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ABSTRACT Anthropological fieldwork methods are increasingly becoming popular with management and business.
This paper discusses the experiences of business anthropologists with conducting ethnographies in organizations.
Based upon a review of organizational ethnographies and three personal vignettes four issues have been found;
access to business organizations, role taking, involvement versus detachment and freedom to publish. To deal
with these issues other than traditional anthropological requirements are needed for business anthropologists. It
is not so much exceptional luck, but rather a strategic use of one’s networks, negotiation skills and social skills to
handle these issues. Therefore, business anthropologists need to develop networking and negotiating capacities
and commercial sensitiveness to conduct ethnographies in business organizations.

INTRODUCTION

Isn’t it strange that anthropologists take great
pains to study the daily life and the spiritual world
of so-called primitive people, but hardly devote
their energies to study organizational rituals in
Western companies (Van der Ende and van Mar-
rewijk 2014)? Already in 1978, William Foot
Whyte hoped that the growing interests in or-
ganizational culture would become a major field
for applied anthropologists. However, other ac-
ademic disciplines have embraced anthropolog-
ical theoretical concepts and field research meth-
odologies for organizational culture research. It
was only toward the end of the 1970s that an-
thropologists began to show interest in organi-
zational cultures (Smircich 1983; Baba 1986; Van
Maanen and Barley 1985; Schwartzman 1993;
Chanlat 1994; Jordan 1994).

The anthropological perspective on organi-
zations differs from other organizational perspec-
tives as a method of fieldwork process (the “do-
ing”), as a paradigm (the “thinking”) and as a
narrative style (the “writing”) (Bate 1997). The
stronghold of anthropologists is the “doing” of
ethnographic fieldwork by means of participant
observation (Moore 2011b; Jordan 2013). The
“thinking” of anthropologists includes a percep-
tion of organizations as cultural phenomenon.
An organization is perceived as a modern ‘tribe’
with its own cultural values and norms that pre-
scribe the behavior of employees. Finally, the

“writing” of ethnographies by anthropologists
distinguishes organizational anthropology from
other organizational studies in that it can be nar-
rative, poetic, fictional, autobiographical and
post-modern (Moore 2011a).

Increasingly, these practices of “doing”,
“thinking” and “writing” attracted attention in
the businessworld (Baba 2014). American cor-
porations hired anthropologists to design new
technology, to learn to know their customers and
to improve their business (Treitler 2014; Jordan
2014; Tian et al. 2013). Consequently, Daven-
port claims the success of business anthropolo-
gists in the Harvard Business Review; ‘I have
been predicting for years that anthropologists
would soon be in demand in the workplace, and
now this is finally coming to pass’ (Davenport
2007: 2).

Notwithstanding the growing interest in and
production of ethnographic studies in business,
organizations are not commonplace for anthro-
pologists (Fine et al. 2008). Bate (1997) for exam-
ple explains this lack of papers, which are diffi-
cult to publish, and it takes the researcher away
from the academic scene. Jordan (2003) wonders
why anthropologists do not use their thorough
knowledge of local cultures and cultural process-
es to study corporations and to obtain work
opportunities. What is it that makes anthropol-
ogists infrequently entering business organiza-
tions for conducting ethnographies?

In the light of the discussion above this pa-
per explores the difficulties that anthropologists
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face when executing ethnographic studies in
business organizations. To do so a literature re-
view is done among a small selection of busi-
ness ethnographies. Furthermore, three person-
al vignettes of business anthropological research
executed by the author are discussed. Vignettes
are used in research to support authenticity in
the presentation of research findings (Hum-
phreys 2005).

The paper is structured as follows. After dis-
cussing the used methodology, a literature re-
view is executed. In the first part of this paper,
the fieldwork process of entering the field of
study, obtaining permission, role taking, involve-
ment of researcher, and limitations in publication
are discussed. In the second part, three cases of
the fieldwork process of ethnographic research
in organizations are presented. The differences
and similarities among the cases are compared.
Finally, conclusions are drawn.

METHODOLOGY

A review of organizational ethnographies
provided a first understanding of methodologi-
cal problems in the fieldwork. This review include
work of Baba (1986), Jordan (1994), Watson
(1994), Orr (1986), Moeran (2005), Kunda (1992),
Jordan (2003), Wright (1994), Parker (2000), Gell-
ner and Hirsch (2001), Bate (2006), Smits (2013),
Van den Ende and Van Marrewijk (2014), Treitler
(in press). From reading and decoding these eth-
nographies specific understanding of issues
were found.

