
Can you identify cultural problems, challenges, or puzzles? Can you find solutions by doing 
background research and fieldwork? Do you enjoy sharing what you learn with others? If 
so, you might consider opening your own shop as an anthropologist. When problem 
solving is done using an anthropological perspective, your work will be different–and likely 
more helpful to your clients compared to say, the run-of-the mill survey approach. The 
anthropological difference can be your niche, your selling point to attract clients. 

Steps for Starting a Practicing Anthropology Business

Step 1: Find Colleagues and Business Partners

While anthropology graduate school is generally a solo enterprise, starting and operating a business 
requires helpers. Talk to colleagues and friends who are in business. How did they start? Conducting 
informational interviews with other practitioners or finding a free business mentor or coach through 
the U.S. Small Business Administration1 will help you understand and surmount startup hurdles; 
similar business startup support is available in nearly all countries. Consider teaming with a colleague 
as a partner right from the start. If you decide to be what the consulting world calls a “lone eagle” 
(flying solo), remember that you will need collaborators to keep things running.

Step 2: Assess Your Skills

Be honest about what you can and cannot do well. This self-evaluation will help you think through 
potential partner(s) for your enterprise. Consider your research and analysis skills. Then focus on your 
business experience. For example, if you have never done any accounting, marketing, or business 
planning, then find a colleague, business mentor, or part-time assistant who has the experience that 
you lack. 

Step 3: Translate Your Skills

As you assess your (and your colleagues’) skills, translate your anthropological toolkit into business 
language. For example, if your anthropological background equips you to understand material 
culture, learn about consumer products and the lingo of those who make, sell, and repair them. If your 
background is in medical or biological anthropology, you have already learned some of the 
terminology of health care, consumer health, and health policy. Archaeologists can put their 
knowledge and skills to work in business as well: spatial and temporal analysis can be a big help for 
product manufacturers. Linguists can put their knowledge to work in business and marketing 
communication or in solving cross-cultural organizational or sales communication problems.

Building Your Consulting Practice
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Step 4: Find Clients

Find out where the problems you care about are located. Nearby businesses make for easy contacts 
while multinational firms, or certain business verticals (e.g., retail, manufacturing) may allow you to 
focus on problems that are interesting to you. Follow your nose and your heart. In other words, assess 
what it is that you and your colleagues care about and find the organizational leaders who also care 
about those problems. You may set up some informational interviews through contacts, identify 
interviews done by news outlets, or review websites and annual reports for insight. You will find people 
with work to be done.

Read the business press. Attend trade and market research conferences. They have online 
publications and, often, regional meetings. Figure out how to be in those places and offer to present 
your anthropological “take” on things that matter to them.

Do not be afraid to “cold call” organizations. This strategy can be difficult because there are 
gatekeepers designed to keep the gate closed. And, even when you use your networking skills to 
discover who to talk to, you may not get a positive response. Yet, many sales professionals say that 
hearing “No, thank you” can be a valuable response because it can save you from going after 
something that may be a non-starter. When you cold call, you are not asking for work. Instead, you are 
asking for an appointment so that you can listen, understand an organization's problems, and learn 
how decisions are made about solving them. Never be afraid to reach out to C-Suite executives. They 
may direct you down the chain of command, but those individuals often have administrative support. 
The result:  someone may answer your phone call and provide some valuable email addresses. 
Celebrate each new contact you get and always ask, “Who else cares about this problem?” At some 
point, you may be asked to sign a nondisclosure agreement (NDA); sign it.

Some businesses and all municipalities, county governments, and State and Federal organizations will 
issue a Request for Quotation (RFQ), Request for Proposal (RFP), or Notice of Funding Availability 
(NOFA). These documents are often easy to track down online. Expect competition with all of them, 
but winning one such contract can build long-term relationships for future work. Such contracting 
often, but not always, requires additional paperwork. Anticipate additional paperwork to approve and 
manage your project if you are doing business with government agencies and companies.

Step 5: Craft Proposals

Proposals should identify the problem you aim to study or solve in language familiar to the client. 
They should reflect your experience and your view of the client’s needs captured either in 
conversation with them or in client documents. When well-conceived and written, proposals are easily 
understood, contain no jargon, and include graphics or images to support the text. They usually 
include:

● A problem statement, as your client understands it and as you view it. If your perspectives 
differ, explain your rationale. (It is best to discuss and resolve any differences before submitting 
the proposal.) 

● Your methodological approach to study or solve the problem, without jargon.
● A work-plan, often described with an accompanying timeline, PERT chart, Gantt chart or 

similar visual aid offering a graphical view of a project’s tasks, deliverables, schedule, and 
timeline.

● A budget, showing total costs (which may need to be broken into categories, depending on 
your client’s internal contracting processes).

● The project’s significance to the organization or community.
● Bio-sketches of your team and some statement of your experience, keyed to the project.

Often, clients will issue a contract to you. You may want an attorney to review the contract language 
before you sign. If you create the contract, ask an attorney to suggest specific contract language.
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Business Plans and the Business Model Canvas

Most entrepreneurial training programs and startup incubators emphasize the importance of a 
business plan. If you focus on Steps 1-4, you are building a foundation for a plan. However, a formal 
plan is only needed if you seek external funding from an investor or from the U.S. Small Business 
Administration. Nevertheless, the Business Model Canvas is a helpful tool for project planning and 
execution in industry, nonprofits, and government. One of the many sources for information on how 
to use the Canvas is Strategyzer2. Talking through the Canvas and writing down what is going on (or 
should go on) with each category offers a planning tool and a helpful checkup as you operate your 
business.

