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In this chaptet; Trotter introduces us to the notion of team
field project that relies on effective communications between
widely separated field sites. He shows us how a number of
communication, transmission, and data storage problems
can be solved through good planning and the use of the
rightfield equipment.

~~~

New computer applications can free anthropologists frorp much of the
drudgery inherent in ethnography. Programs are available for field data
management that take us well beyond the pen-and-pad-in-pocket days
of early anthropology. They can provide solutions for three problems
facing ethnographers: (1) rapid and convenient data recording and
storage, (2) safe data transport, and (3) easy data retrieval and manipula-
tion for analysis and write up. Computer use can also significantly speed
up the ethnographic research process-sometimes from time spans
measured in years to those measured in only months or weeks. This
chapter addresses data management considerations that field researchers
should anticipate before beginning their projects.

BACKGROUND FOR THE MODEL

Three other ethnographersl and I recently completed a project that
called for convenient, rapid turnaround of ethnographic research data
(Trotter et al. 1989). The project was called the "Pennsylvania Identifica-
tion and Recruitment Project"2 (I and R Project) and will serve to il-
lustrate the data management model presented in this chapter.

The I and R Project was designed to provide an ethnographic database
for the development of migrant education program administrative
models and training materials. The project ethnographers worked in nine
states in each of the three migrant streams (East Coast, Midwest, and
West Coast) to produce data focused on the problems surrounding the
recruitnient of migrant children into migrant educational programs. The
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If the researcher is guilty of poor planning (that is, does not anticipate
the capabilities and liniits of computers), he or she will merely duplicate
past field note management mistakes,by substituting a computer and
printer for a typewriter (with the caveat that computer-stored field notes
can be transformed at a later date into a more manageable database).
As a first step, the researcher needs to recognize that computer-aided
ethnographic dataxecording can involve elaborate predetermined coding
schemes, recording systems developed in the field, and postfieldwork
coding schemes. All three benefit from pre fieldwork planning.

The basic components necessary for field note recording and stor-
age are a microcomputer (hardware) and a word processor (software).
A printer, to create "hard copy" of the field notes is useful but not ab-
solutely necessary.4 The word-processing software allows ethnographers
to record field notes and store them on magnetic media. This has
the advantage of being at least as rapid a method of recording data
as a typewriter and allows more rapid editing and duplication of
field notes.

Computers may also be used to enter and store observational data
without flrst recording, then retyping, that data. It is possible, with some
preparation, to directly record informants' responses to questions in
standardized interviews. The ethnographer can then create summary
descriptions or statistics without having to retype or recode the data.
The example in this chapter is restricted to the more conventional model
of using a computer to record (1) field note transcriptions of conversa-
tions, (2) direct observations, and (3) theoretical speculations and the
daily log of the ethnographer.

A word processor is the tool that a researcher uses to get the data
into storage. Once the words are available in a file, they can be manip-
ulated by other programs that are more powerful tools for ethnographic
analysis. These tools are the reason that it is necessary to be able to create
ASCII files. Most of the more powerful tools have trouble with the pro-
gram features that are used to create special effects in word-processing
programs. The types- of programs that go beyond simple data entry and
storage are discussed in the third section of this chapter, Data Manipula-
tion. It is necessary to plan for their use prior to the creation of the
field notes, in order to use them most effectively.

Choices among the most advanced types of word-processing soft-
ware are highly personalized and should be based on individual needs
and preferences. Virtually any decent word-processing software is ade-
quate, and virtually any has problems.

The use of electronically stored field notes prepared with different
5:°mputer software is the most commonly encountered problem in try-
ing to interface two computer programs in an ethnography project. The
basic rule of thumb for choosing a word processor is that the program

~.should be in common use. This means that its "quirks" will be reason-
~'ably well known, and help will be available. At a minimum, the pro-

gram should allow a researcher to create what is called a "straight

~
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contain twice to four times that much. Therefore, the physical space
requirements for computerized field notes are far below those of paper-
based field n<?tes. A shoe box can contain 6,000 pages of notes and is
easier to grab than 50 pounds of paper, should a fire break out. Paper
can stand somewhat higher and lower temperatures than floppy disks,
but the disks are more resistant to mold and to being dumped in water.
Magnets can destroy magnetically stored data, but, like damaged paper,
some data can be recovered from partially damaged disks. For all prac-
tical purposes, if paper storage of data is possible at a research site, then
