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ABSTRACT

The academic challenges of international students, particularly those with English 
as an additional language (EAL), have been mostly researched in the context of the 
formal curriculum (e.g. classroom communication styles, reading and writing skills). 
These challenges include inadequate English proficiency and differing educational 
expectations, and being isolated from the host community. However, little is under-
stood about students’ informal academic learning outside the prescribed curricu-
lum, in particular, their brokering practices. Brokering practices are help-seeking 
interactions that bridge gaps in the seekers’ knowledge and understanding of new 
cultural practices thus enabling them to access resources they would find diffi-
cult to do so on their own. For EAL students, these help-seeking interactions may 
involve getting others to translate, interpret or explain particular aspects of the host 
academic environment. In this research, focused ethnography is used to investi-
gate the nature of brokering practices among ten international EAL tertiary students 
during their initial academic semester of fifteen weeks. Focused ethnography specifi-
cally addresses constraints in the research context (e.g. time and access to inform-
ants), as well as capitalizes on technological tools such as digital recording devices. 
In seeking to understand brokering interactions and relationships students have 
with their brokers, conventional ethnographic methods were adapted, for example, 
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digital ethnographic methods were used instead of participant observation. Digital 
ethnographic methods allows a large amount of data to be recorded and reviewed, a 
feature of focused ethnography known as data intensity. While this form of intensity 
has been argued to compensate for a short period of research activity, this research 
suggests that another form of intensity – relational intensity – is just as impor-
tant in addressing research constraints. Relational intensity refers to the researcher’s 
ongoing responsiveness to the needs of research participants. The article concludes 
that future focused ethnographic research should consider both data-related and 
relational forms of intensity in addressing research constraints.

INTRODUCTION

Informal learning is recognized to be an important aspect of academic learn-
ing, but there is limited research investigating informal learning practices 
among international (English as an Additional Language (EAL) students. A 
useful concept to understand EAL students’ informal learning practices is 
brokering, which can be understood as help-seeking social interactions. For 
EAL students, brokering often takes place when they encounter language or 
cultural barriers in accessing academic resources. They then seek help from 
particular others – brokers – because these brokers are able to translate infor-
mation into the students’ native language, or because they are able to explain 
the underlying meaning or implications of academic requirements. 

Literature that alludes to EAL students’ brokering practices suggests that 
social networks are important resources for seeking academic help. EAL 
students have been found to seek assistance from native-English speaking 
peers whom they perceive to have greater expertise, or from peers with whom 
they share similar backgrounds and experiences. However, the circumstances 
that motivate and sustain brokering interactions and relationships remain 
unclear as brokering interactions themselves have not been examined in 
much detail. Researching brokering practices, however, is challenging because 
of the implicit and unstructured nature of informal learning (Eraut 2004). 
With young adult learners, another challenge for researchers is that informal 
learning is likely to involve the routine use of technology-mediated commu-
nication tools such as computers and mobile phones (Helles 2012; Pink et al. 
2015), thus increasing the taken-for-granted and invisible nature of brokering 
practices. A methodology known as focused ethnography has the potential to 
meet those challenges.

Focused ethnography adapts conventional ethnographic methods so as to 
addresses the specificity of cultural or social phenomenon to be investigated 
within a relatively short time period (Higginbottom et al. 2013; Knoblauch 
2005). Adaptations include replacing participant observation with digital 
recordings of social interaction and behaviour (Knoblauch 2005) and using 
other digital ethnographic methods (Pink et al. 2015). Brokering practices can 
thus be potentially investigated by using recording devices that may be better 
suited to capture instances of informal learning.

This article discusses how researching brokering practices benefitted from 
the use of focused ethnography. The research was part of a Ph.D. study that 
examined brokering practices of ten international EAL students at a New 
Zealand university. Participants were mostly ethnic Chinese and data collec-
tion took place within their initial semester of studies, where one semes-
ter lasts for fifteen weeks. The research questions addressed the nature of 
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brokering practices such as the characteristics of brokering interactions, and 
the reasons that motivated and sustained brokering relationships. 

The article begins with a review of literature on brokering and focused 
ethnography, followed by a report on the methodological aspect of the 
research. It describes the background of the research context, explains the 
choice of research methods, and discusses the forms of intensity that arose 
in conducting ethnographic research with constraints in time and opportu-
nities. The discussion on intensity highlights what Knoblauch (2005) terms 
data intensity – the large amount of digitally recorded material collected that 
can then be repeatedly reviewed and analysed. While data intensity was 
relevant to some aspects of this research, it was not sufficient in address-
ing the constraints of the research context. The research found that it was 
also important to consider relational intensity – an ongoing responsiveness 
towards participants in context of the researcher−participant relationship. 
Relational intensity involves the researcher negotiating reciprocal exchanges 
and exercising ethical responsibility, and thus encourages participants’ open 
sharing of their brokering practices. The article concludes that both data 
intensity and relational intensity are important considerations in a focused 
ethnography.

