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An ethnographic study in nursing: A review

Chuntana Rogerson*

Abstract

An ethnographic approach is a type of qualitative research which is based on writing
about people, to see and understand their real world, by the researcher for gathering deep
descriptions and rich ethnographic data about their lives. The ethnographic method is gaining
more popularity in nursing studies, especially in applied ethnography within a nursing field, with
nursing routine and nursing experiences, using multiple data collection methods to complete a
realistic pictures of the nursing cultural phenomena. In Thailand, the two main ethnographic
studies that have been used focus on cultural behaviors and cultural performance aspects.
With the diverse health care culture in the context of cultural differences in Thailand, an
ethnographic approach is recommended in order to understand our patients, health
professionals, and nursing care, which has real potential to make remarkably significant
improvements to nurses, nursing and healthcare practices in Thailand. This paper articulates a
concise knowledge about the use of ethnographic studies in general and highlights the
information of using an ethnographic approach in nursing and healthcare. It is hoped this
journal article provides sufficient explanatory information to support anyone considering

undertaking ethnographic research in the future.

Keywords: ethnographic study, nursing

*Boromarajonani College of Nursing Sawanpracharak Nakhonsawan Faculty of Nursing, Praboromrajchanok

Institute, Thailand, Email: chuntana@bcnsprnw.ac.th

Received: April 25, 2020 Revised: July 25, 2020 Accepted: August 4, 2020



150 ﬁ> JOURNAL OF HEALTH SCIENCE RESEARCH Volume 14 No. 2: May — August 2020

nsAEnE L%omaﬁ'uﬁ:'assmmmamsw g1UR

%% 6
IUNW 13L9a3au*

UNANED

MIANBUTITIANUTITIUUT KIDNTANEIAMUAIINRALNIIIWKEIIN (Ethnographic
study) Lﬂumiﬁﬂuﬁ{gL%oqmmwmﬁwﬁaﬁﬁﬂmLﬁmﬁ'u%’im%m]’ inIsdanmTayaisneae
ALD I@lﬂ@Taa‘ww@umﬂﬁmﬁ”ﬂnﬁ@m%uﬁﬁaamiﬁﬂ‘m Lﬁalﬁ'l,ﬁm%dm’mﬁoﬁlﬁw’fuuazﬁa;;ja
ATLNIN ’Lumamswmma"lﬁﬁnmiﬁﬂmmwwmﬂmwmﬁ@uuﬁmﬁmﬂizqﬂ@ﬂﬂu
msfnsn3selufivhnemmn 9mdsdn wasdszaunsainiemInenuna MITNMaUTIUTINTaYa
‘ﬁ'ﬂmnﬁmﬂLﬁia"l@'fméﬁommaugsrimaaiagaﬁ'ﬁaamiﬁnm LRSHILEUONRIFLGA Y
ﬂﬁﬂgmirﬁmﬁwuﬁsuﬁlﬁm‘fu ludszinalneansdns1aNURAINRAENIIIRUTITNRINITD
wiiaidu 2 dsziaunan launn1sansn NganIsunIaIanBsTINLAZNTANEIAULANAIIN
TAUTITN s’fialuﬂs:mﬂvlmyﬁ"i’muﬁsmmsgLLaqmmwﬁﬂmﬂwmﬂ ANNANNLANAIINTS
TWUTIIN miﬁﬂm%”ﬂéhﬂ?%ﬁﬁlzmU‘lﬁ;ﬁ'ﬁ?ﬂmmsnﬁwmwmifﬂaﬁugﬂasl QL%mmmﬁTﬁu
§UNW WIansUJUANIN IS Lﬂiaﬁﬁayamﬂ{uﬂgamswmmauazms@uaqmmwlﬁ
gaaAsaInUUSUNALAnaIntansTInlulseindlng ummmft"[ﬁﬁmuummjﬁﬁmﬁu
nIAnsaNERAINEAIENITIARsTIY wazn1si llEnmaneoauaznsguaganw B
ﬁLﬁUwi’ddwxﬁﬂﬁﬂmﬁﬁ'ﬂgﬁaulaﬁﬂmmm%mrmmUmﬁwuﬁﬁwmamswmma@ia"l,ﬂ

AEIAY: MIANHUTITIAANUTITIAUY NMIWLILIA

*INONRWLLIAL TN TTWARITIAL T2 19n S %ﬂiﬁ"liiﬂ:, AUEWENLNAAEAT amﬁumzmmwwun,

Email: chuntana@bcnsprnw.ac.th


mailto:chuntana@bcnsprnw.ac.th

msmﬁfﬁ'ﬂmﬁﬂmmacﬂ‘?qmmw 37 14 aUUN 2: WOBAAN — FIRAN 2563 | 151

What is ethnographic study?

