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ABSTRACT

Applied medical anthropologists work in a variety of settings. This diversity of career paths
is exciting as it allows anthropological theory and method to influence many spheres of
society that impact people’s everyday lived health. Success in this wide arena requires an
inclusive and broad way of thinking about ethnography that incorporates multiple ways of
thinking and the ability to employ a range of methodological tools. This short piece pro-
vides some guiding thoughts for developing a toolkit that is both broad and targeted over
the course of your career.

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY

Applied medical anthropologists can work in many different places and roles. This variety
makes the field exciting because it lets anthropologists use their knowledge to improve
many parts of society that affect people’s health. To be successful, they need to think inclu-
sively and use different approaches to ethnography. They must also be able to use various
research methods. This article offers some advice on how to build a set of skills and tools

that are both comprehensive and specialized throughout their career.

Applied medical anthropologists work in a var-
iety of settings. They might work in policy/gov-
ernment, non-profit, industry, public health, or
healthcare. Their work is equally varied, ranging
from qualitative research, user design, implemen-
tation science to community organizing. This
diversity of career paths is exciting as it allows
anthropological theory and method to influence
many spheres of society that impact people’s
everyday lived health. Success in this wide arena
requires an inclusive and broad way of thinking
about ethnography that incorporates multiple
ways of thinking and the ability to employ a
range of methodological tools.

What tools are needed? Across industry, organ-
ization and institution, participant observation is a

constant (see Figure 1). In global public health,
applied medical anthropologists may serve as the
“qualitative” expert tasked with providing a deeper
understanding of “what’s going on.” Tools of value
may include interviews (structured and unstruc-
tured) or large scale survey design. Some work in
industry, shaping the design process for myriad
technologies, employing principles of human cen-
tered design. You might develop personas for
product users, conduct useability evaluation or
hold focus groups. In the health policy arena, the
ability to conduct program analysis and evaluation
will be key. This will require interpretive skills for
critically reviewing documents to determine how,
who, and where policies come from and their
potential effectiveness in the communities of
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Figure 1. This figure outlines methods frequently used in five areas of work. The list is not exhaustive but meant to be a starting
point, helping you to prioritize the kinds of methods you want to add to your tool box.

implementation. In clinical settings, applied med-
ical anthropologists may be asked to collaborate
with healthcare professionals to gain a deeper
understanding of patients’ experiences. Others
may work in larger medical research teams to
recruit and interface with participants involved in
intervention studies and clinical trials. A rudimen-
tary understanding of research design principles
and introductory statistics are valuable skills for
collaboration and communication in interdiscip-
linary medical settings. Knowledge of clinical data
collection methods such as dietary recalls and
anthropometrics may also be required, as might
the ability to design and administer surveys or
conduct lengthy ethnographic observations that
contextualize the clinical measures. In the non-
profit and community sectors, mastery of commu-
nity/participatory action research including par-
ticipatory mapping and/or Photovoice will likely
be useful. The examples above are just that, exam-
ples. In reality, the problem, approach, and context
will determine the tools necessary.

Some methodologies may be unfamiliar to you
and may not be taught in your academic program.

It is also highly unlikely that any one department
offers this wide range of training. This means you
may need to look to other departments, (i.e., geog-
raphy, sociology, education, or epidemiology and
biostatistics), to professional courses or to the
library of methodological training offered by
CAMP International.

One way to ground your methodological train-
ing is to understand how to match methods with
questions alongside a working understanding of
how different methods are deployed within your
targeted professional area. In fact, various
anthropological methods are employed across dif-
ferent industries but sometimes called different
things. Learning methods is thus also a process
of learning how to learn methods. Knowing how
your anthropologically informed toolkit comple-
ments those of your colleagues from other fields
and being able to articulate the contributions
these tools bring to solving the problem is essen-
tial. Keep in mind, you are there to complement
the other members of the team, not replicate
their expertise. This collaborative approach
requires anthropologists to shift, in part, to
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thinking about problem-based and team-based
questions as opposed to exclusively ethnographic-
ally-driven, placed-based questions that are typi-
tied in the myth of the lone ethnographer.

While it may seem overwhelming to imagine
developing a toolkit that is both broad and tar-
geted, the point is that methodological training is
iterative and develops over the course of your
career. Developing a toolkit is an ongoing pro-
cess, which requires you to use your anthropo-
logical skills in perspective-taking to learn what
methodological tools are needed for any given
project. In other words, if you are working on a
mixed-methods team, you will likely be the only
anthropologist. To work in these environments,
you’ll likely have to be an interpreter of disciplin-
ary norms and methods and a translator for
anthropological ways of doing methods. You'll
also need to be an advocate for yourself and
anthropology.
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