BROKERING PRACTICES AS INFORMAL LEARNING

The concept of brokering offers a useful lens to understand how students 
engage in informal academic learning. As a broad sociological concept, 
brokering refers to the facilitation of transferring resources from one entity to 
another, over gaps in social structure. That is, brokering occurs when an inter-
mediary, the broker, assists in the transfer or exchange of valued resources such 
as services, information, opportunities and/or knowledge, where the recipient 
of such assistance would have had difficulty accessing these resources in the 
first place (Stovel et al. 2011). The gaps, or the difficulty of direct access to 
those holding such resources, stem from differences in language and culture 
or the complexity of interaction between communities. It is the broker who 
has connections to these separated communities that facilitate interactions 
and transfer of resources between them.

It is not surprising, then, for the brokering concept to be found in literature 
on language and literacy learning among immigrant communities (Alvarez 
2012; Hall and Sham 2007; Jones and Trickett 2005; Orellana et al. 2003; 
Perry 2009; Tse 1995, 1996). Such learning is part of people’s everyday prac-
tices and often takes place within the community. The term language brokering, 
for example, has been defined as ‘interpreting and translating performed by 
bilinguals in daily situations without special training’ (Tse 1996: 48). Often, 
children who develop their English language proficiency in school, become 
brokers for their parents who often have limited language skills. They trans-
late and interpret a range of documents including notices from school, bank 
statements, immigration forms and job applications. A related concept of liter-
acy brokering refers to not only a literal understanding of unfamiliar texts and 
practices, but also their underlying meanings and implications (Perry 2009). 
For example, in Perry’s (2009) research on Sundanese refugee families in the 
United States, the broker explained to the immigrant family that an unsolic-
ited letter suggesting that the recipients won a million dollars was, in fact, 
not a genuine offer, but instead was potentially an act of fraud that directed 
recipients to part with their own money for nothing in return.
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As brokering takes place in everyday contexts, it can also be understood as 
an aspect of informal learning, which has been recognized to be an important 
and integral part of academic learning (Barron 2006; Barnett 2007). Informal 
learning is learning that takes place in the absence of externally imposed 
objectives and standards; such learning experiences are highly personalized 
and therefore relevant to the learner’s particular needs (Livingstone 2006). 
In fact, informal learning may very well be a response to the barriers posed 
by formal learning such as inappropriate delivery of formal instruction and 
learner’s low self-confidence (McGivney 1999). In the context of international 
EAL students, barriers to academic learning are widely acknowledged to be 
related to inadequate English language proficiency and cultural differences 
(Borland and Pearce 2002; Johnson 2008; Lee et al. 2013), as well as a lack 
of social interaction between international students and the host community 
(Sawir et al. 2008; Ward and Masgoret 2004; Ward et al. 2009). While there 
is a wide range of concepts of informal learning such as self-directed learn-
ing, networking, coaching and mentoring (Eraut 2004; Marsick and Watkins 
2001), these concepts are predominantly related to the workplace context, and 
therefore may not adequately capture the informal academic learning prac-
tices among students, especially when understanding informal learning as a 
response to barriers in formal learning.

Brokering thus can then be understood as a concept of informal learning 
that bridges the gaps in a social and cultural environment that is different from 
students’ countries of origin. In this research, brokering practices are defined 
as help-seeking social interactions outside the formal curriculum where EAL 
students seek access to academic resources, such as understanding unfamil-
iar texts, interactions, artefacts, and social and cultural practices encountered 
in the context of the host academic community. Specific brokering interac-
tions may involve translating or interpreting academic-related information, or 
making explicit the requirements of academic assignments.

BROKERING PRACTICES IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Brokering practices, or help-seeking social interactions, however, are not well 
understood as informal academic learning practices. While informal social 
interactions are acknowledged to contribute to students’ classroom learning 
(Boud et al. 2001; Jarvela 2011; Newman 2002; Topping 2005), much of educa-
tional research focuses on classroom learning, thus overlooking the signifi-
cance of learning that takes place outside the prescribed curriculum (Richards 
2015; Rogers 2008).

Nonetheless, brokering has been alluded to in a wide range of studies 
that examine informal academic-related social interactions in higher educa-
tion, even if the term is not used. Several studies recognize the importance of 
learning outside the classrooms, whether as face-to-face peer interactions in 
groups (Goodwin et al. 2010; Krause 2007), or through technology-mediated 
means such as social networking sites (Madge et al. 2009; Vivian et al. 2014). 
With respect to international EAL students, students’ social networks appear 
to be an important resource for seeking help for interpreting and complet-
ing assignments (Li et al. 2010; Montgomery and McDowell 2009; Wakimoto 
2007; Zappa-Hollman and Duff 2015), with several studies examining how 
students get assistance with their academic writing (Che 2013; Nam and 
Beckett 2011; Séror 2011). Brokering interactions among peers also appear 
important for gaining an understanding how to interact with instructors and 
peers in the host academic community (Li and Collins 2014; Seloni 2012). 
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The literature also suggests that brokering relationships are based on 
existing social relationships. EAL students may seek assistance from native-
English speaking classmates or co-residents whom they perceive to have 
greater expertise or experience, or from peers with whom they have shared 
experiences such as being part of a community of international students, or 
similar cultural backgrounds (Che 2013; Montgomery and McDowell 2009; 
Seloni 2012; Zappa-Hollman and Duff 2015). In addition, brokering relation-
ships appear to be strengthened based on overlapping connections, for exam-
ple, peers who are co-nationals as well as classmates. 

