
you must take a nonjudgmental stance toward the people you are studying in order to gain
useful information.

Ethnographers also try to take on the emic and etic perspectives during data collection
and analysis. The emic perspective is the insider’s perspective. It includes the meanings
and views of the people in the group being studied. Taking the emic perspective also means
considering questions and issues for study that are important to insiders. The researcher
documenting the emic perspective must try to get inside of the heads of the group members.
Therefore, this aspect of ethnography is very phenomenological in approach. To understand
the emic perspective, it is helpful if you can learn the local language and forms of expres-
sion used by the people being studied. Special words or terms used by them are called emic
terms. Some emic terms used by high school students in a middle-sized Southern city to
refer to the more academic-type students were brains, advanced, intellectuals, nerds, geeks,
dorks, and smarties (Smith, 1997). A larger list of emic terms identified by Smith for vari-
ous groups in high schools is shown in Table 12.3.

Ethnographers use the term etic perspective to refer to an external, social scientific
view of reality (Fetterman, 1998). This is the perspective of the objective researcher study-
ing a group of people. The goal is to move beyond the perspectives of the people being stud-
ied and use social science concepts, terms (i.e., etic terms), and procedures to describe the
people and explain their behavior. Researchers using the etic perspective also bring their re-
search questions from the outside (e.g., issues are considered important on the basis of a re-
view of the research literature). They tend to take an instrumental view, wanting to study the
participants in order to answer a specific question or to produce a specific product.

Effective ethnographers are able to utilize both perspectives. If a researcher only took
the emic perspective, he or she would risk what is called going native, which means that the
researcher identifies so completely with the group that he or she can no longer remain ob-
jective. Someone who goes native has basically become an insider. That person overidenti-
fies with the group and can view things only from the viewpoint of the insiders. On the other
hand, if researchers took only the etic viewpoint, they would risk not understanding the
people from the native perspective. They would also risk imposing their own predetermined
beliefs and categories on their interpretations about the participants. We believe that effec-
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� Emic perspective
The insider’s 
perspective

� Emic terms
Special words or terms
used by the people in a
group

� Etic perspective
An external, social sci-
entific view of reality

� Etic terms
Outsider’s words or
special words that 
are used by social 
scientists

� Going native
Identifying so com-
pletely with the group
being studied that you
can no longer remain
objective

� T A B L E  1 2 . 3 Selected Emic Terms Used by High School Students

Losers
Retards
Hippies
Grubbies
Surfers
Geeks

Rebels
Rednecks
Peacers
Loners
Whammers
Dorks

Skanks
Bubbas
Gangsters
Roaches
Punks
Duds

Jocks
Mechanics
Druggies
Wannabes
Airheads
Book worms

Prep
Vo Techs
Burnouts
Woodies
Rockers
Grunge

Holy Rollers
Goody-Goodies
Clowns
Azalea Trail Maids
Brains
Band

Source: From Smith, Heather J. 1997. The Role of Symbolism in the Structure, Maintenance, and Interac-
tion of High School Social Groupings. Masters Thesis. University of South Alabama Department of Sociol-
ogy and Anthropology. Used by permission. 
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