computer disk storage will also be possible with intelligent use. It may
even be more convenient.

The storage of computer data involves the same precautions that
should be a part of any data collection effort, reg~idless of the way that
the data are collected and stored. Duplicate, if not triplicate, copies of all
data should be kept. One set should be kept at a geographical location
that is altogether different from the primary data storage location. Com-
puter data have the advantage that they can be copied cheaply and very
rapidly. Computer disks cost (on average) from thirty-five to seventy-
five cents each when purchased in bulk. It takes from thirty seconds
to a couple of minutes to copy a disk that has from 30 to 120 pages of
field notes on it. The cost and the time involved are below those needed
for conventional paper copying. Other than foolishness, carelessness,
or an occasional uncontrollable disaster (which can also occur to paper-
stored data), there is no reason to experience data loss from computer-
based ethnographic data storage. The safest method for avoiding loss
is to back-up (copy) all new data at the end of each data entry session.

Another concern in the I and R Project was the durability of the com-
puters themselves. Computers are turning out to be tougher than people
at first thought possible. There are rational limits to the abuse a com-.
puter can survive, but the basic rule of thumb is, "if a human can live
reasonably comfortably with it, so can a microcomputer:' The computers
used by the I and R ethnographers survived minor falls and airport
x-ray machines with no problem at all. One computer was used as a
stepladder by a 3-year-old, with no ill effects, and one was the object
of a male dog's attention. After being wiped off, the computer worked
with no glitches that we have been able to discover, several months after
the deed was done.

~

DATA TRANSPORTATION

In the past, beyond a few commonsense options, ethnographers had
little choice about data transportation or any other communication from
a field site. Data transportation consisted of putting field notes in a box
and lugging them home or, for security's sake, mailing one or tWo copies
of the notes home and carrying another set back. Communication
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computer waits for a call. When a call comes in, the CBBS allows or
prevents access. The successful caller has the opportunity to pick up
(and store on his or her computer) any messages that have been left and
to leave messages for one or more persons that he or she needs to con-
tact. The person also has the opportunity to "pick up" any files that
have been left and to leave files that need to be stored in the central
location or transferred to someone else in the network.

The ideal situation for the I and R contract would have been to have
had the ethnographers call in about every three days and "download"
a copy of their field notes for that time period. They would have received
messages from other individuals on the project asking for specific types
of information, or responding to queries about earlier information. They
would also have been able to leave messages any time the CBB~ was
running (that is, up to twenty-four hours a day) about what resources
they needed, to ask the other ethnographers questions, or to request
help on a particular topic or on a nonemergency basis. In addition to the
rapid communication and responsiveness to the project needs it enabled,
it was also thought that a CBBS system would have alleviated some of
the unnecessary stress of fieldwork that comes from isolation.

Instead of fully implementing this model at the ideal level, we ended
up compromising. We used telephone communication to pass on ver-
bal requests for information and help. The ethnographers mailed their
computer disks with field notes to the central office. The telephone part
of this communication system depended on both parties being there
at the same time (in some cases we were involved in conference calls
that had eight people hooked together). This made communication
much more difficult to accomplish on a regular basis. Using the CBBS
model, long messages can be composed on any microcomputer and sent
at electronic speeds over the phone at a time when the other person
is not available. Then the other party can call in at his or her conve-
nience, get the message, and reply without a significant delay. The
asynchronous communication of the CBBS would have increased the

.frequency and the quality of communication in the I and R Project and
would do so in any other multiple researcher project where sharing is
the key to success.

The CBBS does not eliminate the need for occasional voice com-
munication and a rare letter or package of printed materials. Some things
are easier to discuss or resolve directly. However, having most of the
facts or issues transmitted through a CBBS system beforehand can make
the occasional call much mor!;:: productive.

Mailing in the computer disks worked for the I and R Project. It did
slow our ability to share information because the ethnographers tended
to wait and send in several disks at a time rather than sending a ,Steady
stream of files. That increased the amount of time it took to print and
return the hard copies of the files, and it increased the amount of material

had to be read and summarized, rather than keeping it in more
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of paper (see Wood 1987 and Chapter 5 in this volume for examples).
With the proper computer software tools, aU of the references to a par-
ticular cultural domain can be found and copied into a separate file for
analysis or other use. One can collect all of the utterances of a particular
informant into a sinwe fIle or the utterances of all people of type X about