However, the circumstances that motivate and sustain brokering interac-
tions and relationships remain unclear as brokering interactions themselves 
have not been examined in much detail. The majority of the studies were based 
on self-reported data such as interview responses; few studies reported using 
any observational methods. The lack of observational data is not surprising 
given the potential for brokering interactions to be fluid and unpredictable. As 
part of informal learning, brokering practices are taken-for-granted and rela-
tively invisible; they are ‘implicit, unintended, opportunistic and unstructured’ 
(Eraut 2004: 250), and of which the learner is usually unaware. 

Not only is it challenging to organize observations of brokering interac-
tions, the interaction themselves may not be observable in the traditional 
sense. Considering the ubiquitous use of digital media for personal communi-
cation among young adults (Helles 2012; Madell and Muncer 2007; Thompson 
2013), brokering may occur through digital means (e.g. mobile text messages), 
in addition to taking place during face-to-face communication. Because of the 
widespread and routine use of digital media, such communication practices 
are also taken-for-granted and invisible (Pink et al. 2015). Thus, brokering 
practices can be said to be embedded in students’ everyday lives, taking place 
in multiple sites and media, thereby making it challenging to investigate.

RESEARCHING BROKERING PRACTICES

In light of the research gaps, the purpose of this research was to investigate 
the nature of brokering practices among international EAL university students 
with the following questions in mind:

1.	 What is the nature of brokering among international EAL students?
a)	 What aspects of academic learning are brokered?
b)	 Who are the participants in brokering relationships?
c)	� What are the reasons participants offer for engaging in brokering 

relationships?
d)	 What are the characteristics of brokering relationships?
e)	� What are the dynamics of the interactions that occur in the context 

of brokering relationships?
2.	 What are the consequences of brokering? 

Given the invisible nature of brokering practices, the research questions 
were best addressed using ethnography as it ‘involves direct and sustained 
contact with human agents in the collaborative co-construction of an account’ 
(O’Reilly 2012: 226). Ethnography uses a range of methods but often focuses 
on participant observation, whereby the researcher interacts with people in 
everyday situations while collecting information, and in-depth interviews, to 
obtain a holistic perspective of the social or cultural group (Fetterman 2010). 
Conventionally, ethnography research is conducted over a period of twelve 
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months or longer. However, in contemporary contexts where social activity 
and daily life take place in multiple sites and through multiple media, ethno-
graphic research may be conducted in shorter durations and focused aspects 
(Madden 2010). 

Ethnographic research that deals precisely with such contemporary 
circumstances is focused ethnography. Focused ethnography addresses specific 
aspects of cultural or social phenomena in a relatively short period of time 
because of particular circumstances or constraints of the research context 
(Higginbottom et al. 2013; Knoblauch 2005; Morse 2007). The term focused 
ethnography appears to have originated from nursing research (Higginbottom 
et al. 2013; Morse 2007; Muecke 1994), but more recently, it has been used 
to describe a distinctive form of contemporary sociological ethnography that 
investigates everyday social interactions (Knoblauch 2005). The main feature 
of focused ethnography is that it adapts conventional ethnography methods to 
suit the study of contemporary society which features ‘differentiated divisions 
of labour and a highly fragmented culture’ (Knoblauch 2005: par 30). While 
often used in applied research contexts such as health care and workplace 
environments, focused ethnography is nonetheless a relevant methodology 
for researching students’ informal learning. The choice of focused ethnog-
raphy was influenced by the interrelated features of the research context, 
namely the narrow scope of research, the specified timeframe, and the need 
to adapt conventional ethnographic methods.

Firstly, focused ethnography is interested in specific aspects of, rather 
than whole communities and cultures (Higginbottom et al. 2013; Knoblauch 
2005). Focused ethnographies attend to particular aspects such as human-
computer interaction in the workplace environment (e.g. Millen 2000), and 
perceptions and experiences of a particular demographic group in healthcare 
(e.g. Higginbottom 2006). Similarly, this research was interested in a relatively 
narrow aspect of EAL students’ learning, i.e. brokering practices, as opposed 
to all aspects of their informal learning.

Secondly, instead of being immersed in the ongoing social life of the 
research participants, the researcher remains in the field for a relatively 
short period of time, or for specific time periods (Higginbottom et al. 2013; 
Knoblauch 2005). The limited period of researcher engagement is related to 
the particular phenomenon or the constraints or boundaries in the research 
context. In an example in workplace research, researchers focused on a series 
of meetings, each lasting around three hours (Gkeredakis et al. 2014). In 
another example in healthcare research, the ability for researchers to remain 
in hospital wards was curtailed by hospital protocols where ‘care and treat-
ments have priority over data collection activities’ (Morse 2007: 864−65). 
In this research, the timeframe for investigating brokering practices was 
restricted to students’ initial academic semester (fifteen weeks). This initial 
period of studies is one where students are most likely to require assistance 
with their academic learning, as it is also the time period where they experi-
ence the greatest challenge in adjusting to a new environment (Ward et al. 
1998; Hechanova-Alampay et al. 2002). 