Furthermore, three vignettes of business eth-
nographies have been explored in which the au-
thor participated as researchers/consultant. The
researcher/consultant penetrates in an organi-
zation and listens, observes, participates, helps,
advises, and reflects to understand a variety of
cultural forms (Ybema et al. 2009). Such an in-
sight into boardrooms, organization politics, in-
formal gatherings and implementation problems
result in a deeper understanding of change pro-
cesses in organizations (Van Marrewijk et al.
2010). By engaging actors in organizations in a
dialogue such research discovers underlying
values.

Researcher roles and selves are not separa-
ble from the interpretations and events in any
study and reflecting upon these must shed light
on both the theory and practice of how applied
fieldwork is done in contemporary contexts,

about which we know relatively little (Yanow and
Schwartz-Shea 2006). Humphreys (2005) calls
these self-reflexive personal vignettes which add
authenticity and exposure to interpretations, and,
importantly, and are useful for others. The role
of researcher/consultant is not rare as academic
experts are actively involved as employees of
Disneyworld (Van Maanen 2001), cross cultural
specialists (Smits 2013), empowerment (Watts-
Englert et al. 2014).

The three vignettes discussed in this paper
overviews different periods of ethnographic pres-
ence in the business organizations by the re-
searcher. In the first vignette a two-year ethno-
graphic study is executed of the international
co-operation in different strategic alliances of
Telecom Operator. The second vignette concerns
ethnographic research to evaluate the organiza-
tion and management model, formal and informal
organizational practices in a large infrastructure
project named Mega Project. The third case fo-
cuses on ethnographic study of a cultural change
process in Public Office that was intended to
make it a more service-oriented organization. Field
research notes, contracts, publications, method-
ological field notes, and personal experiences
were used to reflect upon the three research
projects (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006).

RESULTS

Based upon a literature review of business
ethnographies four topics were found related to
the problems that anthropologist face when exe-
cuting ethnographic field work in business or-
ganizations; (1) entry of field, (2) role taking, (3)
involvement and detachment, and (4) freedom to
publish. These four topics will be discussed
below.

Entry of the Field

When anthropologists decide to turn towards
ethnographic research in organizations they of-
ten find it hard to obtain assignments (Treitler in
press). Czarniawska claims that it is easier to
obtain access in a workplace where no qualifica-
tions are needed:

These examples [of participant observation
in organization] indicate that such studies - no
doubt superior to all other types- are possible
to carry out either due to exceptional luck in
obtaining access or because a given working
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place does not require specific qualifications
(Czarniawska 1998: 25).

Managers’ perceptions of business anthro-
pologists are based upon the stereotype of oth-
erworldly researchers of exotic and distant cul-
tures. There is no clear image of an anthropolo-
gist doing work domestically as they have been
as evaluators, consultants, federal investigators,
spies from other companies or agencies, and jour-
nalists (Schwartzman 1993: 49).

Managers are the gatekeepers of organiza-
tional research fields but to them it is not clear
what the specific qualities of anthropologists are
and how anthropological research contributes
to the organization. In many ethnographic stud-
ies, tensions arise from research sponsors that
are unfamiliar with the time needed and useful-
ness of results (Van Maanen 2001: 237). There-
fore, Giovannini and Rosansky (1990: 36) advis-
es business anthropologists to learn the client’s
language and business; expect the unexpected;
keep an open mind; monitor their influence on
the organization; and act with honesty and in-
tegrity. But most important, business anthropol-
ogists need self-confidence when entering or-
ganizations (Jordan 1994: 21). When anthropol-
ogist Karen Smits studied the execution of the
Panama Canal Expansion Program it was hard to
get access to informants until a group of experts
from the Netherlands, who visited the site, in-
cluded her in the meetings.

I was invited to be part of workshops and
arrived at the office wearing a suit. The ACP
employees noticed my change of attire and made
remarks like: “wow, you are part of the delega-
tion, the important people…” and “What? You
are not a student? (Smits 2013: 70).

