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Document description: This guide was developed before data collection to provide a consistent, rigorous approach while in the field. Additional electronic documents are referenced in this guide. If you would like a copy of these documents, email Brooke Liu (bfliu@umd.edu).

The following principles guide data during our ethnographic observations. Each researcher will develop her own approach to collecting field data. These guiding principles serve as a baseline to ensure that the researchers consistently collect data and organize their notes similarly to ease data analysis.

1. Upon arriving at the National Weather Service (NWS) field office for the first time, obtain informed consent from all present potential participants. If forecasters decline to participate in our research, do not include them in the observation jottings, notes, etc.

2. Upon arrival at the NWS field office every day, ensure that all present forecasters have signed the consent form. If they decline to participate in the research, exclude them from the observation.

3. After informed consent, take a picture to orient yourself to the scene. Note who is on shift, including names, titles, gender, time spent working in this office, and any other demographic factors that appear important. 

4. Throughout the observation, take photographs of any other important scenes such as meetings, emergency management office tours, etc. 

5. Ethnographers differ in how they take notes and what they record. In this study, all researchers minimally will use jottings (see terms below). At the end of each observation, all researches will use the Fieldnotes Template (on Box) to enter their formal notes and initial conclusions. Each researcher may develop her own note style, which can include taking breaks from observations to type notes or speak notes into a voice recorder app.

6. With permission, record all of the forecasters’ shift changes that you observe. Use your best judgement on what else to record.

7. Throughout the observation, ask to collect documents that seem relevant (e.g., social media policies, organizational charts, after-action reports, staffing policies, job calls, NWS chat session screen grabs, etc.). Take photos as pdfs of any hard copy documents and upload these pdfs to Box. 

8. Use our initial code list as a resource for your observations. Additionally, remember to keep track of the following items: (1) any use of the NWS Chat function; (2) when forecasters call known spotters; (3) cases entered into the NWS case library; (3) decision-making trees; and (4) any phone calls or visits with partners and customers. This is just a partial list of interactions that may occur during the fieldwork that could be noteworthy. 
9. Use the Memo Sheet in the Observation Excel File (on Box) to list any emerging themes or key findings throughout the observation. Include any quotes that you think are important.

10. Keep a running list of any terms, acronyms, nicknames, and shorthand that you hear or use and add this to our Glossary Sheet in our Observation Excel File (on Box).

11. If you conduct formal or informal interviews, add them to our Interview Sheet in our Observation Excel File (on Box). Also, add to the Interview Sheet anyone you recommend for an interview.

12. If you are feeling overwhelmed by the observation, take a break. 

13. Remember that there is no “correct” way to conduct ethnographic observations, just as there is no single “truth” to what you observe. As Harrison (2014) noted,[footnoteRef:1] “Ethnography straddles structured research design and improvised inquisitive adventure.” Share your techniques during the observation so that we can all learn from each other. Most importantly, enjoy the research process! [1:  Harrison, A. K. (2014). Ethnography. In P. Leavy (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of qualitative research (pp. 223-253). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
] 


Keeping Organized

1. Use the following standard naming structure for all documents: NWS field office observed (e.g., Nashville)_date (i.e., 2.29.17)_short description (e.g., photo of office in morning)_researcher’s initials for who created the doc (e.g., BL for Brooke Liu).

2. On Box, we have a “NWS Field Observations” Folder. The folder contains this observation training guide, the fieldnotes template, and our IRB-approved consent form. The “NWS Field Observations” folder also has three subfolders for each field office. 

3. Within each field office subfolder, there are subfolders for (1) photos, (2) fieldnotes, (3) documents (e.g., recordings, photos, social media policies, etc.), and (4) the observation master Excel file. The master Excel file has individual sheets for the (1) document registry, (2) interview list, (3) memos, (4) glossary sheet, and (5) emerging themes.

Key Terms

Jottings: These are brief notes, thoughts, or items that researchers want to follow up on later. Many ethnographers develop shorthand to ease in writing jottings. It is important to decide when to take notes. Jotting too much distracts researchers from observing what is going on in the field. When jotting, record time of day and use quotations to capture any direct quotes. When in doubt, paraphrase instead of using direct quotes. Integrate these jottings into your formal fieldnotes.

Headnotes: Headnotes are memories that ethnographers have from their observations, which are not captured in jottings or other notes taken during observations. As necessary, take breaks from observations to record your thoughts so that they don’t remain only in your head. Integrate these headnotes into your formal fieldnotes.

Memos: Memoing allows researchers to reflect throughout data collection on what they are finding, feeling, connections they observe to the literature, etc. These in-process memos present initial analytical insights during fieldwork that researchers later use in formal analyses. Use the Memo Sheet in the Observation Excel File to record your memos. As relevant, integrate these memos into your formal fieldnotes.

Fieldnotes: Fieldnotes are formal observations, which convert jottings, headnotes, recordings, interviews, etc. into narratives about the fieldwork. They combine observations with the researcher’s insights about these observations (including emotions and other reactions). Fieldnotes may be descriptive and/or chronological at first, but then should be turned into a narrative that paints a picture of what the researcher is seeing in the field. 

Using the Fieldnotes Template (on Box), we aim to write fieldnotes immediately after every observation session, but minimally should do so within 36 hours. Researchers should not discuss their observations until they have completed their fieldnotes. Here are some tips for writing fieldnotes: 

· Strike a balance between describing what happened in detail and getting everything down in the fieldnotes.

· Begin fieldnotes with initial impressions. This could include size, space, noise, colors, equipment, and movement or about the people in the setting such as their number, gender, race, appearance, dress, movement, comportment, and feeling tone. Writing down these initial impressions allows the researcher to get started in a setting that may feel overwhelming.

· Next focus on what you believe is “significant” or “unexpected.”  Focus on how you and others in the setting are reacting to events. Note any unusual interactions.

· Pay close attention to how something occurs before why it occurs.

· Look for different forms of events and then emerging patterns across events. 

· Use active rather than passive verbs so that you don’t obscure agency.

· Note the terms people use when addressing each other and describing events.

· Write down details rather than summaries. Avoid condensing details.

· Include highlights of the day. 

· Intermittently note the time of day in your notes.

· Include important quotes and use quotation marks when you capture direct quotes.

· Avoid evaluative adjectives or verbs.

· Create a first round of fieldnotes and then edit and polish them later. 

· Conclude fieldnotes with “to do/observe/ask next time.”

Here are some questions to ask when writing and analyzing fieldnotes:

· What are people doing? What are they trying to accomplish?

· How, exactly, do they do this? What specific means and/or strategies do they use?

· How do members talk about, characterize, and understand what is going on? What assumptions are they making?

· What do I see going on here? What did I learn from these notes? Why did I include them?

· How is what is going on here similar to, or different from, other incidents or events recorded elsewhere in the fieldnotes?

· What is the broader importance or significance of this incident or event? What is it a case of?

Checklist for Items to Bring to Observation

· IPads (one for each researcher); ensure that recording app is downloaded and any desired note taking apps
· Laptop computers (one for each researcher)
· Chargers for phones, iPads, and laptop computers
· Notepads in case of technology failure
· Pens (2 for each researcher)
· iPens (one for each researcher)
· 30 informed consent forms
· Digital voice recorder for backup and batteries
· Ensure wifi access at observation site (or make contingency plans)
· Water bottles
· Snacks
· Cash (in case of a tornado and bank closures)
· Hotel/Air B&B booking confirmation
· Flight confirmations
· Cell phones (consider a back-up charger in case of a tornado)
· Business cards
· Project summary (30 copies)
· Emergency contact list for all researchers
· List of commonly used acronyms
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