Finally, as a result of a narrow research focus and its associated constraints 
described previously, conducting participant observations and long unstruc-
tured interviews may not be possible. Instead, conventional ethnographic 
methods are adapted. For example, researchers may conduct intermit-
tent instead of prolonged field visits, as well as shorter and more structured 
interviews (Higginbottom et al. 2013). When observations are feasible, the 
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researcher may take on an observer rather than a participant role; and when 
not practicable, they are omitted (Morse 2007; Higginbottom et al. 2013). 
Furthermore, investigating the details of social interactions may be more suit-
ably achieved through sound and/or visual recordings of those interactions 
rather than direct observation (Knoblauch 2005; Pink and Morgan 2013). In 
this research, adapting conventional ethnographic methods was necessary to 
investigate brokering practices that were potentially fluid and unpredictable. 
Instead of the researcher being immersed in a single setting, conducting inter-
mittent observations and interviews were thought to be more appropriate. 
Furthermore, the likelihood of brokering practices including digitally medi-
ated communication such as mobile text messages suggested the use of digital 
ethnographic methods (e.g. capturing screenshots of text message interac-
tions) in place of traditional participant observation (Boellstorff et al. 2012; 
Pink et al. 2015).

TENSIONS IN USING FOCUSED ETHNOGRAPHY

While focused ethnography addresses the specific features of contemporary 
research contexts and interests, there are nonetheless tensions in such short-
term ethnography, the main challenge being collecting meaningful data in 
a short period of time (Brockmann 2011; Jeffrey and Troman 2004; Muecke 
1994). Ethnography stresses the active involvement of the researcher in a full 
range of social interactions of the target community, not only to produce a rich 
account of the people and/or phenomenon studied, but also to the extent of 
allowing contradictory behaviours and perspectives to emerge (O’Reilly 2012). 
Thus the credibility of focused ethnographies depends on the researcher 
having sufficient personal involvement in the life-space of the research partic-
ipants (Muecke 1994).

In response to the challenge of having sufficient personal involvement 
in short-term field work, proponents of focused ethnography have pointed 
out that the short time period is compensated by its intensity in the data 
collection and analysis processes (Knoblauch 2005; Pink and Morgan 2013), 
otherwise termed data intensity. Data intensity is achieved through the use of 
audio-visual recording devices which can potentially produce a large amount 
of verbatim data (e.g. voice or video recordings) which can then be closely 
analysed.

The argument of data intensity, however, does not fully address the 
challenge of maximizing researchers’ personal involvement in their partici-
pants’ lives. While an abundance of data is beneficial in accounting for the 
details of participants’ social lives, it is also important to consider the impli-
cations of obtaining such data in the first place. For researchers to be able 
to closely examine people’s behaviours, participants themselves need to be 
willingly open to scrutiny, and their willingness is dependent on the quality 
of the researcher-participant relationship. In order to strengthen researchers’ 
engagement with participants, another form of intensity is involved – relational 
intensity – what I refer to as the researchers’ responsiveness towards partici-
pants in the context of the researcher-participant relationship. Whereas data 
intensity highlights the quantity of data and analytical activity (Knoblauch 
2005), relational intensity emphasizes the quality of the researcher−participant 
relationship. Developing relationships based on trust and mutual understand-
ing is integral to obtaining relevant data from research participants (O’Reilly 
2012). Relationship building not involves building rapport with others, but 
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also managing the demands and tensions that arise from the researcher’s 
ongoing negotiation of access to data (Mills and Morton 2013). While manag-
ing researcher−participant relationships is a fundamental aspect of all ethnog-
raphy, the intensity of doing so is heightened within a short time period, and 
especially when the aim is to examine personal or sensitive areas of partici-
pants’ lives (Higginbottom et al. 2013; Pink and Morgan 2013). Hence, in a 
research context marked by temporal and other types of constraints, articulat-
ing how the researcher maintains relational intensity is important for demon-
strating the extent of the researcher’s involvement with participants. In doing 
so, researchers need to be reflexive, that is, recognize the influence of their 
thoughts, actions and attitudes on the research, and in this case, the influence 
they have in forming relationships with participants (O’Reilly 2012). 

FOCUSED ETHNOGRAPHY IN PRACTICE

In using focused ethnography in my research, there were tensions in attempt-
ing to collect sufficient and relevant data, particularly data directly related to 
brokering interactions, not only because of time constraints, but also because 
of the difficulty in accessing peoples’ personal spaces where brokering took 
place. Nonetheless, these tensions were addressed by efforts to achieve data 
intensity and maintaining relational intensity. The use of mobile communi-
cation devices and its visual recording technology in particular contributed 
to a substantial portion of data directly linked to brokering interactions, thus 
achieving data intensity for this particular type of data. I have also found that 
maintaining relational intensity was challenging, but nonetheless important in 
accessing meaningful data. In discussing how tensions of focused ethnogra-
phy were addressed in my research, I first present an overview of my research 
methodology, followed by highlighting the use of digital ethnographic meth-
ods, and finally, offer a reflexive account of my relationships with participants. 

