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Today’s Objectives:
1. Catch up on FGDs

2. Describe ethnographic, participatory, and cognitive methods 
in qualitative public health research.

3. Compare cognitive, ethnographic, and participatory methods 
with traditional IDI and FGD methods

4. Evaluate the usefulness of different methods for your current 
mini-study.



Meme Reactions



Ethics of hearsay ethnography
⚫ New method – no correct answer.

⚫ Potential issues?

⚫ How is this different from getting gossip in an IDI or focus 
group?



Today: a mini-mini-study
Question: Given that Mexican food is likely an important potential tool 
for coping with academic related stress, how do UCSD students 
enrolled in FMPH 191 conceptualize Mexican food, and what are some 
barriers and facilitators to its use? 

Methods

• Focus Group Discussion

• Free-list

• Pile sort

• Resource mapping



Focus Groups



Typical Structure

Similar to IDI
⚫ Warm Up  (greeting participants)

⚫ Opening  (definitions, rules, procedures)

⚫ In FGD confidentiality CANNOT be assured, but ask them to try.

⚫ Main Questions  (data collection)

⚫ Probes  (exploring and confirming)

⚫ Closure  (finishing the session)



Recording

⚫ Audio-taping
⚫ Tell group that you are taping  (get permission)
⚫ 2 recorders located within group circle
⚫ Check audio quality beforehand

⚫ Note-takers
⚫ At least one note-taker
⚫ Introduce note-takers to group
⚫ Note-taking process
⚫ Sit outside of circle so you distract participants as little as possible
⚫ Draw diagram of circle with names labeled
⚫ Write down what each person is saying to the best of your ability

 Cooper 2011)



Practice

Brave volunteers?
• Facilitator (s)

• 8 FGD participants



Research question:

How does stress manifest in the lives of UCSD students?
▪ What do you think of when somebody mentions stress and 

school?

▪ How do you think UCSD students respond to stress?

▪ Can you describe a stressed out UCSD student?
▪ Appearance?

▪ Habits?

▪ What are some things USCD students do to cope with stress?

▪ How do you think those coping strategies impact their health?



Cognitive methods



Cognitive Domains
⚫ Culture: “socially transmitted information pool.” (D’Andrade 1981)

⚫ “Whatever it is one must know in order to behave appropriately in any of the 
roles assumed by any member of society.” (Goodenough, 1957)

⚫ Domain – a particular aspect of culture that is ‘known’ by every member of that 
culture with varying degrees of expertise.

⚫ “An organized set of words, concepts, or sentences, all on the same level of 
contrast, that jointly refer to a single conceptual sphere.” (Romney and Weller)

⚫ Examples:
⚫ Admirable traits in a woman
⚫ Things women hope to get in exchange for sex
⚫ “Healthy foods”
⚫ “Junk foods”



Free listing
▪ A list of items that define the cognitive domain

▪ Ensures the “something” you’re talking about is a culturally relevant something.

How to:

1. Define the domain you are interested in (Cars? Gender roles? Illnesses?)

2. Decide on and pilot test your question – free list questions are NOT iterative.

3. Write down answers verbatim

4. Probe and clarify.  “You said that X, Y, and Z will protect you from ebola.  What else will 
protect you from ebola?”  “What do you mean by ‘Wear protective clothing?’”



Free list Example

On index cards, list everything you think of when you hear the 
phrase “Mexican food”



Analysis
▪ Level of complication will depend on your research question

▪ Tally the number of informants who mentioned each item.

▪ Scree or stem and leaf plot.





Questions:
▪ What types of things can we learn from this?

▪ What types of situations might we apply this in?

▪ How does this compliment FGDs and IDIs?

▪ Pros and Cons?



Recruitment and sample size
⚫ 20-30 informants (depends on homogeneity of cultural domain 

knowledge within population)

⚫ Quick.  ~15 minutes per informant.

⚫ Looking for overall cultural knowledge, rather than specific 
experiences or expertise
⚫ Random sample

⚫ Convenience sample



Pile sorts
▪ Quick, easy, tactile, interactive, cheap.

▪ Emic perspective of what goes together.

▪ 20-100 culturally salient items
▪ Cards can have words or pictures, depending on population.

How to:

1. Show informant the cards.  Ask them to sort cards into as many piles as they like (more than 
one, fewer than total number of cards) based on whatever criteria they like.

2. AFTER sorting, informant can be asked to explain meaning behind different categories.

3. Write down groupings, or take a picture.



Pile sort activity
⚫ More than 1, less than the total number of cards

⚫ The conversation about sorting is important data!



Lumpers and splitters



analysis
⚫ Software makes this easier (ANTHROPAC)

⚫ Item by item similarity matrix to see which items frequently 
go together.

⚫ ANTHROPAC will create a visual representation.



Pile sorting within IDI
N= ok now can you please arrange these cards in groups of two or more, the way you want. But it should be in groups of two or more

P= (arranges the cards), I should put these cards in order of their importance 

N= okay in which ever way you want but it should be from two or more groups 

P= so with my first group the first item is marriage, house then children

N= umm

P= then the second group the first items is to get or keep a job, then clothes, then basic food, things to provide for family

N= why did you arrange your cards the way you did?

P= the reason is I have to get a job first so that I can be able to have everything under to get or keep a job

N= and then the third group?

P= what can I say… the first item on this list is jewelry, nice lifestyle

N=is there a reason why you arranged the cards this way?

P= okay now I have a job, clothes now these are just what I want

N= umm these are your wants

P= then the fourth group the first items is transport [continues arranging the cards] I think that everything should be in this order



Pile sorting within Focus 
Groups

From a husband / 
married man

Girl is young and 
playing / from a 
man on the side

Things 
“prostitutes” get

Things that aren’t 
important

Things married 
women get

Marriage
Material things 

(“gold 
diggers”)

Desperation Alcohol



Participatory Rural 
Appraisal

AKA…
Rapid Rural Appraisal

Rapid Participatory Appraisal
Participatory Rural Appraisal



What is it?
⚫ Family of methods – no canonical set.  

⚫ Interactive

⚫ Low-literacy and low-resource settings

⚫ Data is the interaction that takes place during the activity, as 
well as the final product.
⚫ Debates

⚫ Conversations

⚫ Brainstorming

⚫ Opinions



PRA methods
⚫ Map
⚫ Geography
⚫ Resources
⚫ Safety and danger

⚫ Transect walk

⚫ Seasonal calendar

⚫ Timeline

⚫ Gender role pictures

⚫ Board games



Interactive, low-resource, 
flexible



Mapping Example
⚫ Resource Map – sources for good Mexican food

⚫ Social Map – where do UCSD students go for Mexican food?

⚫ Questions:
⚫ Resources you didn’t know about?
⚫ What were the conversations you had while building your map?
⚫ What types of things can we learn from this?
⚫ What types of situations might we apply this in?
⚫ How does this compliment FGDs, IDIs, PO, and other methods?



Mixing methods
⚫ Any PRA or cognitive method can be used alone, or as part of 

an FGD or IDI.

⚫ Depends on your research question.

⚫ Use with your own team as part of the research or intervention 
design process



Next Time

⚫ Observation

⚫ In-Depth Interview Assignment Due April 30