The gatekeepers are used to dealing with
dressed consultants and researchers speaking
the organization’s language. Organizations are
willing to pay for organizational research but-
generally assignments for organizational cultur-
al research have a managerial perspective. Tra-
ditionally, anthropologists strongly identify with
the communities they study. The possibility that
anthropologists could have harmed the interest
of the Latin American people if they participated
in, the US army financed, project Camelot
shocked the professional community. This has
negatively affected the relationship between
anthropologists and consulting work (Ellen 1984:
138; Jordan 2003: 14).

When Moeran (2005) wanted to study the
social processes in a Japanese advertising agen-
cy, he used his professional network. The Japa-
nese newspaper he was coincidentally writing
regular papers for connected him with a Japa-
nese advertising agency by emphasizing his sta-
tus and position and the reciprocal relations be-
tween the newspaper and the agency. In a meet-
ing Moeran could elaborate on his proposed
study but found it hard to convince the agency
about the practical relevance:

The difficulty for any academic, when talk-
ing to people who are not themselves in aca-
demia, lies in putting across complex ideas in
as straightforward a manner as possible and in
persuading others of the practical relevance of
one’s research (Moeran 2005: 87).

Role-taking

The gatekeeper’s willingness to give permis-
sion is related to the role taken by the researcher.
Generally, a business anthropologist penetrates
in an organization and listens, observes, partici-
pates, helps, advises, reflects to understand a
variety of cultural forms (Van Maanen 2001). But
it can be very frustrating hanging around in an
organization. Reciprocity is needed in order to
achieve the practical goals. Kunda (1992) wrote:

There is nothing as seductive for the field-
worker as being made to feel like an insider,
likes someone with something to contribute,
particularly in an environment where “value
added” is the ultimate measure of a person’s
worth (Kunda 1992: 236).

Usually, research is executed with permission
from management and with a clear role for the
researcher (Schwartzman 1993: 47). However, this
role is not always clear to managers. When busi-
ness anthropologist Smits entered here fieldwork
site:

They hoped I would study the local commu-
nities and how the Expansion Program and the
changes around the Panama Canal affected
them, while my main interest was on the inter-
nal dynamics of the project organization (Smits
2013: 69).

The role of the organizational anthropologist
differs from that of the organizational consultant
(van Marrewijk et al. 2010). The first and most
important difference between the two is related
to the question: ‘whom are you working for?’
The organizational anthropologist tends to work
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with employees on the work floor. In contrast,
organizational consultants typically work with
the top management, which gives more status,
clearer results and new commissions. The orga-
nizational anthropologist is scientifically inter-
ested in the view of employees:

Microstudies are more often than not on the
side of the underdogs, be they managers or work-
ers and, on the side of the rebellion. By showing
how macropictures are drawn, microstudies
problematize the taken for granted (Czarniaw-
ska 1998: 49).

The consultant on the other hand, who is
hired by the company to investigate or solve a
problem may use a clinical perspective for col-
lecting data by means of a quick scan or a limited
number of interviews (van Marrewijk et al. 2010).
A clinical research perspective results in a differ-
ent relationship to the object of study than the
ethnographic perspective and can therefore re-
sult in different findings. The organizational an-
thropologist can help management to understand
cultural processes on the ‘work-floor’ and sug-
gest interventions (van Marrewijk et al. 2010).
He or she is more capable of working on the
‘work-floor’ than the organizational consultant
who is inclined to adopt a management perspec-
tive. However, Parker (2000) did not feel comfort-
able with the former role:

..I was assumed to be a channel of communi-
cation between the bottom and the top. It was
expected that I would be feeding information
back to the directors or managers who had
employed me (the management spy) to do this
research on them (the employees) (Parker 2000:
238).

The second difference between organization-
al anthropologists and organizational consult-
ants is the time they need for the research. While
organizational anthropologists need one to two
years to uncover and unravel the organizational
culture, organizational consultantshave to do
this in a much shorter period (Jordan 2014). The
method of participant observation used by the
organizational anthropologist - a historical, con-
textual and process based approach - is very time-
consuming. When Moeran (2005: 88) explained
he needed a year to study a Japanese advertis-
ing agency, the CEO replied: ‘One year’s rather
a long time. Why don’t we say three months to
begin with?’ Time needed for research reduces
anthropological interest for ethnography of or-
ganizations (Bate 1997). For many of the univer-

sity-based researchers research time is limited
and fragmented over the year.