Background of research context and participant recruitment

The research was conducted at a university in New Zealand. The univer-
sity is made up of seven  faculties and schools, with around 2000 interna-
tional students which make up around 15 per cent of the student population. 
International students enrolled in tertiary programmes of study at the univer-
sity come through primarily in two ways: directly from their home country, 
or after completing qualifying English and/or academic programmes in New 
Zealand.

My target sample was international students who were enrolled in a 
tertiary level programme (i.e. not foundational studies or other pre-sessional 
programmes) and for whom English was an additional language. I was also 
specifically interested in students who were in their initial semester of stud-
ies. Because of the relatively short time period of fifteen weeks in an academic 
semester, it was important to have my target number of participants early 
on in the semester, instead of allowing participants to be recruited mid-way 
through or later in the semester. I aimed at recruiting ten participants, a 
number that a single researcher could practically manage in terms of conduct-
ing regular individual interviews over a period of fifteen weeks.

To maximize the number of students recruited in a timely fashion, my 
primary strategy was to recruit participants from four courses that typically 
had international students enrolled. Before the start of the first lecture for each 
course, I made an announcement about my research, and invited international 
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EAL students to a research information session where I would explain my 
research in more detail. An additional strategy was to recruit students from 
orientation events for international students. I attended several of such events 
and when the opportunities arose (e.g. while waiting for the event to being), I 
introduced myself and asked students if they were interested in participating 
in my research.

The international student population at the university mostly came from 
countries in the Middle East and Asia. While I did not intend to recruit partici-
pants from a particular country or region, all my participants were from Asia, 
with the majority of Chinese ethnicity. This was not surprising since I myself 
am of Chinese ethnicity (from Singapore). Furthermore, even though I used 
English in my various interactions with prospective participants, I was able 
to converse in Mandarin with Chinese students who preferred to speak in 
their native language. The recruitment took place over two weeks and at the 
end of which, I had ten participants. All of them had a chance to listen to 

Name Gender Age Home country Level of study English entry qualification

Kim F Early 20s Taiwan Postgraduate 
diploma, first year, 
first semester 
(Completed Bachelor 
in Taiwan)

English language programme 
in NZ

Linda F Early 20s China Postgraduate 
diploma, first year, 
first semester 
(Completed Bachelor 
in China)

IELTS in home country

Josh M Early 20s Malaysia

(Chinese  
ethnicity)

Honours year, first 
semester
(Completed Bachelor 
in Malaysia)

English medium university in 
home country

Jane F Early 20s China Undergraduate, first 
year, first semester

IELTS in home country

Sarah F Early 20s China Undergraduate, first 
year, first semester

English language programme 
in NZ

Henry M Early 20s China Undergraduate, first 
year, first semester

University preparatory 
programme in NZ

Annie F Early 30s China Undergraduate, first 
year, first semester

English language programme 
in NZ

Kevin M Early 40s China Undergraduate, first 
year, first semester

IELTS in home country

Cindy F Early 20s Japan Undergraduate, 
first semester of an 
exchange programme

TOEFL in home country

Simon M Early 20s China Undergraduate, first 
year, second semester

English language programme 
in home country

Table 1: Summary of participants’ background.
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my explanation of the research by referring to the information letter, had 
an opportunity to ask questions, and signed the consent form. The agree-
ment to participate in the study was documented and officiated as per the 
requirements of my university’s research ethics committee. Table 1 provides a 
summary of the background information of the participants.

Data collection methods

My research design took into consideration several important features of 
brokering practices in this research context:

i)	 Unfamiliarity: Participants were in a new environment and commenc-
ing their academic studies and may not readily identifying brokering 
interactions;

ii)	 Unpredictability: Brokering as an informal activity is likely to occur spon-
taneously or planned with short notice. Thus, regular contact with partic-
ipants was crucial in order to enquire about brokering interactions and 
identify potential interactions for observation before they happen;

iii)	 Unease: Observations of participants’ interactions with their brokers were 
likely to be perceived as intrusive and so there needed to be flexible nego-
tiations as to how I could access the interactions and related artefacts.

The two primary methods commonly associated with ethnography are 
observation and unstructured interviewing (Creswell 2012). These are often 
supported by documents, records, and artefacts related to the research context 
(Patton 2015). As highlighted earlier, focused ethnography employs similar 
data collection methods but with some key differences. In adapting conven-
tional ethnographic methods, I conducted interviews that were more tightly 
structured with specific aims in mind, and took on an observant role during 
observations (Higginbottom et al. 2013). Furthermore, the availability and 
affordances of recording technologies allowed for participant activity to be 
recorded without the physical presence of the researcher (Knoblauch 2005; 
Pink and Morgan 2013). Specifically, I adopted digital ethnographic methods 
to obtain data on interactions that took place via digitally mediated communi-
cation (Boellstorff et al. 2012; Pink et al. 2015). In place of conducting observa-
tions, I asked participants to capture images of the messages they exchanged 
with their brokers using the camera function on their own digital devices such 
as the mobile phone. Table 2 outlines my choice of data collection methods, 
how the method was carried out, and the research questions addressed.

