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SOME METHODOLOGICAL INSIGHTS FROM DOING FIELD
STUDY IN MEXICO?

This case study focuses on my personal experiences of doing ethnography of
Mexican community members dealing with drug trafficking. The case contains
chiefly methodological reflections over a half-year postdoctoral ethnographic study,
as well as my previous ethnographic projects carried out in the Ecuadorian com-
munity of Limoncocha and in Polish juvenile detention centers. I discuss the prob-
lem of some of the ethical issues connected with researcher involvement in daily
activities with participants. Researcher actions undertaken in a field environment
may require considerable effort in adjusting one’s image (auto-presentation work)
to an audience’s assumptions and expectations. I also discuss my direct experiences
with collecting and analyzing qualitative data to better understand the social condi-
tions and drug-trafficking activities of community members. Data for the case study
were collected using in-depth interviews, overt participant observations, and visual
data.
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HUccnepoBaHo sTHOrpadHio YieHOB MEKCUKAHCKHUX KPUMHUHAJIBHBIX KPYTOB,
3aHUMAIOIIUXCSl TOProBjeld HapKOTHKaMU. CTaTbsl COJEPXKUT IJIaBHBIM 06pa3oM
MEeTO/|0JIOTUYeCKHe pa3MbIULIeHUsI 06 3THOrpadUUecKUX HCCAeOBaHUSIX, KOTO-
pble MPOBOAMJIUCH B TeyeHHe 6 MecsleB. Takxke npejocTaBjieHa MHGopManus o
npeAbIAyIINX 3THOrpaduuecKux NpoeKTaX, KOTOpble GbLIM pealu30BaHbl B JKBa-
fope. [IpuBeseHbl JaHHBIE O CUTyalUU B MOJIbCKUX LIEHTPaX COZEepKaHUsl Heco-
BepLIEHHOJIETHUX NpaBoHapyluTeseld. UccaeqoBaHa nmpobJsieMa onpejesieHHBIX
3TUYECKHUX BOINPOCOB, CBSI3aHHBIX C NMPUBJIeYEHHEM HAy4YHbIX PAaOOTHHUKOB B exe-
JIHEBHYIO JIeITeJIbHOCTb NPECTYNHOU rpynnsl. McciejoBaTebckue MeponpHUsTHs,
OCYIeCTBJIEHHBIE B MOJIEBBIX YCIOBHUSAX, TPEOYIOT 3HAUYUTENbHBIX YCUIUH, HAIPaB-
JIEHHBIX Ha KOPPEKTHUPOBKY HMMH/KA HCCAEJ0BATesl C LeJibl0 Y/A0BJIETBOPEHUS
notpe6HoCcTeN U oxkuAaHul ny6auku. [IpeicraBieHbl pe3ybTaThl c60pa U aHAIHU-
3a JIOCTOBEPHBIX JAHHBIX C 1IeJIbI0 JIY4Illero NOHMMaHMs COLMAIbHBIX YCJOBUH U
JlesITeJIbHOCTH, CBSI3aHHBIX C 060POTOM HAPKOTUKOB B KPUMHUHAJIbHBIX KPyrax. JTO

1 The full paper was published in: Chomczynski, Piotr (2018) Doing Ethnography in a Hostile
Environment: The Case of a Mexico Community /Research Method Cases. London, UK: SAGE.
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TeMaTHhu4eCKoe Hcc/jieJOoBaHHE OBbLIO OCylIeCTBJIEHO NyTEM c6opa JAaHHBIX B HC-

KpeHHUX 6ece/jax, HAOMIOJeHUSIX U T.J.

Kawuesvwle cnoea: yenmpol codepicaHus hod cmpadceli, coyuaibHule Yca0-
8us, epaicdebHas cpeda, npuHsimue 2pynnot, buozpagudeckue demasnu.

