations. Once it does this it adopts new methods, faces new philosophical problems, and becomes ‘historiography’. Long-term studies, like those of Margaret Mead, rely on a variety of materials and protracted participant observation, whereas historiographies are usually based primarily on texts alone and are at least one remove from the personal experience of the researcher. Even oral histories are one remove from the events themselves, relying heavily on personal memory. Ethnography offers a detailed snapshot of some aspect of the here-and-now, represented by a variety of materials gathered first-hand, and reported in the present tense - what some authors call ‘the ethnographic present’. Alasuutari (1995) argues that “choice of tense affects the contact that the researcher has with the reader” and “present tense creates the illusion that the writer is struggling towards the solution of the case side-by-side with the reader” (p.189). Furthermore, use of the first person singular is sometimes the most appropriate style of reporting. Such devices may assist in rendering the text ‘live’ (as previously discussed) but even more importantly, in conveying the present reality of the participants’ lives.

7) A quality ethnography accurately represents the feelings, values, beliefs and experiences, of those in the community being studied, even when the researcher is radically differently positioned.
Malinowski formalized traditional ethnographic methods in his text of 1922, and specified its ultimate goal as being “to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realise his vision of his world” (Malinowski 1922, p.25). We believe that perhaps the most enduring and distinctive criteria for quality ethnography lie in its potential for the accurate description of cultural beliefs and practices.  In these respects, it is difficult to imagine that a superior methods, or one better adapted to its task of cultural description, will ever be developed.

However, it is frequently difficult in the field to separate out the issues of the self from the other in relation to reporting events.  Since the ethnographer is part of the setting and needs-must become involved with the minutiae of co-participants’ lives, difficulties may arise in writing ethnographic field notes when the goals and aspirations of the study group are also shared by the ethnographer.  In these circumstances, the ethnographer writes an honestly as possible of the community’s values, adding that these are indeed shared by her/himself.  Reporting becomes even more problematic when the ethnographer finds her/himself ‘radically differently positioned’.  This is generally related to politics of participants when it hits within an ethnographic project and if not dealt with in a professional manner, can lead to biased reporting, problems with funding bodies and other deleterious effects upon the research.  It is also very difficult to solve, although one of us has encountered these problems and recommends a concerted effort towards ‘news-reader’ style reporting.  This basically means that the ethnographer concentrates upon reporting facts (actions, speeches and so on) as accurately as possible and in as ‘neutral’ a manner as possible, should differences in politics be clouding the reporting (or threatening to do so) and makes every effort to be clear in the writing as to which aspects of the interpretation are provided by the participants and which by her/himself.

8) A quality ethnography results in a text which is descriptive and theoretical, but avoids being exploitative: proposals for ethnographic research should indicate how this is to be achieved.

Descriptions should be accurate and convincing, rather than objective and dispassionate. Although it should admit that a range of alternative interpretations are possible, the text should convince the reader that the events described have not been fabricated, that they could have been witnessed by any ethnographer, and that they have significant consequences for the participants and/or the wider society. 

Avoidance of a potentially exploitative relationship with the participants must be a primary goal for all ethnographers, although the risk of short or long term damage in the pursuit of the ethnographer’s ends has long been recognised. A quality ethnography respects the democracy of the research setting: that is, the ethnographer intentionally strives not to impose their authority upon the situation, but rather acknowledges that they act as one contributor to a network of interaction. The flexible nature of a quality ethnographic text acknowledges the importance of participants’ experience and understanding, rather than seeking to impose a priori knowledge and control. This is why the adoption of an egalitarian participative research style which incorporates members’ preferences and aspirations, or employing critical approaches which have an explicit empowerment agenda is so important.

9) A quality ethnography produced from a postmodern standpoint rejects a synthesizing worldview and accurately reflects the fragmented and unpredictable nature of life as it is lived. 

Postmodern ethnography is, in Tyler’s (1986) words, a “meditative vehicle for a transcendence in time and place” (1986.256). As he points out, this is not a new expressive form but rather “a self-conscious return to an earlier and more powerful notion of the ethical character of all discourse”. It privileges dialogical discourse over monological text, denying the observer-observed relation, and affirming mutual story-making. 

When evaluating a postmodern ethnography, it should be recognized that a key difference concerns the desire to be ‘evocative’ rather than ‘representational’; it ‘achieves effects’ rather than convinces through rational, linear representations of truth. This frees it from such burdens of scientific rhetoric as ‘objects’, ‘facts’, ‘description’, ‘generalization’, ‘verification’, ‘experiment’, and ‘truth’ which, according to Tyler, “have no parallels either in the experience of ethnographic fieldwork or in the writing of ethnographies” (pp.256-7). Postmodern ethnography does not assume the cloak of a unified utopian system; instead, it reflects, deconstructs and enlivens commonsense experiences of the world.  We see here a direct link with our strong belief in the importance of an ethnographic text as conveying the reality of participants’ lives directly to the reader and stimulating them to question their own beliefs and value positions. The ‘vividness’ of which we have spoken earlier is often conveyed by the disjunctions and disruptions that hit the reader suddenly and unexpectedly, shattering illusions of continuity and harmony. 