The third difference between organizational-
anthropologists and organizational consultants
is found in the presentation of data. While the
organizational anthropologist tends to include
sensitive and critical data in the presentation
because of the commitment to the ‘work floor’,
the organizational consultant are inclined to
adopt a management perspective.

Involvement and Detachment

The anthropologist must commit to the orga-
nization while maintaining a degree of detach-
ment (Ellen 1984: 227). Traditionally, anthropolo-
gists run the risk of being too committed to their
community of study. Ellen (1984: 88) names this
“over engagement” of the anthropologist. In or-
ganizational research this going native approach
is slightly different. Commitment can be in an
active role as consultant, ‘parachutist’, expert,
or temporary employee. In exchange for this com-
mitment the anthropologist receives a salary or
consultancy fees, payment of expenses, travel
allowance, and sometimes a company car. Due
to the financial situation at universities and re-
search institutes, there is a risk that the anthro-
pologist is being taken away from the academic
scene as much organizational research is con-
ducted in commercial corporations.

Being involved in business organizations can
result in the loss of one’s professional identity
as thebusiness anthropologist is confronted
with new roles, colleagues, language, clothing,
behavior and informal networks. Participation in
organizational life can elicit a strong emotional
involvement (Kunda 1992: 273). Czarniawska
(1998) for example, gives a personal account of
losing her professional identity when doing field-
work and concludes that the threat of losing one’s
identity is the most painful aspect of organiza-
tional field studies. She experienced feelings of
‘being dumb’ and ‘continually running up
against blank walls’ (Czarniawska 1998: 42). It
is difficult to hold on to one’s professional iden-
tity when the anthropologist wants to become
part of the formal and informal organizational
networks. Kunda (1992) signals the hierarchical
system and the informal networks in organiza-
tions as two limiting aspects of participant ob-
servation. The researcher belongs to a hierarchy
and can’t move around without permission. At
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the same time the researcher doesn’t belong to
an informal network as the researcher is new and
temporary in the organization:

I started by just being in the office. At the
ACP offices I was provided a desktop and a cu-
bicle, at GUPC there was always a desk that I
could use to work from my laptop, and with that
came the first contacts with my respondents. I
became part of several groups in the project
organization and developed a number of friends
who invited me to be part of their social lives.
… With the friends I made, I was invited to more
private parties, such as dinners, birthday par-
ties and weekend outings (Smits 2013: 73).

Maintaining a degree of detachment is not
easyin ethnographic research in organizations.
This is especially the case for the pracademics
as they are or have been organizational mem-
bers. These are business anthropologists who
have been turned into practitioners and practi-
tioners who have developed into researchers.
However, they experience other advantages (Orr
1996; Czarniawska 1998: 25; O’Neill 2001). Orr’s
(1996) work experience as a technician for exam-
ple, was helpful to enter the field and win the
trust of the technicians. However, his experience
blinded him for the most common:

However, it [his experience as a technician]
was a problem in analysis since my note omit-
ted things that were obvious in the field but are
less so at a distance. I also found I had a ten-
dency to regard certain phenomena as unre-
markable which are not really so to outsiders
(Orr 1996: 7)

O’Neill (2001) experienced difficulties when
reentering the field of study where he had worked
for many years as a trained ambulance staff mem-
ber, as a researcher. He describes an incident
during his research in which he had to use his
knowledge as an ambulance staff member to save
the life of a baby (ibid: 225). The emergency med-
ical crewwas busy with a patient when an emer-
gency call came in for a five-hour-old baby, which
had stopped breathing. Together with an emer-
gency medical technician, O’Neill found himself
running and shouting through the hospital with
a stretcher to reach the ambulance. He was no
longer a professional observer but preparing
medical equipment. When they arrived at the
patient’s house, the emergency medical techni-
cian was able to recover the baby (ibid: 226). To
him, his role and responsibility as a researcher
was secondary to his roles a person:

I found I was in the position, as every eth-
nographer is, of being involved in social rela-
tions with others who occupied the field, not
only ambulance staff but also patients, hospital
workers, and members of the public (O’Neill
2001: 229).