Conducting regular interviews was the primary data collection method in 
terms of obtaining information that addressed most of the research questions. 
Having regular contact with participants allowed me to probe into potential 
brokering practices, and ask participants if I could meet their brokers and 
observe their interactions. Thus, the process of conducting interviews was 
not just about collecting information, but it also involved pursuing opportu-
nities to engage with participants’ brokers and exploring ways to access their 
brokering interactions.

However, it was challenging to gain access to participants’ brokering 
interactions for several reasons. Within the timeframe of an academic semes-
ter, I had to take into account that I had multiple participants, that there were 
more opportune moments than others to observe brokering interactions (e.g. 
nearing an assignment deadline), and that the need for academic brokering 
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would diminish when the semester concluded. Furthermore, participants and 
their brokers were not always prepared to allow me access into their personal 
spaces. Thus, instead of pursuing every potential brokering interaction that 
participants shared with me, I followed up on opportunities that were most 
likely to yield relevant data. Managing the constraints of the research context 
resulted in the forms of intensity raised earlier in the discussion of focused 
ethnography – data intensity and relational intensity. 

DATA INTENSITY THROUGH DIGITAL ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS

In talking about data intensity, I refer to data that is specific to brokering 
interaction, that is, data that provides verbatim record of brokering interac-
tions. Obtaining such data was challenging as it was difficult to access these 
brokering interactions in the first place. Participants mentioned a variety of 
brokering interactions during interviews, for example, talking to classmates 
after class, studying with others in the library, and exchanging messages with 

Data collection 
method

How method was carried out Research question addressed

Semi-structured 
interviews with 
participants

Used an interview schedule for 
guiding questions;
Requested to audio-record  
interview;
Conducted once every two or 
three weeks over a fifteen-week 
period.

Q1a: Aspects of academic learning brokered
Q1b: Participants in brokering relationships
Q1c: Reasons for engaging in brokering  
relationships
Q1d: Characteristics of brokering relationships
Q2: Consequences of brokering 

Semi-structured 
interviews with 
participants’ 
brokers

Used an interview schedule for 
guiding questions;
Requested to audio-record  
interview;
Conducted one-off interviews.

Q1c: Reasons for engaging in brokering  
relationships
Q1d: Characteristics of brokering relationships
Q2: Consequences of brokering

Observations of 
brokering  
interac-
tions between 
participants and 
brokers

Used an observation guide for 
taking field notes during  
observation;
Requested to audio-record  
interaction

Q1d: Characteristics of brokering relationships
Q1e: Dynamics of brokering relationships
Q2: Consequences of brokering

Documents 
and artefacts of 
brokering inter-
actions

Requested copies or images of 
documents and artefacts from 
participants

Q1d: Characteristics of brokering relationships
Q2: Consequences of brokering

Records of  
brokering inter-
actions between 
participants and 
brokers

Requested images of broker-
ing interactions that occurred 
through messaging apps or  
similar online means

Q1d: Characteristics of brokering relationships
Q1e: Dynamics of brokering relationships
Q2: Consequences of brokering

Table 2: Overview of data collection methods.
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friends on the mobile phone. However, many of these brokering interac-
tions were spontaneous and/or appeared to be one-off brokering interactions. 
Thus, it was challenging to organize observations of brokering interactions in 
advance.

Among the brokering interactions that were discussed with participants 
during interviews, those that occurred via mobile phone applications had the 
potential of being the most accessible. Using digital ethnographic methods, 
I obtained records of 33 instances of brokering interactions that occurred in 
these mobile phone applications, compared to observing and audio-recording 
just two instances of face-to-face interactions.

Digital ethnographic methods do not only refer to using digital technology 
to collect data; it also involves researchers as part of the digital communica-
tion practices they seek to investigate (Pink et al. 2015). As all my participants 
were regular users of mobile communication applications such as WeChat and 
Facebook Messenger, I used those applications in my informal communica-
tion with them, such as scheduling interviews and asking follow-up questions. 
Messages sent through these applications usually received their immediate 
attention and were the preferred mode of communication for participants. As 
I interacted with them through these applications, and as my awareness and 
understanding of their digital communication practices increased, I explored 
mobile and computer interactions when probing into potential brokering 
practices. 

Participants’ digitally mediated brokering interactions took place as 
exchanges of multimedia messages (mostly text with occasional use of visual 
and audio attachments). As these exchanges were retained on the mobile 
phone, participants were able to easily retrieve them. Participants provided 
me a copy of the exchanges by taking screenshots of the messages (i.e. using 
the photo capability in the phone to create an image of what appears on the 
mobile phone screen), and then sent them to me, often using the mobile 
communication tools I was already using with them. Thus, the relatively easy 
access to such data was facilitated, in part, by my participation in the same 
digital communication practices of my participants.

Two participants in particular, Kim and Linda, provided the majority of 
the screenshot data. Kim provided fourteen instances of brokering interac-
tions with her broker; these interactions were mostly in Chinese, and covered 
a range of topics over the period of the semester. Linda, on the other hand, 
provided a total of eighteen brokering instances, eight instances in English 
and associated with one particular broker, and ten instances in Chinese 
and associated with another broker. The data I obtained from using digital 
ethnographic methods thus enabled me to analyse brokering interactions in 
detail with respect to three different brokering relationships. Aligned with the 
broader ethnographic goal of gaining a holistic perspective of brokering prac-
tices, these digital-visual records were not analysed in isolation, but in rela-
tion to other data collected such as interviews with Kim and Linda, as well as 
interviews with their respective brokers.