Introduction. Imagine, that you
have decided to spend your 1-month
vacation in a small fishing village far
away from the closest big city. All you
know of the village is the location of the
small house you arranged to stay in.
You are supplied with a few things nec-
essary to survive for the first 2 to 3 days
(gasoline, food, clothes, map, etc.). On
the morning of your first day in the vil-
lage, you decide to go for a walk to get
information from locals that will be
useful to you in planning the weeks of
your stay here. Trying to obtain infor-
mation from them, you are facing the
first problem: they tend to treat you not
seriously but rather as a total stranger,
not revealing to you any of the valuable
facts you are asking for. You return to
the house frustrated, trying to figure
out what went wrong. After a couple of
hours, you finally come to the conclu-
sion that the questions you asked had
nothing in common with reality here.
How could I have asked these folks about
Wi-Fi and a shopping mall? It was ridicu-
lous! The next day, when your emotions
have cooled, you decide to change your
strategy and listen much more to the
fishermen rather than ask (inappropri-
ate) questions and talk. You initiate
contact with them by delivering some
basic information about yourself and
your vacation plans, but what is most
important: the willingness to know
them better. After your having spent
another couple of hours with the fish-
ermen, more than ever focusing on get-
ting familiar with their perspective,
they surprise you positively with their
openness and readiness to help you. It

is turning point for you because you
realize that you want to know them as
much as they will allow you to. One
week later, the old fisherman whom the
others respect the most invites you for
supper and then a boat trip. It is at this
moment that you begin your adventure
with ethnography. This is the moment
we should focus on: ethnography as the
tool of community study.

What Is Ethnography and What
Does It Offer?

If we want to conduct a complex
study of a local community, a good
strategy is to engage our senses: taste,
sight, touch, smell, and hearing to «feel»
as much as possible. Our senses give us
an opportunity to fully experience the
reality that we want to study. However,
we should be conscious of how to use
these senses properly to obtain empiri-
cal data valuable enough for scientific
purposes (Gobo & Molle, 2017). If we
know the basic rules of how to observe,
interact, and create and ask proper
questions and we are motivated enough
to do this, it is probably the right mo-
ment to start. Ethnography gives us a
good opportunity to immerse ourselves
in local community life, benefiting from
obtaining first-hand data by becoming
more participant than observer. If we
are ready for it, ethnography is a good
method to get familiar with a group’s
dynamics, its norms and values, the
attitudes of particular members, and so
on (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995).

Doing Ethnography in a Re-
searcher-Reluctant Community

As we have seen, after a few at-
tempts by the visitor to the fishing vil-
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lage to become involved in group activi-
ties, the members of the community
start to interact with him more openly
and cooperate. However, a researcher’s
actions oriented toward integration
with a community are not always re-
warded so quickly with group ac-
ceptance. There are some conditions
that can promote or contribute to a lack
of trust or even hostile behavior on the
part of community members:

— A huge gap between researcher
and community cultural background;

— Stereotypes and prejudices giv-
ing rise to community’s lack of trust
toward research and researcher;

— A community’s poor or negative
past experiences with research;

— Illegal activities within the
community, leading to mistrust of a
researcher’s intentions;

— Research questions and topics
perceived by the community as uncom-
fortable, inappropriate, or dangerous.

Taking these factors into consid-
eration, Nigel Fielding (2005) makes a
distinction between a hostile environ-
ment and sensitive topics. The first one
he defines as a situation «where the
research population is actively re-
sistant to research» (Fielding, 2005, p.
249; emphasis added). «Actively re-
sistant» attitude means the activity of a
research population focused on limit-
ing the researcher’s access to data for
reasons felt to be important enough to
warrant this behavior. Such an attitude
is not necessarily connected with a
socially condemned activity on the part
the group, or with any well-defined
and articulated reason. An unfriendly
and closed attitude toward the re-
searcher can be manifested not only in
circumstances of a «hostile environ-
ment», but also, according to Fielding,
in the situation of a «rather passive
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respondent group who are getting by
quite comfortably until a researcher
comes along and upsets them by asking
about that class of things that are best
left unsaid [...]» (Fielding, 2005, p. 249,
emphasis added). So it is not the physi-
cal presence of the researcher the
group defines as a problem, but the
topics he or she touches upon and
questions he or she asks. The group’s
inhospitality is aroused at some point,
but not from the very beginning.

