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ABSTRACT

Mastery of research design options offers a powerful tool in the Applied Anthropologist’s
toolkit. Because policy makers depend upon reliable evidence - and not just debates -
applied anthropologists need to be aware of the strengths and weaknesses in data collec-
tion methods and designs to offer reasonable and strong approaches to problem solving.
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Future applied anthropologists may find themselves in situations where a variety of data
collection methods are called for (from qualitative to quantitative) and must be able to
think through various comparative designs (from simple two group designs to more compli-
cated multi group comparisons) to find a reasonable answer to a problem. Students need
to be exposed to the smorgasbord of design, data collection, and analysis options to make
wise choices and to be able to pivot to a revised plan, which such action is called for.

Applied anthropologists address an array of con-
temporary societal or client concerns or issues.
They work with various stakeholders, commun-
ities, and clients who may stand to gain or lose
from the outcome of the research at hand.
While community-centered praxis, participatory
research, and community-based research are
often discussed in the context of applied anthro-
pology, they are not synonymous with applied
anthropology. Community-based or community-
inclusive research takes place across many set-
tings, including applied circumstances. Applied
anthropology also takes place across a range of
other contexts (e.g., government, corporate, and
development), including those where attention is
paid to community or client engagement, the
inclusion of local knowledge and meaning sys-
tems, and rapport/trust building within the com-
munity or organization.

One thing that separates applied anthropology
from academic anthropology is that the research
problem and questions are often determined by

the client rather than the researcher (e.g., a fed-
eral agency). Nevertheless, appropriate design
and methods are critical for achieving desired
outcomes. This approach can include mixing
methods that help a researcher effectively address
their question. Distinguishing between qualitative
and quantitative forms of data and qualitative
and quantitative modes of analysis can be useful.
Designing a project’s exploratory and confirma-
tory phases of study is also advisable, either as
distinctly defined phases or as an ongoing pro-
cess. A well-thought-out research design increases
the likelihood of a successful project that is per-
ceived by the community or client as less biased
and/or more trustworthy, which is essential for
presenting research findings and possible solu-
tions in a timely manner.

Presenting an explicit research design makes it
possible for multiple stakeholders to better
understand and provide input on the methods,
identify potential complications with the process,
and help determine whether the question(s) are
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clear. This presentation is critical when multiple
stakeholders (who may be in conflict with one
another) are involved in a study setting (e.g.,
resource management). Reducing biases as per-
ceived on the part of stakeholders goes a long
way to building trust, agreement, and maximizing
the potential for problem solutions. The lack of
an explicit research design and methods leaves
the research process entirely up to the researcher
as the “black box” and makes the research pro-
cess opaque to the client(s) and various stake-
holders. In other words, the design and methods
need to be explicit and the process transparent.
Opaqueness and lack of transparency can prevent
the success of any project.

A research design is not a static plan that is
created at the beginning of the project. Rather, it
is a logic that allows researchers to address the
research problem in a practical manner and
deduce what data are needed to answer the
research question(s), what methods to utilize for
data collection and analysis, and how to make
informed decisions about the finer details (e.g.,
what demographic questions to include on a sur-
vey). The logic of research design allows
researchers to pivot their focus to make informed
decisions when things do not go as originally
planned. The ability to defend these decisions is
what makes the research trustworthy for those
who are impacted by the findings and resulting
recommendations. In other words, good design
and methods allow the researcher to solve the
problem by answering the question(s) in a way
that benefits all parties involved and increases the
potential for stakeholder buy-in.

Anthropological research, especially applied
research, requires the researcher to be flexible to
changes during the study and the evolving needs
of communities, clients, and stakeholders. Often,
research questions are reworked when entering
the field and can even be scrapped and created
anew as conditions change and important ques-
tions present themselves, taking priority. A strong
background in research design and methods pro-
vides applied anthropologists with the ability to
be more adaptive and to select the best approach
for answering questions of concern, even in the
most uncertain of research environments.
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Thus, teaching research design is critical not
only for the few students who are pursuing an
academic career, but also for the students who
aspire to be applied or practicing anthropologists.
A good understanding of research design and
methods contributes significantly to the adaptive
and resilient application of anthropological know-
ledge for solving many of today’s problems.
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