It should also be noted that while much of the direct evidence of broker-
ing interactions existed in the form of visual records of digital commu-
nication, digitally mediated brokering interactions were part of a range 
of brokering practices across participants with varying educational back-
grounds, learning dispositions, and in different academic programmes. Table 
3 provides a summary of the various types of data that provide evidence of 
brokering practices. As this table also shows, brokering artefacts and records 

1.	
2.	
3.	
4.	
5.	
6.	
7.	
8.	
9.	
10.	
11.	
12.	
13.	
14.	
15.	
16.	
17.	
18.	
19.	
20.	
21.	
22.	
23.	
24.	
25.	
26.	
27.	
28.	
29.	
30.	
31.	
32.	
33.	
34.	
35.	
36.	
37.	
38.	
39.	
40.	
41.	
42.	
43.	
44.	
45.	
46.	
47.	
48.	
49.	
50.	
51.	
52.	

3_TJTM_1.2_Lee_199-218.indd   210 2/7/17   2:46 PM

Copyright Intellect Ltd 

not for distribution



Using focused ethnography to understand …

www.intellectbooks.com    211

of brokering interactions were obtained from specifically three participants –  
Kim, Linda and Jane. In understanding the nature of brokering practices, 
however, it was important to take into account all the data collected from 
all participants. Brokering practices that were discussed during interviews 
were not always open to scrutiny. Furthermore, just as evidence of broker-
ing interactions were important to understanding the nature of brokering, so 
were understanding the circumstances and reasons for the lack of brokering 
practices.

Thus, data intensity, while relevant and necessary for understanding  
digitally-mediated brokering interactions, was not applicable to other types of 
brokering interactions. In terms of using focused ethnography to investigate 
practices that are not easily noticed and occurring in personal spaces, it may 
be appropriate to address other forms of intensity that contribute to enhanc-
ing the researcher’s involvement in participants’ social spaces.

RELATIONAL INTENSITY

Relational intensity, as mentioned earlier, refers to the researcher’s ongoing 
responsiveness towards participants in the context of the researcher-partic-
ipant relationship. While relational intensity does not necessarily increase 
the amount of data obtained, nor guarantee greater exposure to participants’ 
lives, attending to participants’ needs lays the foundation for ethically sound 
researcher-participant relationships that increase participants’ confidence in 
the researcher (Corbin and Morse 2003; Mills and Morton 2013). This is espe-
cially important in a focused ethnography where time constraints and other 
demands can easily augment the need for data while diminishing the impor-
tance of research subjects. Mills and Morton (2013) highlight that ethno-
graphic fieldwork requires researchers to negotiate the complexities of social 
relationships between researchers and their participants. For example, the 

Data collection method Type of data Data associated with 
which participants

Perspective 
derived from

Interview with participants Self-report of brokering 
interactions

All participants Participant

Interview with partici-
pants’ brokers

Self-report of brokering 
interactions

Kim, Linda, Jane Broker

Copies of participants’ 
draft writing with 
comments from learning 
support tutors

Textual artefacts of  
brokering interaction

Kim, Linda, Jane Researcher

Screenshots of messaging 
exchanges between  
participant and broker

Textual-visual evidence 
of brokering interaction

Kim, Linda, Jane Researcher

Observation and audio-
recording of interactions 
between participant and 
broker

Observation notes and 
aural evidence of  
brokering  
interaction

Jane Researcher

Table 3: Summary of evidence of brokering interactions.
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researcher is faced with ethical decisions regarding reciprocity, that is, what 
the researcher offers in return for what the participants contribute, as well as 
responsibilities towards participants. In discussing relational intensity in my 
research, I examine how relationships with participants were cultivated, as well 
as how reciprocity and responsibilities were negotiated in the context of the  
relationships. 

With no prior connection with my participants, I was conscious of the 
importance of building and maintaining relationships with them. While 
maintaining informal communication channels as previously mentioned was 
helpful, the main opportunity for building relationships was during regular 
interviews with participants (Oakley 1981). Furthermore, interviews were 
semi-structured in that they were guided by a set of prompts but were used 
flexibly, allowing both the researcher and participant to bring up additional 
questions and topics (Corbin and Morse 2003). Thus, regular contact and a 
flexible interview style allowed me to increase my familiarity with participants 
in a short period of time. 

In the context of interviews, the researcher−participant relationship could 
be further viewed as an opportunity for reciprocal exchange that is beneficial 
to the participant as it is to the researcher (Corbin and Morse 2003). While 
the researcher benefits by obtaining required data and meeting other research 
goals, participants benefit in less obvious but nonetheless important ways. 
One benefit to participants, for example, is being able to make sense of what is 
happening to them by talking about events and emotions. Several participants 
shared this view when I asked them about what they found useful by partici-
pating in my research. Kim and Linda, for example, shared that they found 
it helpful to talk to someone about what was troubling them; by articulat-
ing their thoughts, they were able to work through their problems. Similarly, 
Jane viewed the relationship as akin to counselling, sharing with me that she 
regarded me as a confidante.

