Doing Anthropology in Consumer Research
By Patricia L. Sunderland and Rita M. Denny

This book was written for somebody exactly like me. I have been doing qualitative research for over 20 years, conducted hundreds of groups and thousands of interviews, and have even led some ethnographies or included exercises that have their roots in ethnographies.  I have always been proud of the evolution of my designs because of the consistent inclusion of knowledge gained from conferences, webinars, and reading articles and books.
So, I expected to gain a richer understanding of ethnographies that I would apply to subsequent designs for clients.  I also was prepared to examine my past work to repair any gap between what I typically offer and what the authors do. 

Turns out I was pretty close to getting ethnographies right.  In fact, the ideas I used to shape our own focus group facility continued to ring true.  Our facility has a space designed to replicate any jobsite.  In residential construction a jobsite would be a likely candidate for ethnography among builders and trades, for example.  

Nonetheless, I don’t think I understood the difference between what I do and what real commercial anthropologists do. The design, scale, and most likely the price of ethnographies are considerably different from the norm in my industry, residential construction, but certainly transferable.  What I lacked was a different openness of mind.
I don’t think I was prepared for the amount of introspection needed to conduct an honest ethnography.  We’ve been warned that collecting data using any artificial construct is at risk of generating skewed data – focus group participants, by the mere fact they are in a room and not at the jobsite, for example--will not provide fully accurate responses. (Better than none I still say, but that is a different article.) 

I had not been warned that the first layer of filtering or bias happens because of one’s own acculturation.  When the authors take us through Cuba to understand transportation and commerce, we learn almost along with Patricia and Rita that they have fallen into a common trap of Westerners – contrasting the old with the new, contrasting generations, and contrasting our perceptions of poverty to our perceptions of plenty.  The authors looked at the photographs taken during their data collection in Cuba and found that their photos and their internal lenses had indeed honed in on contrasts, so the photos needed to be redone.  They set out again and took a new set of photos.  We even get a chance to see the before and after photos –those with the stereotypical contrasts and those following with renewed and more expanded subject matters. Readers understand through example, and readers certainly have to ask themselves, “How easily could I have done the same thing?”  

I appreciated the honesty of the authors and their willingness to share their mistakes so readers can learn from them.  The next time I attempt to design an authentic ethnography I have the obligation to ask myself what perceptions I hold so I can attempt to design around them.
The authors’ intent, I am convinced, is for us to learn what an ethnography is in practice and how to keep it on track logistically while remaining true to the principles of anthropology all the while.

One of my good friends always asks me at the end of every conversation, “What did you learn?” no matter if the conversation has been about me and my daughter, a day at work, or a break up with a boyfriend.  I, on the other hand, always ask my friend, “Did you have fun?”  In this book, I both learned and had fun.  More to the point, I think my skills have been deepened and I feel I have lived several compelling moments with the authors. The book includes the authors worrying about staffing a project, a car accident, and a curiously difficult client.  At times, I could not put the book down.  What would their peers say about segmentation?  Were the clients going to like the presentation?  Were they going to get it done on time?  A thriller for any road/data warrior.

The book also serves as a reference.  In reality, this book is a gateway for one’s own self-paced tutorial.  It is deeply footnoted. There are tons more articles and books to read, and ways to present the findings to clients.
I didn’t like every part of the book, though, probably because I felt scolded, and perhaps rightfully so.  In between chapters written by the authors, there are supporting articles, usually written in very lofty terms.  If these articles are intended to lend legitimacy to the authors’ text and the discipline of commercial anthropology, these articles are superfluous.  If these articles are intended to quell enthusiasm and intimidate, they are successful.  I wished the purpose of these articles and their intentions were more obvious.  I would have appreciated a review of principles used in subsequent chapters, for example.  Instead, I just felt inadequate after reading several of the essays.  Is there no hope for me as a properly and fully principled ethnographer?

Clearly, this book is a reference, and one to have at hand to assist in design and to keep you honest.  I would recommend this book to all market researchers and their clients to see how discovery happens and how to harvest it.

