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extent ‘expert patients’, using the site to inform themselves about the drug, its effects 
and how to manage their diet. However, weight loss was understood and discussed 
largely through a medical model. For the users of V-Board, argue Fox and colleagues, 
identities were blurred between that of ‘expert patient’ and ‘independent consumer’, as 
some users sought Viagra for non-medicalized uses. Finally, the users of Anagrrl were 
engaged in an ‘anti-medical’ movement, rejecting the idea of recovery as a goal. Although 
these identities relate to biomedicine, argue Fox and colleagues, we cannot simply 
explain them in terms of traditional ‘medical’ concepts of health and illness.

Reflective questions

What effect do you think having a researcher present in an online community might make 
(if any)? How might this be different to the effects of a researcher’s presence in an actual 
ethnography or observational study?

Feedback

There may be a social desirability bias affecting the content of what is posted. 
Alternatively, as the researcher’s presence will not be visible, participants may forget 
they are part of a study and be more liable to ‘over-disclose’.

Overt and covert roles
Overt roles are those in which the researcher is open about their role, whereas covert 
roles involve the researcher being ‘under cover’. Most ethnographers are, to some 
extent, open about their role, but of course there are many potential ways to present 
your role in the field, and many interpretations people in the field will put on your 
account of yourself. Researchers working in areas where people are unfamiliar with 
the concept of research, or anthropology, are likely to be cast in more familiar roles 
by the host community – as spies or government officials, perhaps. One example 
comes from Richard Burghart’s (1993) reflections on early fieldwork in his research 
on how people in Janakpur, in south-eastern Nepal, used the wells that still supplied 
water for some residents, and how they kept the water pure. He discusses how one 
community, the Cobblers, who were using a hand-pump in a neighbouring commu-
nity as their well water was no longer ‘sweet’, originally assumed he had a rather 
more powerful role than merely that of a visiting researcher. He explained to a gath-
ering crowd that he was there to learn from them how the well had lost its ‘sweet-
ness’ and what they proposed to do to cure it, but he heard members of the crowd 
repeating a rather different account to each other:

The Cobblers ... turned to explain to newcomers ... that the government had told the sahib 
to tour the country and see the condition of the common people, and that my government 
was going to help the Cobblers clean the well. ... I quickly corrected them, saying I had not 
come from Kathmandu [i.e., from the Nepalese government] ... rather I had come from 
London. ... The inner circle now explained to the outer that I had been sent by the London 
government to tour Nepal to report on the condition of common folk. Now the British 
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in detail, but all included multiple types of diarrhoea with their own symptoms and pre-
ferred remedies. Explanations and therapies often combined biomedical and folk beliefs.

The implications for project planners are: that ORT has to be available widely in the 
community, through pharmacies and other stores, rather than only from the health clinic; 
that any information has to stress both the different kinds of diarrhoea in the local folk 
classifications and terminology; and that the need for rehydration in less serious catego-
ries of diarrhoea must be stressed. There is also scope for testing the effectiveness of 
home remedies identified, so that effective ones can be recommended.

To inform public health interventions, Scrimshaw and Hurtado recommend training 
project workers to carry out rapid ethnographic assessments in local communities to aid 
understanding of local health beliefs. They stress the need to present anthropological 
findings in ways that workers from other disciplines can understand. So rather than pro-
ducing monographs using anthropological language, they summarize ethno-classifications 
briefly as taxonomies, with diagrams if possible.

Reflective questions

How far do you agree that some sort of assessment, however superficial, is better than 
no assessment at all? 

Can you think of an example from your own community of practices or taken-for-
granted beliefs that might mislead a visiting ethnographer who had not had time to learn 
the ‘insider’ view?

Feedback

This has been much debated: findings might be so compromised as to be misleading, but, 
where sound findings can be generated, they might be more readily understood by prac-
titioners from a wide range of disciplines. For applied work, ‘some’ findings available 
whilst the issue is still current, not several years down the line, may be essential.

One example might be the practice amongst some mothers in the UK of sucking the 
dummy a baby has dropped before handing it back to them; this is understood by the 
mothers as cleansing it of ‘unknown germs’ and replacing them with ‘safe’, known 
germs. An outsider however might observe this and conclude that a mother’s saliva was 
considered ‘lucky’ and to be passed on to the baby at every opportunity.

Non-participant observational methods
At the ‘complete observer’ end of Gold’s continuum (1958) are those methods in 
which the researcher does not have to be present in the field, or at least does not 
participate in the field. They are, perhaps, more associated with quantitative tech-
niques in health research, in which observations are used to count and analyse 
behavioural phenomena. For instance, one example is a study of adverse events in 
hospitals (Andrews et al. 1997), which used trained ethnographers to observe ward 
rounds and meetings to identify all discussions of adverse events. The researchers 
did not ask questions, but just observed and collected standardized data on each 
event. However, non-participant observation offers great potential for qualitative 
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