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Do You See What I See?  Examining a Collaborative Ethnography
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Findings:

“Collaborative ethnography increases the body of data that can be used to describe and understand the social world under observation.”

· Defined as two or more ethnographers coordinating their fieldwork efforts to gather data from a single setting. 

· Can also mean, multiple researchers studying the same social phenomenon but from different social settings.  This article focuses on the first type.

· Influences the type and content of data collected.

· Can compare field notes.

Example:

Comparative Neighborhood Study (CNS) in Chicago – examined the social organization of four neighborhoods using participant observation and open-ended interviews to gather data about residents’ social networks, family lives, formal and informal organizations, and attitudes concerning issues of class and race.

Team Make-up:

· One male and one female

· Match fieldworks and neighborhoods by race

Team Requirements:

1. Record detailed fieldnotes.

2. Fieldnotes were distributed to principal investigators, neighborhood teams, and researchers studying other neighborhoods.  Since being distributed to people with less knowledge of neighborhoods, required write-ups to be very detailed.

3. Weekly CNS project meetings to discuss fieldnotes.

Joint Fieldnote Alternatives:

· Alternate responsibility for recording observations and write-ups

· Alternate, but discuss before one writes-up fieldnotes

· Both record and write-up before discussing

Possible Team Complications that did not occur in this project:

Competition – to distinguish themselves for the principal investigators

Negotiation – Teams may need to negotiate interpretations of fieldnotes 

Research Protocol:

1. Research assistants record detailed fieldnotes.

2. Principal investigators did the final analysis and interpretation.

3. Authors wrote this article to reflect on their experience working collaboratively. 

Noted:  Since research assistants were only required to gather data and not analyze or interpret what they saw, there was less conflict between assistants.

Learnings about Collaborative Ethnography

1. important details from the field are supplemented, increases the body of data that can be used to describe and understand the social world 

2. inconsistencies in data are brought to the fore, jointly collected but separately recorded fieldnotes make it necessary to investigate the reasons for inconsistencies

3. the influence of the ethnographers’ social identities is recognized.

Things to Consider:

· The affects of personal biographies on the research

· Composition of the team influences types and content of data – thus suggest more diversity amongst collaborating ethnographers

The fact that Mary had to “use [her] best friend’s children . . .as a way to enter in the discussion” illustrated that there are so many distinctions above and beyond the supra-categories of race, gender, and class that affect data collection. Merely being a woman did not provide smooth access to this social world.

· Advocate for the separate writing of fieldnotes to minimize the “extra contamination” that exists when the ethnography team members share their experiences, or record them together, or one writes for both

Do you see what I see? 

No because realities ultimately are unstable and personal “sameness” of the setting could never be realized.

Questions

1. What other qualitative data methods would benefit from a collaborative approach? Could this be done for interviews, focus groups, etc?

2. How does collaborative ethnography provide opportunity for researchers reflexivity?

3. What is the importance of separate writing according to the authors? Why is it so central to fruitful collaborative ethnography?

