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Interviewing the Family: An Ethnographic Perspective 

“In [cultural] anthropology, ethnology is used to recount human history and to 

document taboos and cultural changes….Ethnographic interviews are ‘a series of 

friendly conversations’…to support the sharing of experiences.”   
 

Source: National Staff Development and Training Association. (2007). Effective Child Welfare Practice with 

Latino Families.  

 

Ethnographic interviewing is a way to gain broad, descriptive information about a 

person’s background and experiences as well as to gain an understanding of how those 

experiences haves affected the person.  It will serve to highlight which issues represent 

the important issues in his or her life.  This can lead to more realistic and meaningful 

goals. 

 

General principles to follow include: 

 Using open-ended questions 

 Asking one question at a time 

Requesting an example to help determine the meaning of a word or phrase 

 Restating what the person’s exact words 

 Giving the opportunity to correct the interviewer 

 Summarizing the person’s statements 

 
Source: Westby, Burda, and Mehta (2003). Asking the right questions the right way: strategies for ethnographic 

interviewing. 

 

What we want to do in the long run is to help families make positive changes. 

In working with immigrants, refugees, those in poverty or other disadvantaged 

populations, the use both ethnographic and motivational interviewing can be useful.  

For instance, when engaging the client initially, reassuring the person that there are a 

variety of options can be helpful, especially when dealing with situations in which the 

person has a sense of strong self-reliance and mistrust of depending on others.  When 

dealing with chronic stressors for the individual or family, it is important to discover 

the culturally-endorsed symptoms of distress (including somatic complaints) in order to 

more effectively aid the person or family in recovery. 

Using a strengths-based perspective can assist the person or family in identifying ways 

in which they have adapted in the past, how they may use spirituality or religion to 

overcome obstacles and who they rely on for support and assistance.  Addressing 

concrete needs and addressing earlier experiences with a similar agency can lower 

stress levels as well as assist in the development of a collaborative relationship.  Seeking 
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to understand the perspectives, experiences and values of an individual or family 

without bias will help support the ongoing relationship and model how families can 

integrate a strengths-based perspective into their own lives. 

In seeking to understand the worldview and culture of the interviewee, clients’ choice 

of their own, personally meaningful values and goals will emerge, which will enhance 

motivation to engage in the change process.  It will also allow the interviewer to draw 

attention to any discrepancies between current behavior and the client’s own goals and 

values, thus achieving agency goals. 

Source: Grote, Nancy K, Zuckoff, Allan, Swartz, Holly, Bledsoe, Sarah, and Geibel, Sharon. (2007). 

 

Suggested steps 

Preparatory Phase: 

 Self-reflection 

 Clarify focus about how the family’s culture affects agency involvement 

 Be clear on the reasons for the ethnographic interview 

 Prepare a few global questions 

Beginning Phase: 

 Set a friendly tone 

 Explore ways to work with the family 

 Answer questions the family has 

 Focus on empathy and understanding 

Middle Phase: 

 Cover terms that might be used frequently  

 Ask prepared questions 

Allow each person to tell their own story 

Set goals 

Address discrepancies 

Endings and Transition Phase: 

 Summarize 

 Assign tasks 

 Identify next steps 

 
Concepts Source: National Staff Development and Training Association. (2007). Effective Child Welfare 

Practice with Latino Families.   

 

Sample questions may include: 

Who takes care of [child]? 

Who lives at your house? 
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Tell me about [another household member/caregiver]. 

What kinds of rules do you have? 

Do you remember the last time [presenting problem] happened? 

How did you handle it then? 

 
Source: Faller, Kathleen Coulborn. (n.d.). Screening for Child Maltreatment. 


