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ABSTRACT 

Cultural domain analysis (CDA) is a suite of methods and analytical techniques that allow 
researchers to rapidly and reliably understand the ways in which people conceptualize their 
world. Consisting of various approaches, including free lists, pile sorts, and related interview 
techniques, CDA is an effective means of systematically identifying shared knowledge. This 
article briefly reviews the strengths of this approach, and highlights examples of CDA within 
applied anthropological research.

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY

Practicing anthropologists often need to describe “culture” in a manner that is both efficient 
and accurate. This article briefly outlines the methods that comprise “cultural domain analy-
sis.” These mixed-method approaches have been used effectively in a range of applied 
research, including in environmental, medical, business, and other related contexts, some of 
which are reviewed here.
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Cultural domain analysis (CDA) is rooted in cog-

nitive anthropology and ethnoscience (it was even 

called “applied ethnographic semantics” in the 

1960s) and is set of methods for understanding 

the classificatory schemes people use to conceptu-

alize their world (D’Andrade 1995; Goodenough 

1957). Its strength is its ability to obtain an 

insider’s understanding of a cultural domain 

which is verifiable, replicable, transparent, and 

easy to disseminate. CDA is particularly effective 

for applied anthropologists who want 

to operationalize culture as shared knowledge, 

in a systematic way that can be understood by 

researchers and by the people in the community 

where the research takes place.

Among its many practical uses, CDA is helpful 

for identifying foundational cultural understand-

ings early on in the research process, or for con-

firming ethnographic understandings later in a 

project. CDA can track differences in cultural 

knowledge across sites, between cultural sub- 

groups, and through time. It is used in marketing 

research, where it is sometimes called “concept 

mapping” or “brand mapping,” and in user experi-

ence (UX) studies to produce new products and 

more effective marketing strategies (e.g., Bibeau 

et al. 2012). Public health researchers use CDA to 

develop culturally-relevant health interventions 

and it is also used in communications (e.g., Singer 

et al. 2011) and conservation research (e.g., 

Kempton, Boster, and Hartley 1995).

For example, in a project funded by the 

National Marine Fishery Service, Johnson, 

Griffith, and Murray (1987) used free listing, pile 

sorts, and sentence completion tasks (Weller and 

Romney 1988) in the study of recreational fishers’ 

perceptions to develop protocols aimed at pro-

moting the targeting of underutilized species. The 

CDA findings were used to develop a marketing 

campaign to change behaviors. A series of follow 

up studies found the campaign to be effective in 

actually changing fishers’ consumption of 
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formerly undesirable fish species (e.g., amber-

jack). In international development, Schuster et al. 

(2019) was interested in the fit between literature- 

based program design and community norms in 

relation to gender and empowerment in the West 

Bank. Using CDA, they collected data on consen-

sus concerning community priorities and identi-

fied key features that could help target and refine 

international development projects.

Operationally, CDA typically starts with 

describing a cultural domain, such as cataloging 

physical, observable things—plants, colors, ani-

mals, symptoms of illness—or conceptual 

things—occupations, roles, emotions, foods, life-

style, etc. An efficient way to get the contents of 

a domain is with free listing, although content 

can be gathered in many ways, such as through 

text analysis. Free listing is an interview tech-

nique that maximizes the amount of information 

obtained from each respondent, so that samples 

as small as 20 people can give reliable informa-

tion about culturally salient topics (Weller et al. 

2018). To explore the content and relationship 

between items within a domain, similarity data 

can be obtained from people through pile sort-

ing. Items collected through free listing or other 

means are put on index cards which informants 

sort into piles according to their similarity, i.e., 

“things that go together.” Images (particularly 

useful with nonliterate populations) can also be 

used. Results from these simple tasks provide a 

rapid representation of a shared cultural reality, 

and how concepts in a domain are related to 

one another (see Bernard 2017).

Applied anthropology projects may be different 

from more theoretical research since they involve 

input and collaboration from multiple stakehold-

ers, collaborators, and clients. Cultural domain 

analysis can help convey complex and nuanced 

ideas about culture by identifying culturally salient 

themes, and showing how ideas mesh together. 

The methods can be quick, simple, transparent, 

and reliable (Dengah et al. 2020; Handwerker 

2001). Ethnographic data collection and analysis 

encompasses a wide range of methods, but for 

applied anthropologists working with short time-

lines, CDA offers a valuable set of tools.
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