Fielding’s taxonomy is valuable,
but it does not cover the whole spec-
trum of possible options. My studies of
community drug-trafficking activities
were conducted in field contexts that
combined both a «hostile environment»
and «sensitive topics». From another
perspective, Patricia Adler states that
«investigative field research, with em-
phasis on direct personal observation,
interaction, and experience, is the only
way to acquire accurate knowledge
about deviant behavior» (Adler, 1993,
p. 11, emphasis added).

The Mexican Community Study:
How I got Involved

In preparing my research design
to apply for the EURICA scholarship, I
assumed that during my planned 6-
month stay in Mexico, I would be able
to get access to the community and
obtain valuable first-hand data. Subse-
quently, to my surprise, for the first 2-
month stay in Mexico, nobody could
help me to get access to community
that I wanted to study. My project su-
pervisor advised me to stay in the li-
brary reading the literature and then
conduct interviews with the authors.
Colleagues from University in Mexico
attempted to convince me that doing
ethnography was too risky because of
the physical danger linked with direct
contact with people who deal in drugs.
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Having few options, [ decided to share
information with my Mexican friends
and my Polish friends living in Mexico
about my research goals and the need
to obtain access to local community
members involved in drug trafficking.
This strategy paid off after 2 months
when one of my Mexican colleagues
put me in touch with an informal spir-
itual leader of a community in which
many of the members were drug traf-
fickers. This demonstrated the im-
portance of persistence and luck and
how large a gap there often is between
a project design and the actual, unpre-
dictable circumstances.

The Role of “Gatekeeper”

An important question is who is
the «gatekeeper» in ethnography? The
gatekeeper is the person who is a mem-
ber of the group and permits you to
enter the field, usually introducing you
to others. Such a gatekeeper should be

— Highly motivated to help us to
preserve access to community/group of
people we want to study;

— Respected and trusted by the
community;

— Able to possess a social position
among community members strong
enough to help us not only get in touch
with them but also to create our posi-
tive image that makes involvement pro-
cess as easy as possible.

In my case, the person who was
gatekeeper fulfilled all of these condi-
tions. This person-let us call him Mi-
guel-was crucially important because
without his connections, the study itself
would not have been possible. Meeting
Miguel was the turning point for my
project. However, we as researchers
should also be aware that sometime the
gatekeeper who helps us to get involved
in the community can also affect our
research, even if unintentionally.
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The Process of Researcher In-
volvement in Community Life

No matter how much help a gate-
keeper provides you with getting in-
volved in community life, the identity
you create is crucial for your acceptance
by your participants. Martyn Hammers-
ley and Paul Atkinson (1995, p. 83) call
the researcher’s work on his image
«impression management» to under-
score how carefully it should be creat-
ed. The more hostile the social environ-
ment and the more sensitive the topic,
the greater should be your concern
about a group’s perception of your ap-
pearance and the more you should be
prepared for any possible initiation pro-
cedure you will have to face. In my own
case, Miguel was not only a vital source
of information but also personally rec-
ommended me to the group, thus help-
ing to promote my identity as an inde-
pendent, neutral researcher who knows
how to protect the people with whom he
speaks. It is important to remember that
Mexican culture is based on personal
relations, social bonds, and a collec-
tivistic approach to human activity (Hof-
stede & Hofstede, 2005). Miguel was the
person who not only explained the na-
ture of the community’s lifestyle and
identity, strong social bonds, family-
oriented approach of Mexicans but also
supervised my process of group in-
volvement. Nevertheless, the group was
constantly questioning and defining my
presence and the limits of my activity. At
the very beginning of the research, my
identity was verified multiple times
through different initiation protocols to
assure the community about my real
intentions and motivations. Verification
included the following:

— Showing official papers from my

university and the Polish Embassy con-
firming my official status in Mexico;
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— Taking off my clothes to show
that I was not a police informant and
that I had no cables or recording devic-
es concealed on my person;

— Joining group activities, proving
my readiness to take a risk (smoking
marijuana).

The verification process was cru-
cial for community members to mini-
malize the risk of possible problems
connected with my presence. People
who cross-examined me were focused
not only on the words I spoke but also
on nonverbal communication: facial
expressions, gestures, and body posi-
tion—trying to determine whether all
elements of communication were co-
herent enough that they could believe
in my story. After verification, I was
able to talk about issues I was interest-
ed in. The researcher who carries out
research in a hostile environment
should be ready for multiple verifica-
tions no matter how many of these he
or she already passed successfully. Veri-
fication of a stranger’s identity is vital
for community safety and integration.

