
Boston College Office for Research Protections
Ethnography Guidance for Researchers

What is ethnographic research?
Ethnography involves the study of human behavior in the settings where people live and work. It
emphasizes the study of people and communities, and aims to describe social contexts,
relationships, and processes.1

Do I need IRB approval

https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/regulations/45-cfr-46/common-rule-subpart-a-46104/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/regulations/45-cfr-46/index.html
https://americananthro.org/about/policies/statement-on-ethnography-and-institutional-review-boards/


and we understand that you may need to keep your research plans flexible until you are in the
process of data collection. With that in mind, here is what the IRB reviewers are looking for in
your application:

ǒ What types of methodology will you use in the field? Observations? Interviews?
Surveys?

ǒ Do you need special permission from anyone to collect data? For example, if you
conduct ethnography in a school or office, you will need a letter of permission from the
school district or company. You should attach this letter to your application.

ǒ If you plan to collect data internationally, refer to our international research policy. Be
sure that you are adhering to any guidelines that exist in the community where you will
collect data.

ǒ We understand that you may not know your exact sample size until you are in the field,
particularly with observations, so it is fine to make an estimate. You can always submit
an amendment later if you need to request a larger sample size.

ǒ When describing recruitment, explain how you will introduce yourself as a researcher to
participants. If you plan to introduce yourself to a larger community (such as a church or
community organization), explain how and where you will do this, and include a loose
script of what you plan to say.

ǒ Ethnographic interviews will often require flexibility and improvisation. When submitting
your interview or focus group instruments, we ask that you include the primary questions
you intend to ask participants, with the understanding that you will likely ask different
follow-up questions depending on how the conversation unfolds.

When do I need site permission?
Some sites will have strict processes in place that researchers must follow before collecting
data, such as school districts or certain communities. It is the researcherôs responsibility to
ensure that they have satisfied these site-specific requirements before submitting their protocol
to the Boston College IRB.

If you are simply observing behavior, it is helpful to consider public versus private behavior.
According to the Common Rule, private behavior "occurs in a context in which an individual can
reasonably expect that no observation or recording is taking place, and [that] information that
has been provided for specific purposes by an individual...will not be made public (e.g., a
meeting among managers and staff at a business or other organization, or an interaction
between a health care or social services provider and a patient or client)." Public behavior refers
to behavior taking place in a publicly accessible location in which the subject does not have an
expectation of privacy (e.g., a public plaza or park, a street, a building lobby, a government
building). If subjects have a reasonable expectation of privacy, both site permission and consent
will generally be required. The fact that a researcher, or anyone else, may enter a building
without explicit permission does not necessarily mean that it can be considered a public place.
For instance, although a church might not, as a practical matter, typically ask people entering for
their names or intentions, membex
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