Ethnographic study is a type of
qualitative research and is the primary
research method traditionally used in
cultural anthropology, where the discipline
of the study is connected with human
culture.1 Ethnography literally means writing
about people living or working in a specific
place/community/institute with specific ways
of living/belief/working.  Studying the
character of naturally occurring human
behaviors can be achieved by firsthand
contact with it, not by inferences from
artificial settings like experimen’[s.2 The
ethnographic method enables the
researcher to get closer to the inside and
have better access to the real world and
provides thick descriptions and deep rich
ethnographic data.3 Ethnography presents
an approach for the studying of cultures of
virtual worlds and what is ordinary about
them rather than extraordinary by
immersing themselves within the culture of
interest.4 In other words, ethnography is
concerned with learning about people by
learning from people.5 Later, ethnography
has gradually changed from studying other
cultures in distant lands and less well-
developed  societies, to  undertaking
ethnography in local settings or near
communities, observing everyday life
activities, nature of the group, interests,

attitudes, beliefs or even healthcare. The

researcher can conduct the study by

spending periods of time with participants,
rather than immersing themselves in the
setting for an extended period of time to

conduct the study.

Ethnographic purpose

Ethnographic study is useful to
conduct in the beginning of a study as the
purpose is to develop an early and deeper
understanding of the actual aspects in order
to support the future research design, such
as the way of life from the native point of
view by focusing on usual behaviors in daily
Iiving,6 patterns of a culture-sharing group,7
or the beliefs, language, behaviors and
issues facing the group, in which the
researcher describes and interprets the
shared and learned patterns of values,
behaviors, beliefs and language of a social
group or an individual or individuals within

the group.8

Ethnographic types

There are many types of
ethnography from traditional to applied
ethnography  such as: the realist
ethnography, a traditional approach used
by cultural anthropologists, which is an
objective account of the situation typically
written facts by the researcher as the third-
person point of view reporting participants’
information learned from the site; the
critical ethnography study about the
shared pattern of a group, typically identify
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a specific issue; the confessional
ethnography which is the report of the
ethnographer’s fieldwork experiences.8 If
regarding the philosophy of ethnography,
the macroethnography is concerned with a
broadly defined culture and the
microethnography, known as focused
ethnography, which focuses on a specific
aspect of a cultural group, in a particular
settings, often used in nursing studies
performing within the researcher's own
working environment whereby participants
are conveniently available.9 For example,
the study of a nursing team’s culture and
leadership on a specific unit was studied to
gain insight into the shared experiences of
the team members, the structure of their
experiences, the relationships among team
members, the leadership and the

environment in which it operates.

Ethnographic perspectives

In using an ethnographic approach,
researchers assume to gain a
comprehensive and complete picture of a
social group. There are two kinds of
perspective in ethnography, emic and etic
perspectives. The emic perspective is an
insider's or native’s perspective of reali’(y,7
the views of the participants,8 which is the
reality seen, experienced, understood, and
expressed from the individual's point of

view using the local Ilanguage to

. . 10
characterize the experiences. In other

words, it is the way that members of the
culture envision their world to the outsider.8
The etic perspective is the information/
language representing the ethnographic
researcher’s interpretation. It also refers to
the language used by the external, social,
or scientific perspective of the same reality.
Most ethnographers start collecting data
from the emic perspective and then try to
make sense of what they have collected in
terms of both the native’s view and the
researcher’s scientific analysis. Quality
ethnography requires both an emic and etic
perspective to complete a perfect picture of

the cultural phenomena.7

Ethnographic researcher’s role
Ethnography as with all qualitative
research is dependent on the researcher to
act as the research instrument.11 The
influence of the researcher is demonstrated
through the approach to the research
design, data collection and interpretation of
the research.5 Historically, when research
was conducted in an unfamiliar culture,
such as the study about a tribe, data would be
collected by direct participant observation
from the culture under study. Therefore, it
was important that researchers immersed or
engaged themselves into the community to
better understand and interpret the
activities, beliefs and responses of that
group. Later, in contemporary ethnography,

the researchers changed to study near
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communities, with their routine activities and
in any cluster of people who shared the
same characteristics. To understand the
pattern of a cultural group studied, an
ethnographer would spend considerable
time with the group by going in to the field,
live with them or frequently visit, or work
with the people being studied as part of the
group.1 Additionally, as the researchers will
be both a human instrument and an
ethnographer, all personal biases and
preconceptions prior to entering the study
need to be eliminated.9 Therefore reflexivity,
considering the issues of doing as a
researcher, should be considered

12
carefully.

Reflexivity in ethnography

Reflexivity in an ethnographic study
requires the researchers to be aware of
how their own experiences and knowledge
could intrude on any aspect of the research,
particularly the construction of meaning
from the data collected.13 Reflexivity allows
the researchers to add credibility and
expresses their own personal views and
insights about the phenomena. The act of
reflexivity needs the reader to accept the
statement as honest and credible in the
researchers’ efforts to tell the truth in
conducting the research. Researchers
would demonstrate confidence in reflexivity
by practicing writing their own historical

reports and the context of the study to

signify their role as the researcher, as well
as writing diaries which can be useful in
capturing reflexive thoughts and
observations throughout the process of the
study. Using reflexivity on the ethnographic
written product will represents the reality of
the participants, and show that the
researchers are part of the ethnographic