Limitations and Freedom

The business anthropologist runs the risk of
being limited in the execution of the research and
in the publication of findings. Generally, a con-
tract is a used form of dealing with the issues of
access and financial support (Ellen 1984). Typi-
cally, business anthropologists have to negoti-
ate with potential clients over the topics of eth-
nographic study. Especially, it is necessary to
negotiate over the possibilities of studying the
daily activities of employees. Kunda (1992: 233)
for example, participated in the corporate culture
program in exchange of a presentation about his
findings. Parker also negotiated with manage-
ment for access:

In each study the research took place over
at least an 18-month period and access was
gained partly on the basis of already existing
contacts but also by agreeing to deliver a re-
port or presentation on the management of tech-
nological change once it was complete (Park-
er 2000: 236).

And even if permission for publication is giv-
en, it can still be difficult to publish the ethno-
graphic material. The limitations on traditional
anthropology have increased because of a grow-
ing awareness among local governments and
communities. The field situation is so complex
now that legal consultation at an early stage of
project design is required (Jordan 2003). Respon-
dents read and comment the publications:

My respondents recognized my interpreta-
tions, agreed to most of them and were surprised
by the dynamics I unraveled. This work was also
presented to my supervisors, practitioners and
academic colleagues at conferences, and final-
ly, published in an academic journal. Ultimate-
ly, a draft of the complete dissertation was sent
to key respondents (Smits 2014: 86).

 By now it is clear which topics business an-
thropologists are confronted with when execut-
ing ethnographic fieldwork in business organi-
zations. To illustrate these findings, three vi-
gnettes of business anthropologic fieldwork,
executed by the researcher are described.
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Vignette 1: Cross-cultural Specialist

The first case concerned the ethnography of
Dutch Telecom. This organization expanded their
business to foreign markets and was confronted
with new questions concerning cross-cultural
cooperation. They were in need of an intercul-
tural specialist to support the process of inter-
nationalization. It took quite a few presentations
and negotiations to obtain the assignment for
the research as the relevance of the ethnograph-
ic study had to be made clear.

Telecom asked for advice on questions of
intercultural management. As a former Telecom
employee, it was easy for the researcher to enter
the field of study. It also offered the opportunity
participate in different departments and strate-
gic alliances. This position provided an excel-
lent starting point for the necessary in-depth re-
search and increased both the researcher’s cred-
ibility and trustworthiness in the organization.
Maintaining close contacts with colleagues re-
sulted in a deeper insightinto their personal lives
and the strategies they employed in coping with
cultural differences.

Due to the researcher’s earlier employment
and active participation in the company for more
than two years it was difficult to avoid the risk of
going native. Each day, the researcher was re-
minded of the differences between the academic
and business worlds. Telecom Operator was in-
terested in quick and applicable solutions such
as cross-cultural training, and consulting. By
bringing in new knowledge, supporting intercul-
tural training, and helping to evaluate prior expe-
riences, the researcher could help the organiza-
tion to cope with and successfully manage cross-
cultural differences. The results of the research-
er’s evaluation were presented to the organiza-
tion’s employees and managers. The close rela-
tionship between the research and the practical
implementation of its results was stimulating for
the researcher. This form of action research (van
Marrewijk et al. 2010) helped me to participate in
the organization. It was difficult to monitor the
researcher’s influence on the organization, as
Giovannini and Rosansky (1990) suggested.

Although it was difficult to enter the organi-
zation, the researcher experienced a large degree
of freedom in executing the research. Limitations
were mainly focused on publication of confiden-
tial information. The contract stated that;

Permission for publishing will be withheld:
if the publications contain confidential infor-

mation that can damage Telecom Operator, its
subsidiaries or its partner organizations, and if
information is included, which Telecom Opera-
tor has defined in advance as not to be used in
the research.

Fast changes in the telecom sector and the
slow tempo of scientific publication, however,
made it possible to publish detailed ethnograph-
ic data. By the time the researcher finished the
researcher’s writing, the situation in the compa-
ny had completely changed and many of the stud-
ied strategic alliances had already collapsed.

Vignette 2: Evaluation of Mega Project

The second case concerned anethnographic
research in Mega Project. To evaluate the orga-
nization and management model, formal and in-
formal organizational practices were studied.
Earlier consultancy assignments in the project
helped me to enter the field of study. Mega
Project was interested in an evaluation study to
support their knowledge management objectives.
The research proposal was discussed with
project management before obtaining permission.
Apart from a report to the project management,
the results of the research were to be presented
in knowledge management meetings in order to
improve future operations.

