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Social and behavioral scientists conventionally judge
the reliability, validity, and generalizability of findings
by reference to criteria set by classical statistical theory.
However, much social and behavioral research entails
the study of cultural phenomena and, thus, what an-
thropologists call ethnography. “Ethnography,” as we
use the term, refers to the processes and the products of
research that seeks to document what people believe,
feel, and do in a way that situates those phenomena at
specific times in the history of their life experiences, in-
cluding pertinent global events and processes. To
achieve this goal, ethnography requires distinctive
methodological tools. First and foremost, one must in-
teract intensively and create personal relationships
with the people one wants to understand. In contrast to
research traditions in which “experts” study ‘sub-
jects,” ethnography requires one to ask other people to
help dispell the ethnographer’s ignorance of them. Eth-
nography therefore rests on the collection of cultural
data. “Culture,” as we use the term, refers to the sys-
tems of mental constructs people use to interpret them-
selves and the world around them (e.g., Barnett 1953).
Culture thus can be thought of as meaning and as con-
sisting of a series of labeled (e.g., “mother”) definitions
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of phenomena together with the myriad emotional and
intellectual associations individuals acquire and attach
to specific labels in the process of living.

The culture theory that prevails in contemporary an-
thropology (e.g., Geertz 1973, 1994) comes to us from
the seminal work of Cooley and Mead, and many of the
presumptions of what, in sociology, came to be called
symbolic interactionism constitute fundamental ten-
ets. The process of living through which people con-
struct their symbolic world consists of interactions that
individuals experience over the course of their lives
both with others and with aspects of the nonsentient
world. We thus take for granted that people live in a cul-
turally constructed world and that that world is so-
cially constructed.

THE PROBLEM

This conclusion poses an important challenge to re-
search carried out by reference to the criteria of classical
statistical theory. Violations of the assumption that
data observations occur independently and that predic-
tion errors associated with any one case remain uncor-
related with errors made for other cases (for example,
cross-sectional heteroskedasticity or spatial or temporal
autocorrelation) invalidate the usual statistical tests.
Questions like “How old are you?” or “What is your
race?” elicit datum points—labels, names—that reflect
elements of the unique life history that makes each of
us an independent being and therefore may yield data
consistent with the assumption of observation and error
independence. Sophisticated diagnostic techniques now
allow us to evaluate whether or not our data violate
these assumptions, and equally sophisticated tech-
niques (for example, measurement unit transforms,
weighted least squares, and differencing procedures)
give us means to avoid the analytical confusion such vi-
olations create.

Cultural data, however, come from questions like
““How do you know you are a mother, and how did you
learn it?”” or “Who belongs to your family, and what dis-
tinguishes family members from other people?”
Whereas the answer any one person gives to a question
like “How old are you?” has no necessary relationship
to the answer any other person gives to the same ques-
tion, culture theory posits that no one can respond to a
question like “How do you know you are a mother?”’
without talking about the social interaction necessary
to formulate the answers. Cultural data thus should re-
flect the social (interactive) processes by which we con-
struct our knowledge of each other and the way these
social processes work. Cultural datum points should ex-
ist only insofar as they reflect the lack of independence
between sources. Cultural data thus appear to invali-
date the usual statistical techniques and make the clas-
sical sampling criterion of case independence impossi-
ble to attain. How, then, should we select cases, what
analytical techniques are appropriate, and to whom can
we legitimately generalize?

If there are substantive differences between life-expe-
rience markers (names, labels) and cultural data (the
definitions and intellectual and emotional associations
we attach to names and labels), an unbiased (“random”
sample of life-experience data should yield accurate pa-
rameter estimates whereas a convenience sample may
or may not (since convenience samples may, by chance,
be unbiased samples). By contrast, if cultural data are
socially constructed, unbiased and convenience sam-
ples of people whose lives encompass equivalent experi-
ential variability should yield identical findings. Differ-
ences in cultural data (“boundaries’” between one
cultural consensus and another [after Keesing 1994])
should reflect life-experience differences (e.g., racism,
income constraints on opportunities) that influence
how individuals construct the meanings they use to
conduct their lives.

METHODS

We tested these hypotheses with data on the construc-
tion of family relations collected from a population de-
fined as the list of 1,990 foster mothers maintained by
the Department of Children and Families (DCF), State
of Connecticut, to which Danielle Wozniak had been
granted access for purposes of research on the social and
self-construction of identity among foster mothers. We
selected two sets of informants independently. A sim-
ple random sample of 45 women was selected using Ex-
cel’s uniform random-number generator. We selected a
convenience sample by asking key informants to partic-
ipate and to ask people they knew who fostered children
to participate. We collected data by means of mailed
questionnaires. The simple random sample yielded a
60% return rate (n = 27). The convenience sample in-
cluded 42 key informants and their friends. We main-
tained standard human-subjects protection procedures.

Life-experience data collected included (1) the num-
ber of years a woman had been a foster mother (range
0-30 years, mean = 5.9 years, s.d. = 6.5), (2) how many
children she had fostered (range from o for women
newly certified as foster mothers to an estimated 250,
mean = 23.0, s.d. = 46.3), (3) how many of these chil-
dren she had adopted (range 0—8, mean = .8, s.d. = 1.4),
(4) how many children she was currently fostering
(range o—5, mean = 1.8, s.d. = 1.2}, (5) how many of
these children were relatives (range 0—3, mean = .1, s.d.
= .5), (6) how many persons currently lived in her home
(range 1—10, mean = 5.1, s.d. = 1.9}, (7) how old she was
(range 28-78, mean = 44.5, s.d. = 9.2), (8) her race
(44.93% “‘white,” 47.8% ‘‘black,” 4.35% *“Hispanic,”’
and 1.45% other), and (9) annual household income (ex-
cluding DCF payments), from ‘“under $15,000"” (4.35%)
through “under $30,000” (24.65%) and “‘under $60,000"”
(49.28%) to ““$60,000 and over” (18.84%). These data
thus included variables for which the parameter was
known (race, age) and variables that measured life-expe-
rience differences (e.g., racism, income constraints on
opportunities) that might influence the meanings that
individuals constructed. We constructed three addi-