subject Y. Or, the researcher can speedily accomplish complex searches
that look for the occurrence of one variable (for example, economics)
in conjunction with another variable somewhere in close proximity (for
example, women's organizations). Files can be put into (or out of)
chronological order. Superfluous parts can be eliminated. Observations
can be grouped according to an important theoretical structure. What
is done with the data depends on the ethnographer's theoretical orien-
tation, data needs, and imagination. The computer accomplishes all of
the time-consuming operations of ethnographic research much mor(:
rapidly than they could be done by hand.

Speeding up those operations alone is worth the investment in com-
puterizing field notes. However, with ASCII files there are several other
types of operations that can enhance the analysis of the data. Indexes
of files or groups of fIles can help uncover the occurrences of particular
words, phrases, and sequences of symbols. Existing programs can pro-
duce a concordance, create an index or concordance that retains con-
textual material around it (Wood 1984), count words, number lines, and
interpose codes into various segements of existing field notes to aid
analysis and cut-and-paste operations. Other programs allow files to be
sent to a mainframe computer for many other aspects of content anal-
ysis.7 Using some of the text-oriented databases that are now available,
ethnographers can even perform some text-oriented statistical opera-
tions on the data.

There are several philosophies, or preferences, for managing an-
thropological field notes once they are created. All require that the
ethnographer have some useful structure in mind for breaking down
the data into usable units. One approach is to break up the units by
chronology (dates, time of day, and so on). Another is to place codes
at convenient points in the data as they are collected, so all of the infor-
mation of a particular type can be found later. Another technique is to
number pages, lines, and even words within the text for future reference.
And another is to create separate files for certain types of information
and give each type a label that identifies its key content. Computer-based
field notes allow all of these to be done at the same time and allow for
additional modifications to be made at a later date.

Once the units are set up, the philosophies for handling the data take
over. Bernard and Evans (1983) recommend one of the simplest methods.
They suggest printing out files with paragraphs and pages numbered.
They then suggest setting up a separate computerized database that in-
cludes all of the key information found on each page and in each
paragraph of the printed text. To recover data, the researcher queries
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recorded by the ethnographers on computer disk, combined with
background information (also on computer disk), and edited several
times before they were printed out as the draft final report. After re-
view, corrections were made to the computer file, and the final report
was sent for typesetting-again on computer disk and without the
need for hard copy. It would have been possible to conduct the en-
tire project without ever putting anything on paper until the final re-
port was printed.

The enormous time savings we gained from the use of computers
on the project made our experiment worthwhile. The data are now read-
ily available for further analysis and easy write-up, which would not be
as true of paper files. We can do future linguistic analyses of migrants'
utterances, and we can test hypotheses with content analysis. We can
provide sl;lmmaries of data not covered in the project report (data not
directly germane to the education of migrant children but certainly vital
information for understanding migrant life-styles). Almost daily we are
finding other potential uses of the data-projects that are feasible
because the information is already stored in computer-accessible form.

lhe physical piles of data I have collected during other projects are
daunting. After a couple of articles, there is a certain amount of burn-
out from simply handling the data. I predict that the same will be true
of, the migrant data but not as soon. The migrant data will see more
use, in an anthropological sense of pursuing theoretical issues, than it
would have seen if not already in computer storage. In the meantime,
the overall experiment of using computers as the primary data record-
ing tool for an extensive ethnography can be considered a success.

~~~

NOTES

1. The other ethnographers were, in alphabetical order, Mary Felegy, Marcela
Gutierrez-Mayka, and Anita Wood.

2. The I and R Project was a Chapter I (Migrant), 143c project of the U.S. Office
of Education was funded through the Pennsylvania State Department of
Education, Migrant Education Division. Project reports and the training prod-
ucts for the project can be requested from Dr. Manuel Recio, Director, Migrant
Education Division, Pennsylvania State Department of Education, 333 Market
Street, Harrisburg, PA 17108.

3. The final report for the project was a ninety-seven-page ethnography. It was
nrst presented at the twentieth anniversary celebration for the Migrant Educa-
tion Program, in Washington, DC. That occasion was used to brief staff
members from various federal agencies that provide services to migrant farm
workers, brief congressional staffs and congressional leaders from key states,
support the reauthorization of the program, and prepare the way for con-
gressional hearings later in the year. The next day the information was
presented in a key policy forum. The individuals present induded the
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