Developing a ‘Mark of Quality’
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These distinctive features of ethnographic research provide the basis for the judgement of quality. However, this judgement is most readily applicable to completed studies. The problem of how to develop quality standards which could be utilised by such bodies as institutional approval committees and funding bodies remains. It is possible, however, to subject ethnographic research proposals to a series of questions using a pro forma of synthesised criteria such as those presented in this paper.  For example:

_
Will this project provide sufficient detail concerning the lives of the participants and is the anticipated time in the field adequate to generate 'depth' data? 

Judgements of quality here should revolve around the proposed strategies to be adopted by the researcher/s. However, this judgement has traditionally been made in crude quantitative terms, for example by scrutinising only the proposed length of time in the field. The flaw here is immediately apparent – the researcher/s may have sufficient time but if it is spent in gathering ‘superficial’ data from many participants, it is unlikely to include enough ‘depth’. A better guide than relying purely upon ‘length of time in the field’ therefore, is to scrutinise how the time in the field is to be spent in relation to the amount of participants to be contacted. A project in which an ethnographer aims to collect in one month meaningful ‘depth’ data from say 300 participants is clearly not going to achieve its objectives.  An even better guide is to analyse how the ethnographer proposes to spend the time.

_
Will the findings lead to a greater understanding of participants' lives?

This judgement is always extremely complicated to make because almost anything and everything increases knowledge of participants’ lives.  The nub of this question relates to the significance of this knowledge and its (relative) scientific importance. In many ways, where a study proposes to examine a little-understood sub-culture or isolated social group, this judgement is easier to make but proposers should be aware that increasingly, funding bodies judge the relative worth of studying such groups, purely in terms of what they can tell us about majority/minority group relations rather than for their own intrinsic merit.

_
 Is an ethnographic study implied by the research question?

The importance of this judgement is far too frequently miscalculated. Many settings do not lend themselves to ethnographic study and it is therefore unrealistic and impractical to attempt them there.  For example, one of us, supervised an ethnographic study of community pharmacies (Hassell et al. 1996) and it became immediately apparent that there was no distinctive culture to which the researcher may be admitted.  Other hallmark features of classic ethnographies; such as a different language; distinctive patterns of tradition and custom, were also missing.  Therefore, an ethnographic study was not in this case implied by the research questions.  In fact in that study, data gathering would have been improved and facilitated by using more structured qualitative methods, such as depth interviewing of all participants.  This judgement can only be made by scrutinising the research question and assessing its ‘fit’ with the design of the data generation methods.

_
Does an ethnographic study represent 'best value' in terms of resources?

There is simply no denying that ethnographies are expensive in terms of human and non-human resources.  Long periods of time spent in the field equate to large salary requirements, travel, subsistence and accommodation costs.  Therefore, in conjunction with the previous point, a cool-headed judgement must be made as to whether these costs are really justified, or whether adequate data may be gathered by any other means.

_
Do the proposers have sufficient personal support from their institution to undertake the fieldwork?

It is very difficult to make this judgement from a paper application procedure.  The study may conform to all the above criteria, yet it is extremely difficult to gage whether the fieldworker will become isolated both physically and intellectually, from the ‘home-base’ setting of the organisation (Harris 1997).  A further complicating feature is that research proposals generally do not specify staff who will be undertaking the work. Instead, proposers often wait until funds are forthcoming to advertise a post at the correct grade.  Whilst some of this judgement has to be made therefore, on the credibility and academic standing of the proposers, their previous abilities to establish and maintain such projects and so on, the very real human qualities that are required to support fieldworkers at a distance are not assessed in such exercises and in most respects, appear to have to be taken as matters of trust.  Bearing all of these in mind however, committees may realistically question proposers concerning the types of arrangement they would make to maintain support and to cater for unexpected problems which may be encountered by the fieldworker.

Conclusion
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In conclusion, the kind of judgements we have portrayed are applicable both to completed studies and to proposals. We have discussed general issues, such as whether an ethnographic study is most appropriate to the research question, whether it represents 'best value' in terms of resources, or whether the proposers have sufficient expertise and personal support from their institution to undertake the fieldwork and the subsequent development of an ethnographic text. 

We contend that although ethnography has become fashionable in health research, along with the general rise in the use of qualitative methods in this field, (Temple 1999.205), scant attention has been paid to the development of a ‘mark of quality’ by which we might know excellence and aspire to it.  As this general trend continues, we are witnessing also an abandonment of attention to philosophical foundations (cf. Searle 1999) as superfluous to efficient research practice (ibid.30) which, if it results in less attention to methodological detail and poor research practice, may provide grist to the mill for our critics.

At the same time, the growth in appreciation of ethnography and the rise in its usage, are very welcome general developments and, should attention to issues of quality form part of these trends in the ways we suggest here, this challenging but valuable methodology will continue to enlighten and stimulate researchers post-millenium. 
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