Winning Community Trust

My ability to do ethnography was
based on Miguel and his colleagues’
recommendations of me to the commu-
nity. Thanks to this, [ started to visit the
community, make first observations,
and engage in informal talks (always
with Miguel physically present). After
the first couple of meetings, community
members allowed me to record the first
interviews. This order of research activ-
ities is not a matter of accident. When
we operate in hostile environment and
with sensitive topics as well, the re-
searcher should be attentive to the
proper order of his scientific activities.
First, he should begin with a neutral
approach and get involved before ask-
ing probing questions-not testing their
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acceptance of the research and the re-
searcher. It is certainly not a good idea
to start by asking questions directly
connected with the research (social
organization of drug-trafficking busi-
ness) goals before a period of observa-
tion and successful attempts at winning
trust. Miguel suggested that I take part
in the religious rituals of the community
preparing itself for pilgrimage to Chal-
ma (a famous Mexican sanctuary that is
the destination for pilgrimages). Thus,
my first observations were linked with
cross preparation activities that the
group was engaged in. Direct participa-
tion in group religious activities and
then taking part in a 120-km, 5-day
pilgrimage to Chalma was an ideal op-
portunity to become familiar with
community members, earn their trust,
and gain access to first-hand data
(Ryen, 2005, pp. 234-236). The pil-
grimage to Chalma was another turning
point in my research. It allowed me to
create personal relations with commu-
nity members engaged in drug traffick-
ing, drug proliferation, drug selling, and
cooperating with cartels.

Respecting Group Hierarchy

Doing ethnography, especially in
a hostile environment, requires atten-
tion to group hierarchy. The more that a
group is closed, the more it is usually
integrated and hierarchized (Cialdini
2006). This means that when doing
field research, we should respect group
hierarchy in trying to win trust and
acceptance from its leaders. This is not
only a matter of their willingness to
«open or close the door» but is crucial
for reasons of personal safety. Not in-
cluding the leaders in our efforts to
become familiar with group can be dan-
gerous for the researcher as well as
other people with whom we start to
talk. It is especially important in ethno-
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graphic work located in correctional
institutions where a group’s leaders are
used to informally deciding about its
members’ activities. In the Mexico case,
[ focused on preserving contact with
most respected Chalma pilgrimage par-
ticipants who, knowing my scientific
purposes, started to talk and interact
with me revealing to the group their
acceptance of my research. To become a
group participant, I also had to partici-
pate in the group’s activities, showing
my acceptance and respect for rituals
by (for example)

— Carrying San Judas Tadeo and
Nino de Atoche figures;

— Singing religious songs
praying (attempts included);

— 1 got symbolically baptized near
Ocuilan de Arteaga by my spiritual pa-
tron;

— Sleeping in the same places in
the same conditions;

— Eating the same food prepared
for the pilgrimages.

Practical Lessons Learned

Taking into account my experi-
ences from ethnographic research car-
ried out in Mexico, as well as 8 years
conducting organizational ethnography
of Polish juvenile detention centers
(Chomczynski, 2017) and Ecuadorian
local community studies from Limonco-
cha (Konecki, Kacperczyk,
Chomczynski, & Albarracin, 2013), I
recommend the following principles of
field research:

— Try not to underestimate inter-
cultural differences (if you are investi-
gating people from a foreign country)
or subcultural differences (when you
question people from your country but
who belong to a different subculture
than yours). Try first to become familiar
with such cultural differences before
you go into the field.

and
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— In beginning research, you first
need to know something about the
group/community you plan to study
(habits, history, culture, basic norms,
and values).

— If you plan to do ethnography in
a hostile environment, find the right
person (gatekeeper) who will help you
to create an appropriate image and win
group acceptance. Personal recommen-
dations are crucially important for this
kind of study.

— Observation should be active.
Seize any opportunity to take part in
community/group daily activities. (In
my organizational ethnography of
Polish juvenile detention centers, this
included following inmates’ daily rou-
tine: for example, classes, workshops,
cleanings, spending free time in the
dormitory.)

