
Book Review – Ethnographic Interview (James Spradley) 

James P. Spradley was a giant in the world of ethnography, and two of his works, 

Participant Observation and The Ethnographic Interview, are considered classics in the field. 

The Ethnographic Interview covers techniques for the most important form of information 

gathering in the study of cultures, the interview.  

Spradley begins by presenting an overview of ethnography, including symbolic 

interactionism, a theory which posits that human behavior depends on the meaning that 

people attribute to things (such as events), rather than to the things themselves. He then 

discusses language as a means for constructing reality rather than merely describing reality. 

Ethnographies can be written with concepts and meanings in the ethnographers language, with 

those in the interviewees language, or in a combination of the two. They should be written as 

much as possible with the how cultural insiders understand the concepts and meanings. 

Researchers get information from informants, and choosing the right informant is 

critical. Informants should be thoroughly enculturated, understanding the culture deeply, and 

currently involved in the culture to be studied. They must have adequate time to devote to the 

project, and they are most helpful when speaking as a member of the culture, not as an analyst. 

The interview itself will have an explicit purpose, and the project will be thoroughly explained 

to all involved. Ethnographers will ask questions about structure (how do things work), using 

descriptions (what is something like) and contrast (how is X different from Y).  

Spradley admonishes his readers to get as much information as possible, using a tape 

recorder if possible, and to get it in the actual words of the informant. Researchers must strive 



to keep themselves organized. Building rapport with the informant is the first step. Initial 

questions are "grand tour questions", asking about the culture in sweeping terms. Later 

questions are more targeted.  

The Relational Theory of Meaning suggests that cultural meaning systems are encoded 

in symbols, of which language is the most important. The meaning of symbols is in relationship 

to other symbols in a culture. For example, in the American culture a stop sign is only useful in 

relation to a road. The task of ethnography is to decode cultural symbols and identify the 

underlying coding rules.1 A domain is a category to combine like symbols, such as words.  

After the ethnographer completes the initial domain analysis and taxonomy, she will 

want to ask contrast questions to make sure that she has correctly categorized words and other 

symbols. Once the research is sure that she has the terms right, she will be able to find 

underlying cultural themes. Finally, she will write the ethnography. 

The Ethnographic Interview is an important book written by a giant in his field. It covers 

specifics on every part of the interview process. Spradley's book is a must for those who want 

to succeed in cultural research.  
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