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illustrates the transformative power of fieldwork as praxis, or the use of ethno-
graphic knowledge as power, to help others challenge accepted ideas, think in new 
ways, and make a positive difference in the world.

Applied, or practicing, anthropologists may work for non-profit or for-profit 
organizations, corporations, governments, or in a variety of other settings. They may 
work in any field as consultants who are trained in participant-observation tech-
niques. For instance, organizations developing sustainable practices may hire them 
as cultural mediators to understand the needs of the community. Applied anthro-
pologists can help with surmounting cultural obstacles of modernization while 
remaining sensitive to a people’s traditional values and identity.

An applied subfield called corporate or business anthropology focuses on issues 
of corporate culture. Business anthropologists helped the ice-cream company Ben 
& Jerry’s source ingredients that support rainforest communities; they have worked 
for NASA in order to understand the corporate culture that led to the Columbia 
shuttle disaster; and are currently working in many corporations as cultural brokers, 
liaisons, and experts. Table 2.3 lists some of the roles that applied anthropologists 
play and some of the areas in which they may work.

Corporate anthropologists may work for a company interested in streamlining 
aspects of its organization. For instance, Elizabeth Briody, an applied anthropol-
ogist, works for General Motors (GM) in the research and development sector. 
In an interview with the AAA, Briody explains 
in simple terms what her job entails: “I conduct 
studies of GM culture. My role is to come up 
with ways to improve GM’s effectiveness. In 
my research, I try to understand the issues that 
people face in doing the work they have been 
asked to do, and then offer suggestions to make 
their work lives better” (Fiske 2007:44). One 
recent project required Briody to examine the 
different corporate cultural norms and values 
when GM entered a formal partnership deal with 
the Italian car company Fiat. Applying Briody’s 
recommendations allowed better collabora-
tion, with each group understanding the others’ 
assumptions about corporate decision-making.

Applied anthropologists use a model of field 
research and implementation that is referred 
to as participatory action research or PAR. 
Because their goals are to support change in a 

Figure 2.5
“ETHNOGRAPHY? 
PARTICIPANT 
OBSERVATION, 
A POTENTIALLY 
REVOLUTIONARY 
PRAXIS: AN 
ANTHROPOLOGIST’S 
TALE” BY KAREN 
RUBINS
Artist Karen Rubins 
worked with 
anthropologist Alpa 
Shah at the London 
School of Economics 
to produce a graphic 
version of the basic 
message of Shah’s article 
in 2017. How is Shah’s 
ethnographer changed 
by her experience among 
Rubins’s “mermaid” 
people? How will she 
use her experience 
and understandings to 
challenge assumptions 
about mermaids? 
Credit:Karen Rubins/Alpa Shah.

TABLE 2.3

Applied Anthropology in Practice

Samples of Applied 
Anthropologists’ Roles

fields where 
They may work

Consultant Health

Researcher Medicine

Needs assessor Environment

Policy analyst Food insecurity

Trainer Immigration

Grant writer Community 
development

Program evaluator Business

Legal liaison International relations
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