The Rituals of Business

Creating business cards, developing a website, and registering your business are important indicators 
of how serious you are about your business. Many organizations cannot hire you if you are not a 
registered business. Incorporation and registration can happen while you are exploring clients. For 
startups, simple is best. An initial website can be a virtual business card and a LinkedIn page; they 
entail little cost.

A more detailed phase two website may require the help of a designer or online marketing 
consultant. It should tell your story with more specifics, reveal the needs and tastes of your customer 
segments (i.e., groups of customers with similar attributes), and should reflect your offering as it 
evolves to signify what you have learned about your clients, their needs, and your new firm’s 
strengths.

Having a business card is a part of an in-person greeting ritual, so get (or make) a few before your first 
client interview. Your card should include your name, contact information, your role (e.g., 
anthropologist, consulting anthropologist, founder), and your firm’s name. A simple black and white 
card will do the job. 
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● Working with a team to solve 
problems

● Continuous learning
● Opportunities for innovative 

fieldwork and analysis
● Autonomy: You are your own boss
● Ability to contribute to the 

careers of other practitioners and 
to anthropology

● Travel, even international travel, is 
possible

● Tax benefits from operating a 
business.

● Low income in the early years, so 
an additional income source 
may be needed

● Discipline and practice required 
in keeping business records for 
taxes and for employees or 
contractors (see Step 1)

● Disappointment due to change 
and downturns

● Client requests for additional 
work not included in the 
contract, referred to as “scope 
creep.”

Why consulting?
Potential Benefits Potential Drawbacks

https://www.strategyzer.com/library/the-business-model-canvas


Advice
Continuously improve your skill set
● Think of your own business as fieldwork: build relationships, map the flow of products and 

services, identify organizational obstacles, share your findings with any employees, and 
address the issues.

● Proposal development is an art form which takes study, practice, and discipline. If your 
proposal is not successful, ask for feedback on your proposal and cost.

● Listen more than you talk.
Focus on the client
● Spend as much time with clients as you can.
● Do not try to solve complex problems in a hurry because trustworthy results take time. 

Clients that try to rush to results often have organizational problems—either an opportunity 
or a roadblock for you.

● Explore how you can train organizations to do some of what you do. Sharing your tools and 
training with others can be an additional or core offering. It also can help to cement 
long-term client relationships.

Manage the business
● Discover what to charge and set a daily-rate goal for you or your business by talking to other 

consultants and your prospective clients. Expect your ideal daily rate to change with each 
new client.

● Bid on projects by building clear budgets for project costs. Include the “indirect costs” of 
communication, office, printing, and data processing, assigning a markup based on what 
you learn about project costs from colleagues and clients. Rarely will clients ask for these 
detailed budgets. They usually want the bottom line (i.e., project cost) with a travel estimate. 
However, it is important to plan and monitor project costs as well as potential profitability.

● Business consulting, research, and travel can be taxing, so budget for comfort and rest. Ask if 
your business or government client has discounted lodging arrangements for its 
consultants or contractors.

● Quarterly tax and annual filings are complicated and will be required. If you have employees 
or contractors, explore online small business payroll services.

Build a team and a community
● Create a team compact for those working with you. It should specify your team’s ethical 

responsibilities to clients, research participants, and one another3 (see also Appendix).
● Join professional or trade associations related to your interests and contribute to their 

newsletters and conferences. You will build credibility and may reach new clients.
● When a door opens for you, hold it open for the next anthropologist. Be ready to serve as a 

mentor.
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Appendix

A Team Compact3 Example for an Anthropology Consulting Practice

Team ethnography involves the collaborative collection of fieldnotes, documentary 
resources, multimedia data, and other data. As such, the team may use data from a 
collaborative project for professional publication or presentation as long as doing so does 
not violate any terms of the agreement with the client regarding proprietary data or 
analysis.

While many elements of the research are likely to be proprietary, methodological elements 
of the research may be the topic of articles or presentations by team members of the 
consulting practice. Methodological information may be used to further team member 
professional development, the advancement of anthropology and other human sciences, or 
the training of graduate students, ethnographers, or researchers.

If a team member wishes to publish, present, or disseminate aspects of the research, all 
other team members agree to allow that individual access to notes and other data (e.g., 
photographs, multimedia data) regardless of which team member collected this data.

If written permission from the client is granted to disseminate any report or other product, 
the team member agrees not to publish, present, or disseminate any aspect of the research 
without sharing it with all other team members. The purpose of sharing is to allow the team 
adequate time to comment on any such planned presentation or dissemination. The 
contents of any such product are the work of the team member who created it. 
Consequently, those team members who offer comments do not have the right to edit it.

Team members owe study participants the following:

● an explanation of the purpose of the research, the audience, and any risks that may 
result due to their participation

● the highest possible level of confidentiality—specifying that names or other personal 
information will not be published

● a statement that they may terminate their participation at any time without penalty
● a written thank-you (and/or gift when culturally appropriate).

Ethical standards of the Society for Applied Anthropology and the National Association for 
the Practice of Anthropology apply as guidelines for how the project is conducted and the 
findings and recommendations conveyed. The goal is to provide complete and accurate 
results to the client.

Clients have been informed that no product of the research may be used for litigation or for 
marketing purposes unless written agreement is secured. Clients may also not use research 
products for publication in any media (e.g., television, Internet advertising) without that use 
being specified in the consulting practice’s agreement with the client.

Study participants will be provided with a release form if their images or speech are 
requested as part of a video or website for clients to view and learn from. It is the 
responsibility of the researcher to 1) ensure that these release forms are signed before a 
study participant is included in digital media, and 2) return all the signed forms to the 
consulting practice.

5