— With any group, try to focus on
actions oriented toward winning the
trust and acceptance of its members,
especially its leaders.

— Avoid putting a participant in
situation that will encourage him or her
to lie. People tend to lie «in defense»,
when they feel pushed and do not trust
the person who questions them. First,
you should win the participant’s trust
and, having done so, recognize that
there is still no guarantee that your
questions will yield valuable data. Start
by discussing daily routines and then
stay open for any biographical details
that often naturally emerge. In this way,
the interview becomes more like a cas-
ual conversation, increasing your
chances to obtain valuable data.

— Be ready to be continually ques-
tioned or even tested by community
members. A few times community
members asked me to explain my re-
search goals, tell them about my private
life, and even to strip to prove I was not
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an undercover police informant wear-
ing a recording device.

Conclusion. Designing an ethno-
graphic study, especially one to be per-
formed in a hostile environment and
additionally in a foreign country, we
should remember that no matter how
hard we try to prepare ourselves, there
is always the potential for unpredicted
events to happen. It is always good
practice to spend time observing before

asking any questions. Observations give
us the opportunity of gradual involve-
ment in the community/group we want
to study. We should allow the group to
set the pace of the process of our in-
volvement because the level of ac-
ceptance is based on trust, which the
researcher has to earn. Winning trust is
a process that occurs naturally, and
efforts by the researcher to control it
are misplaced.
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XoMmuuHcwKi I,

dokmop ¢inocoii, doyeHm

¢akysabmem coyiosoeii opzauizayii ynpaeaiHHs
YyHigepcumemy & M. /Io03b ([losvwa)

AEAKI METOA0JIOTTYHI ACIIEKTH
INPAKTUYHUX AOCAIAKEHD Y MEKCHUIII

BuByeHo eTHorpadilo 4/eHiB MEKCUKAaHCbKUX KpUMiHaJIbHUX TpyM, L0
3aliMalOTbCA TOPriB/elo HapKOTUKaMU. CTaTTS MiCTUTb FOJIOBHUM YHHOM METO/0-
JIOTiYHi po3/IyMH 110/10 eTHOTpadivHUX AOC/IiPKEeHb, IKi 3iMCHIOBAJIUCS TPOTATOM
6 MicsaniB. Takox HagaHo iHpopMariito nmpo Mol nonepeaHi eTHorpadiyHi MPOEKTH,
mo 6yau peanizoBaHi B ExkBagopi. IlogaHo fgaHi mpo cuTyaliro B NOJbCbKHUX
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I[eHTpax TPHMaHHsS HENOBHOJIITHIX NpaBomnopymHUkKiB. JociimkeHo npobaeMy
MeBHUX €ETUYHUX MMUTaHb, MOB’SI3aHUX i3 3a/lyYeHHSM HAYKOBI[IiB Y L[0/IeHHY Aislb-
HiCTb 3/104KMHHOI rpynu. JocaifHUIbKI 3aX0/1H, 3AiHCHEHI B I0JIbOBUX YMOBAX, BU-
MararoTb 3HAaYHUX 3YCUJIb, CIIPAMOBAHUX HAa KOPUT'YBAHHA IMi/PKy HayKOBLA 3 Me-
TOI0 33/10BOJIeHHS NMoTpeb Ta ovikyBaHb my6Jiiku. HagjaHo pe3ysnbTaTu 360py W
aHaJIi3y JOCTOBIpHUX AAHUX 3 METOI0 Kpalloro yCBiIOMJIEHHH COLia/IbHUX YMOB Ta
JIiil 3 06iry HapKOTHKIB cepej 4IeHiB KpMMiHaJbHHUX KiJ. Lle TemaTuiHe mocii-
JDKeHHs 6yJ10 3iiiCHeHe IIJIIXOM 360py JaHUX yepe3 Wupi 6ecigu, cnocTepexeHHs
TOILO.

Kanarwowuoei cioea: yenmpu mpumamusa nid eapmoro, coyianbHi ymMosu, 80posice
cepedosuwe, nputiHammsi 2pynoto, 6iozpagiuni demadi.

Hadiiiwna do pedakyii 15.02.2018
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