At an early stage the research project leader
fell seriously ill and the researcher took over his
role. The research team consisted of four inter-
nal experts and two external experts on ethno-
graphic research. The team membersknew the
project and were trusted by project employees.
Team members worked in pairs to conduct al-
most 100 biographical interviews with organiza-
tional members. The quality of data was some-
times pooras the internal researchers had attend-
ed ethnographic training for only a few days.

The research team became strongly involved
in day-to-day organizational life as thefour inter-
nal members were employees. The team had their
office in project headquarters, joined manage-
ment meetings, discussed the progress of the
research with the project’s employees, and par-
ticipated in social events. The research group
worked together intensively and frequently or-
ganized informal gatherings among themselves.
During this period the researcher’s contacts with
the researcher’s academic research institute were
less intensive.

The political context of Mega Project limited
publication of the findings, as the organization
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was thesubject of a parliamentary inquiry on cost
overruns. It was less the conclusions than the
detailed observations and interview fragments
in the evaluation report gave rise to much de-
bate with the project management. When finally
accepted in April 2005, the internal report was-
deemed still too detailed to be published, and
not more than five copies were distributed inter-
nally. Although presentations within the Mega
Project and its partner organizations on the re-
sults were no problem, scientific publications
were restricted. The requirement of confidential-
ity clearly indicated that preliminary permission
of the client had to be asked:

The researcher will commit himself not to
make public any information, knowledge, data
or results obtained within the scope of the re-
searchbeforewritten permission of the
client………..After obtaining permission of the
client, the researcher is restricted to do every-
thing possible to protect the rights and inter-
ests of the client……… The client had the right,
without judicial intervention, to impose a fine
of 10.000 • for every breach of the rules (paper
7 of Mega Project’s contract with researcher).

The contract generated ethical dilemmas con-
cerning publication. In this case time has not
been very helpful, as the project will be the sub-
ject of political focus for the next several years.
Solutions have been found by negotiating pub-
lication with project management, making the
project anonymous, and using public sources.

Vignette 3: Cultural Change Manager

The third vignette focuses on ethnographic
study of a cultural change process in Public Of-
fice that was intended to make it a more service-
oriented organization. Due to prior consultancy
with the organization and a friend who was ap-
pointed manager of the Human Resources de-
partment, the researcher was able to enter the
field of study. As interim manager of the Consul-
tancy Department, the researcher was responsi-
ble for twelve consultants, trainers, and organi-
zational developers who implemented the change
program in Public Office. The researcher’s prob-
lem was that the primary focus of the assign-
ment was on management andnot on ethnograph-
ic research. Negotiation with Public Office re-
sulted in permission and financial resources for
ethnographic research. A master student re-
searcher was recruited to study informal cultural

processes in the organization and the daily ex-
periences of the employees with the change
process.

From the first day on, the researcher was ful-
ly involved and totally absorbed by the job as
interim manager. The change program had already
started and a number ofvacanciesstill had to be
filled. For some consultants/trainers the direction
of the change program was not clear; for others
the quality of the program was disputable. From
the early morning until early evening the research-
er was occupied with meetings, employee evalua-
tions, training sessions, measuring work progress
and reading proposals. This was so demanding
that there was almost no time to write field notes,
to re-think observations or to reflect on the find-
ings of the external researcher. After six months of
laborious interim management, the researcher was
completely tired and had little in the way of re-
search to show for the researcher’s work. There
were no contract limitations on publishing, but
only the master student researcher published a
report and a master thesis.

DISCUSSION

The vignettes discussed present insights in
the problems related to business ethnographies.
Fierce negotiations on permission (as with Tele-
com Operator), publication (as with Mega Infra
Project), or research activities (as with Public
Office) were needed. Managers expected con-
sultancy and training (Telecom Operator), an
evaluation report (Mega Project) or change work
(Public Office). When the three vignettes are
compared, differences and similarities in experi-
ences with fieldwork roles and fieldwork process
can be found (see Table 1).

