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Keeping Informed

Successfully Recruiting Global Ethnographic Research Participants: 
You don’t know me but can I spend the morning in your bathroom? 
By the way, there’ll be four of us plus a camera man…
By Claire Brooks

Ethnographic researchers observe and record behavior and culture in a 
context that’s relevant to the research participant and topic: their home, for 
example, the department store or even the bathroom! Not surprisingly, it 
can be hard to persuade potential recruits to take part; or worse, when the 
research team arrives, the respondent clams up. 

A note from the editor: The following article, and another to be published in July’s issue of Alert!, is the result of a member request. 
A few months ago, I was contacted by a member company asking for guidance and resources regarding ethnographic research; 
specifically, ways in which to ease potential respondents’ comfort levels and establish source credibility. The following contribution 
addresses this issue from the data collection perspective, while next month’s will offer insights from the practitioner’s point of view.
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This article will offer some pointers from 
our researchers and U.S. and international 
recruiting partners, to support your 
contextual research projects.

1. Planning: Be Realistic
It’s important to be realistic about what 
you want to achieve in the research. This 
is particularly true if you are working in 
an international market. Americans tend 
to be more outgoing and comfortable with 
observational research than is the case in 
some other cultures. 

•	 What do you want participants to do 
and are they going to feel comfortable 
doing it under observation? 

•	 Do you need to select researchers 
and observers based on gender? (A 
colleague in Spain recounted how 
she had to refuse a male client’s 
request to observe women washing 
their hair in the shower!) 

•	 Allow for a higher incentive than for 
in-facility research.

2. Recruiting: Establish Trust
•	 ModelPeople typically uses an 

established recruiting partner to 
recruit for contextual research. Stacy 
Scott, from Dallas by Definition, 
comments that “calling people in our 
database makes this type of recruit a 
lot easier because they know we are 
‘legitimate’ and they have already 
established trust with us.”

•	 In some countries, like Russia and 
India, field agencies may be less 
experienced with ethnographic 
recruits and it may be easier to 
recruit through personal networks. 
In India, for example, according to 
Reshma Paritosh of Illume, upscale 
consumers may be reluctant to agree 
to an extended period of time in their 
homes unless it is a personal request.

•	 If you are recruiting through 
networks, it is even more important 
to establish trust.

o Always provide a link to your 
company website so the 
participant can verify your 
credentials.

o Reassure them that you 
adhere to MRA’s Code of 
Marketing Research Standards 
(or international equivalent) 
regarding confidentiality.

o Have the same person 
make each contact with the 
participant. (We also try to use 
female recruiters, especially if 
the participant is female.)

•	 It	may	be	more	difficult	to	recruit	
in small towns, even in the US, or 
in less affluent areas of big cities, 
where inhabitants are less aware of 
market research. Work even harder 
to establish credentials and trust, but 
expect a higher drop-out rate.

3. Preparation: Rescreening
The cost and time commitment of 
ethnographic research sessions demands 
extra attention to screening. 
•	 ModelPeople	often	rescreens	

participants informally and quickly 
over the phone, to gain additional 
detail about the context we will 
be observing and the ability of the 
participant to articulate the topic. 
For example, our Brazilian partner, 
Glaucia Holzmann, prefers not to rely 
solely on income screens to identify 
Class A consumers, but probes 
on leisure and cultural habits and 
spending priorities.

•	 This	rescreening	is	done	by	the	
researcher who is leading the 
session and is an opportunity to 
further establish trust with the 
participant. In markets less familiar 
with ethnographic research, where 
the field agencies may not have 
adequately briefed participants, this 
step is essential.

4. Confirmation: Be Transparent
Thorsten Giesselman at I&E says that 
transparency about what will happen 
during research is the most important 
factor.
•	 How	many	people	will	be	attending?	

For example, Thorsten says that 
apartments in German metro areas 
are very small compared with U.S. 
homes, and advises limiting the 
number of observers to one or two.

•	 How	long	will	the	interview	last	and	
what will take place? Try to provide 
as much detail as possible without 
biasing the observation.

•	 A	key	difference	between	in-facility	
and in-home research is that you are 
going to be in the participant’s space. 
Reflect this in the conversation with 
the participant (and subsequently 
during the research session). Show 
appreciation and respect for their 
participation.

•	 Will	video	be	taken?	ModelPeople	
insists the participant returns 
or confirms they have signed an 
Interview Release form before the 
research session, agreeing that we 
can use video and other materials for 
confidential research purposes

As ethnographic researchers, our role is 
to coax insight out of context and record 
narrative in film. For this to succeed, 
recruiting the right participants and 
ensuring they are as natural and relaxed 
as possible, is critical. Careful planning 
and recruiting will give the research team 
the best chance of success.

Claire Brooks is President of 
ModelPeople, an international deep 
insights research and brand consulting 
agency. Contact claire_brooks@
modelpeopleinc.com.

“ As ethnographic researchers, our role is to coax insight out of context 
and record narrative in film. For this to succeed, recruiting the 
right participants and ensuring they are as natural and relaxed as 
possible, is critical. Careful planning and recruiting will give the 
research team the best chance of success.”
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