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Sometimes, the itinerary is a loop, as products or services are reused or gifted.

Consumers are users living in complex contexts. Anthropologists are well suited to discover what (and how) people buy,
experience, share, and dispose of products and services. Anthropology’s multiple methods and theories, grounded in
fieldwork and a rich ethnographic record, equip us to understand consumer practices, beliefs, values, rituals, symbols, and
meaning making. The anthropological approach used in consumer work is often informed by both qualitative and
quantitative methods and interdisciplinary teamwork; it can assist companies all along the “value chain,” from product
design through distribution, merchandising, product or service sharing, use, and disposal. At each point along this
itinerary, anthropologists will find opportunities for discovery with implications for product and service providers.

Building a Career in Consumer Products
and Services

The itinerary method, similar to customer journey mapping, directs researchers to explore the practices, meanings, and social settings
surrounding a product or service from pre-acquisition through disposal.

The Itinerary Method 

Sharing insights about complex contexts—like retail stores, medical offices, or households—helps those who design, make, distribute,
sell, and repair goods and services avoid costly mistakes and deliver value.

Rarely does an anthropologist find opportunities or projects that call on Lone Ranger-style work. Teamwork is expected in business
settings. You can draw on a long tradition of team fieldwork and analysis by starting with a team—even a small one. Finding
collaborators who are part of existing research networks are key sources for new collaborators, job contacts and business-related skill-
building. For example, consider regional American Marketing Association meetings or local practitioner organizations (LPOs) like the
Washington Association of Professional Anthropologists (WAPA). EPIC People is another networking resource; it has become a
publisher of methodological and theoretical reports in which practitioners share their experiences. These sources can help guide you
to potential contract or full-time work in the field. You are likely to discover new opportunities to link anthropological methods and
theory to problems that matter to businesses by taking the time to learn local professional language and norms.
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https://www.ama.org/
https://wapadc.org/
http://www.epicpeople.org/


Sometimes tricky management
buy-in and team management
Often requires travel
Back-office support (e.g., taxes,
payroll) is essential

Role Specific Skills Job Title Keywords
Rapport building

Relationship management
Observation

Participant observation
Report writing

Insight generation
Photography/videography

Accounting for time and travel

Beware of project
creep; attend to

ethics; be willing to
share “bad” news

Work in multidisciplinary teams
Clear cross-cultural implications
Often requires travel
Use participant observation and
multimedia skills

Why consumer research?

Potential Benefits Potential Drawbacks

Local marketing
associations and 

product development
groups offer

opportunities

Make a team compact for clear roles & expectations. 
Respect company confidentiality, but ask to share non-
proprietary learnings within anthropology
Be specific about project deliverables and outcomes. 

Beware of project creep, the “can you also look at. . .”
questions.

Find out what clients think they already know about a problem,
because what may seem an obvious insight for the
anthropologist may be revelatory for clients.
Listen more than you talk.

Advice

Roles
Respondent Recruiter

Research Planner
Interviewer

In-context Observer
Ethnographer

Analyst
Presenter

Video/Audio Editor

Ethnographer
Consumer Researcher

Design Researcher
Consumer Insights Manager

Product Developer
Product or Brand Manager

Service Designer
Consumer Strategy Manager
Customer Lifecycle Leader or

CRM (Customer Relationship Management) Leader
Digital Customer Relationship Manager 

Market Researcher
Account, Product, or Brand Strategy Manager

Consumer Insights Analyst
Consumer Experience and Strategy Manager
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