The three vignettes differ in organizational
characteristics as Telecom is a business organi-
zation, Public Office is a public organization, and
Mega Project is a public-private partnership. The
‘selling’ of ethnographic research was more dif-
ficult in the commercial oriented Telecom than in
Public Office. Telecom managers were not used
to support ethnographies with unclear outcomes.
The vignettes also differ in the role of the an-
thropologist and the time spent in the organiza-
tion: the business anthropologist participated in
different roles of project leader, interim manager
and researcher/consultant (see Table 1).
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Similarities are found in issues of entering
the field, as personal networks were very helpful
and even necessary for obtaining access. Fur-
thermore, formal contracts proven to be impor-
tant means of agreement when accessing busi-
ness organizations. The contracts remained at
the background during the ethnographic field-
work period and in the period of publications. In
two cases (Telecom and Mega Project) external
publication was restricted with reference to the
contract. Especially, the details in ethnographic
writing were an unpleasant surprise to the polit-
ical stakeholders. However, due to the different
pace of time between business and academia,
publications appeared in journals long after the
decay of sensitive topics.

CONCLUSION

The paper asked the question what it is that
makes anthropologists infrequently entering
business organizations for conducting ethnog-
raphies. Business organizations have a growing
interest in ethnographies to better understand
their production processes, their customer be-
havior, international business and cross cultural
collaboration. However, this growing interest has
not directly resulted in a large number of anthro-
pologists turning towards business anthropolo-
gy. Based upon a literature review of business
ethnographies four topics were found related to
the problems that anthropologist face when exe-
cuting ethnographic field work in business or-
ganizations; (1) entry of field, (2) role taking, (3)

involvement and detachment, and (4) freedom to
publish.

To conduct ethnographies in business orga-
nizations anthropologists have to cope with
these topics. This is a challenging endeavor as
anthropologists are not trained to ‘sell’ their eth-
nographic skills to business. Generally, anthro-
pologists have not chosen their profession to
become commercial oriented consultants. How-
ever, the execution of anthropological methods
of fieldwork by anthropologists in business or-
ganizations has many payoffs to anthropolo-
gists. The payoffs for anthropologists include
interesting fieldwork, financial resources, and
work opportunities in the fields of consumer be-
havior, organization cultural change, cross cul-
tural management, merger and acquisitions and
spatial interventions.

RECOMMENDATIONS

To deal with the topics of getting access, role
taking, involvement and publishing fieldwork
other than traditional anthropological require-
ments are needed for business anthropologists.
It is not so much exceptional luck, but rather a
strategic use of one’s networks, negotiation skills
and social skills to handle these issues. There-
fore, business anthropologists need to develop
networking and negotiating capacities and com-
mercial sensitiveness to sell ethnographies to
business organizations. The needed commercial
and entrepreneurial attitude is not natural to
anthropologists. Therefore, more attention to

Table 1: Fieldwork roles and processes in three vignettes

Telecom operator Mega project Public office

Ethnographic Focus Cross-cultural cooperation Evaluation of project- Cultural change processes
in strategic alliances management

Access the Field Experience as telecom Earlier consultancy Personal network
engineer and personal assignments and personal
network network

Assignment Fierce negotiation and After presentation of Manager HRM department
proving organizational value research proposal

Role Taking Researcher/consultant in Project leader of research Interim manager of
international support team Consultancy Department

Involvement Day-to-day activities, Day-to-day activities, Strongly, absorbing, tiring,
lectures, training, consultancy team commitment, no time and energy for
presentations field-notes

Limitations Permission for publishing in Permission for publishing No limitations, no scientific
contract, turbulence made it in contract, political context publication

easy to publish made it difficult to publish
Period of Fieldwork Two years One year Six months
Time Four days a week Three days a week Four days a week
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these requirements should be given in the aca-
demic training of anthropology students. Learn-
ing the basics economics of organizations will
help to communicate with the gatekeepers of or-
ganizational fields of study.

The “doing” and “thinking” is increasingly
becoming popular in business organizations but
managers, who generally don’t appreciate the
narrative style of ethnography, have to be con-
vinced that ethnographic research contributes
to their business goals. There is no need to feel
uncomfortable with this marketing of business
anthropology. There is so much interesting re-
search work to do for anthropologists in con-
temporary business organizations. It would be a
pity not to use these opportunities.
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