Engaging in reciprocity, however, is not as straightforward as being in 
a mutually beneficial exchange. Participants may also be seeking particular 
information from the researcher and ‘a conscientious researcher will try to 
discern what it is participants are seeking’ (Corbin and Morse 2003: 342) and 
explore the possibility of providing it to them. However, my ability to recip-
rocate in this manner was often challenged by the very research topic itself. 
Because I was investigating participants’ brokering practices with others, I did 
not want to set up an expectation that I would be ready to offer help, and 
thus implicate myself as their broker. So when participants requested advice 
related to their academic work or learning, my response was usually a guarded 
one – I would not avoid an answer, but suggested resources they could use or 
people they could ask. Even when questions did not relate to academic learn-
ing, for example, asking for my opinion about a particular personal situation, I 
was just as cautious in offering a response for the same reasons. It was thus a 
delicate balance of providing a response of some value without affecting what 
I considered to be the integrity of the research.

On the other hand, participants themselves may be deterred from 
responding to the researcher if uncomfortable feelings and emotions are 
evoked (Corbin and Morse 2003). This was the case in my research where I 
frequently made intrusive requests – asking participants if I could meet their 
friends and if I could read their messages. As brokering interactions were 
often related to course-related tasks and assignments, these requests also 
increased as the semester progressed. There were several occasions when 
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participants did not want me to observe them with particular friends or read 
their messages. Participants gave the reason that their friends would be 
annoyed or embarrassed, or shared that they themselves were uncomfortable 
with my requests. There is thus some measure of emotional risk for partici-
pants in engaging in a reciprocal exchange. In response, I became more sensi-
tive to participants’ level of comfort with particular brokers and refrained from 
repeating requests for observation and records.

In addition to engaging in reciprocal exchanges with sensitivity and 
respect, it was also important to exercise responsibility towards participants 
as part of research and personal ethics, in particular, the need to ‘maintain 
confidentiality, … and to provide for the personal safety and well-being of 
participants’ (Corbin and Morse 2003: 349). Responsibility towards research 
participants was also extended to others who were implicated in participants’ 
brokering interactions. When participants granted me access to their brokering 
interactions, especially when providing me screenshots of their online inter-
actions, I had to ask participants’ brokers for permission. Although partici-
pants often communicated to me their brokers’ consent, I was not satisfied 
unless I could meet them in person to explain my research and give them the 
consent form to sign. Although this process of informed consent was expected 
as part of the ethics approval, the ease with which images could be recorded 
and shared meant that I had to exercise additional caution in managing the 
information participants shared with me. There were a few instances where I 
was not able to contact the participants’ brokers successfully in the manner 
I describe. In those cases, I declined the offer of screenshots, or deleted the 
images sent to me, even though the participants themselves thought that 
there was nothing wrong in using them. 

Even after I had received signed consent from all involved in the broker-
ing interactions I observed or had visual records of, it was then important to 
carefully anonymize details in transcripts and visual records that potentially 
revealed the participants and their brokers’ identities. Details such as refer-
ence to courses, lecturers and other classmates potentially revealed informa-
tion that may have unintended and negative consequences towards research 
participants or the even the broader research context (Tracy 2010). Although 
these acts of responsibility were not immediately of value to participants as 
much as responding to their requests and questions would have been, not 
acting responsibly could have easily undermined the research. 

Maintaining relational intensity thus involved establishing regular 
contact through a series of interviews, negotiating reciprocal exchanges, and 
fulfilling ethical responsibilities towards participants. It was this conscious 
and ongoing effort in attending to participants’ needs and well-being which 
encouraged participants’ open sharing during interviews and willingness to 
have their interactions examined. Seen in this light, relational intensity can 
be said to facilitate data intensity. Without meaningful researcher-partic-
ipant relationships, participants may not have been amenable to having 
their personal interactions observed or recorded. This is not to say that 
relational intensity was more important than data intensity. Data intensity 
compensates for the short period of research activity with a large quantity 
of data, while relational intensity demonstrates a high degree of researcher 
involvement in responding to participants’ needs. In addressing the poten-
tial lack of participant engagement in a focused ethnography, having both 
forms of intensity were important in achieving a holistic understanding of 
participants’ brokering practices. 
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CONCLUSION

Focused ethnography emerged from a contemporary need to understand a 
diversified society. It is primarily ethnographic in its goal to understand the 
nature of behaviour and attitudes. It is necessarily focused to respond to the 
features of the research setting. While data intensity has been argued to 
compensate for a relative short time in the field, it may only apply to certain 
types of social practices and interactions. Other aspects of intensity should 
also be discussed in enhancing researcher engagement in the research field. 
This research has found relational intensity to be important in cultivating ethi-
cal researcher−participant relationships that in turn foster meaningful data 
collection. It is hoped that future research employing focused ethnography 
explores both data-related and relational forms of intensity that arise in the 
process of conducting research bounded by temporal and other constraints.
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