written product.10

Ethnographic data collection

Ethnographic data can be gathered
from multiple data collection methods to
achieve as rich and detailed a holistic
description of the culture and members as
possible. Ethnographers rely on a variety of
data sources, including observation, in-
depth interviews, and collecting artifacts
such as charts, photographs, and letters.
Ethnographic researchers are noted to keep
an open mind about the groups or cultures
they are studying7 and should not disturb
the natural behaviors of the participants in
their everyday Iife.6 It is because not only
has the ethnographer an effect on the
issues being studied but also the field has
an effect on the researchers.10 The data
can be collected from the various key
informants who are often the researcher’s
main link to the inside, or the researchers
are immersed in the day-to-day lives of the
group participants who are helping the
researcher understand the culture.8 For

example, researchers who put themselves
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forward to work with a nursing team in
order to study them. The keys to success
for ethnographers in collecting data are the
concerns of what members of the culture
do, what people say and what people make
and use1 and write the information down.8
As the ethnographic research uses multiple
methods to make an in-depth understanding
resulting with multiple forms of information
findings, the triangulation techniques are
used to test one source of data against
another providing an alternative to
validation, such as using interviewing data
compare with the observational data.7 In
nursing research, particularly focused
ethnographic study where nurse ethnographers
conducting in familiar contexts, such as
healthcare settings, the researcher should
be aware of their own experiences that
could affect the analysis of data by not
transferring any of their own beliefs into the
collected data, not judge the participants’
behaviors or beliefs by their own

. . . . .14
assumptions applicable in nursing practice.

Ethnographic data analysis

In ethnography, the data analyzed
produce rich and thick descriptions of the
cultural reality including extensive verbatim
quotes,15 using either content analysis,
thematic analysis, time line, matrix analysis
or typology. The analysis should begin as
soon as the first data were collected. It start

from familiarizing/organizing the findings,

reading through all the findings and making
notes, describe finding into code and
themes by describing the social setting,
actors, events, or draw pictures of the
setting, analyze/classify data into code and
themes with well supported by evidence in
the data, and forming an interpretation by
interpreting and making sense of the
findings about how the culture works, and
display the findings through figures, charts,

tables, diagrams, or sketches.8

Ethnographic limitations

The limitations in using an ethnographic
approach involve the issues of collecting data.
Ethnography requires a significant investment
in time when conducting the participant
observation and interviews, which tends to
impact on the sample size, as there are
usually constraint on the researcher's time
and funding available to undertake the
research. However, with applied ethnography
with the tight deadlines and funding, the time
spent in fieldwork tends to be briefer than
usual in ethnographic research and also
adapting  ethnography  with the team
ethnographer  rather than a  solitary
ethnographer. The challenges is the time
required to gain access and be accepted or
trusted at the research sites and the duration
and complexity of data collection.”” Another
issue is that it is difficult to generalize, as
researching a specific culture or community

may not produce results that are transferrable
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to be used with other populations, as they

are specific to that culture.

Ethnographic study in nursing

The ethnographic method is gaining
more  popularity in  nursing studies,
especially when information is new and
unfamiliar, or when the information required
is too complex to be elicted by
questionnaires.3 With the nature of an
ethnographic approach that attempts to
explain rather than measure, offer insight
rather than generalizable findings, and
generate rather than tests hypothesis, in
nursing research, an ethnographic approach
can be used to achieve the objective of a
clear understanding of human needs and
conditions for improving the quality of care,16
clarify various behaviors and people’s
experiences,17 evaluating and improving the
quality of the program, and describing and
monitoring the process of change,
enhancing nursing practice, answering
questions important to nurses, exploring
their familiar or experienced issues, or
addressing additional relevant issues.5 In
nursing, applied ethnography has often
been used to study within a nursing field,
with nursing routine and the researcher’s
experiences in the nursing subjects, using
multiple data collection methods seeking
information from the insider and outsider
perspectives to see that phenomenon within
the context in which it takes place to

complete a perfect picture of the nursing

cultural phenomena. In Thailand, most
ethnographic studies in nursing involve
participant observations, in-depth interviews
or focus group discussion. In Thailand,
there have been two main ethnographic
studies. One focused on the cultural
behaviors in patients, parents, caregivers,
nurses or nurse students, such as the Thai
families caring practice for infants with
congenital heart disease prior to cardiac
surgery.18 The second one studied the
cultural performance aspects of nurses,
nursing, nursing systems at the different
workplaces, situations, responsibility, levels,
or settings, such as the community care
system for people with disabilities19 and the
cultural care of infants from the Phuthai’s
family in Nakhon Phanom province.20

In conclusion, ethnography is very
useful to consider at the beginning of a
project in order to support future studies.
Ethnographic approaches can be applied to
any health issues, especially, in Thailand
with diverse health care culture in the
context of cultural differences. Ethnographic
approach is recommended in order to
understand our patients, health
professionals, or the nursing care which has
real potential to make a remarkably
significant improvements to nurses, nursing

and healthcare practices in Thailand.
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