
Introduction to Anthropological Research Methods

(A concise guide for students and newcomers to the field)

1. What Is Anthropological Research?

Aspect Description

Goal Understand human behavior, culture, biology, and evolution in their full complexity.

Scope
Past (archaeology), present (cultural & social anthropology), and biological/physical

dimensions.

Approach Holistic: integrates multiple sources of evidence and perspectives.

2. Core Methodological Paradigms

Paradigm Key Features Typical Data

Qualitative /

Interpretive

Emphasis on meaning, symbols,

and lived experience.

Field notes, interview transcripts,

visual media.

Quantitative /

Statistical

Focus on patterns, correlations, and

generalizable findings.

Surveys, census data, biological

measurements.

Mixed?Methods
Combines qualitative depth with

quantitative breadth.

Integrated datasets (e.g., coded

interview excerpts + statistical

analysis).

Comparative /

Cross?Cultural

Looks for similarities/differences

across societies.

Ethnographic atlases, cross?cultural

databases (e.g., D-PLACE).

3. Primary Fieldwork Techniques

Technique What It Involves Strengths Limitations

Participant

Observation

Researcher lives among the

community, taking part in

daily activities while

observing.

Rich, contextualized

insight; builds trust.

Time?intensive; risk

of “going native.”
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Technique What It Involves Strengths Limitations

Structured & Semi?

Structured

Interviews

Pre?planned questions

(structured) or flexible guides

(semi?structured).

Direct access to

informants’

perspectives.

May be influenced by

interviewee’s self?

presentation.

Focus Groups
Group discussion guided by

a facilitator.

Reveals collective

norms, contested

meanings.

Dominant voices can

skew data.

Surveys &

Questionnaires

Standardized instruments

administered to many

respondents.

Enables statistical

analysis; broad

coverage.

Limited depth; cultural

translation issues.

Life Histories / Oral

Histories

Long?form narratives of

individual experiences over

time.

Captures change,

personal agency.

Memory bias; labor?

intensive

transcription.

Material Culture

Analysis

Examination of artifacts,

architecture, clothing, etc.

Tangible evidence of

cultural practices.

Interpretation may be

ambiguous without

context.

Biological Sampling

Collection of bodily data

(e.g., DNA, isotopes, skeletal

measurements).

Links cultural

practices to biological

outcomes.

Requires ethical

clearance; invasive.

Audio?Visual

Recording

Video, photography, sound

recordings.

Preserves non?verbal

cues; useful for later

re?analysis.

Ethical concerns

about consent and

representation.

4. The Research Process (Step?by?Step)

1. Identify a Research Question

Must be anthropologically relevant (e.g., “How do kinship terms reflect gender roles in

X community?”).

2. Literature Review

Survey existing ethnographies, theory, and methodological precedents.

3. Formulate Hypotheses / Analytic Framework

Choose theoretical lenses (e.g., structuralism, practice theory, feminist anthropology).

4. Design the Study

Select methods, sampling strategy, and data?collection instruments.
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5. Obtain Ethical Clearance

Institutional Review Board (IRB) or equivalent; ensure informed consent,

confidentiality, and benefit?sharing.

6. **Field
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