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Anthropology in Business 
 
ANTH-UA 319  Topics in Social and Cultural Anthropology 
Fall 2024, Tuesdays 11:00-1:30pm 
25 Waverly Place, Room 706 
 
Instructor: Patricia Sunderland 
OMice Hours:  Tuesdays 2:00-4:00pm, Room 506 
Also available by appointment via Zoom  
 

Course Description and Goals 
 
The focus of this course is the intersection of anthropologists and anthropology in 
business.  Through readings and class discussion, ethnographic examples and experience, 
and a series of guest speakers, we will explore the kinds of work anthropologists have done 
and are doing in the realm of business.  The aim is to gain an appreciation of the history of 
anthropology in the business world as well as an understanding of the current challenges 
and opportunities – both theoretical and practical – for the field of anthropology as well as 
the business world.  
 
Through this course, students will: 

• Gain skills in ethnographic observation and interviewing 
• Experience working on anthropological projects with partners and in teams 
• Further develop skills in reading and discussing academic texts 
• Hone analytic and presentation skills 

 
 
Readings, Requirements, Assignments 
 
One book, AnthroVision:  How Anthropology Can Explain Business and Life by Gillian Tett is 
required.  All other readings will be available on Brightspace. 
 
Readings and the discussion of materials are a major aspect of this course. Given that, 
all readings must be completed by the day assigned as per the class schedule below.  You 
will complete an entry on each reading in a “Readings and Reactions Journal,” to be 
uploaded before the start of class on the day assigned, approximately one page per class 
session.  For one reading of your choosing, you will provide additional background and 
lead the class discussion for that reading. 
 
Participation in two research project assignments is also required. 

i) Observation of a Service/Business Environment 
o To be completed in pairs, 1-2 hours of observation 

Plastic bottle sculpture titled “Influence” by Ethiopian 
artist Tewodros Bekele.  Photo taken in 2019 by instructor. 
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o 10-minute joint presentation to class 
o An entry regarding your thoughts and feelings on the process and outcome of 

your research in your reading and reactions journal 
 

ii) Group Project and Presentation on a Brand, Product, or Issue of Interest 
o To be completed in teams, 3-4 people per group 
o Devising the topic and questions  
o Interviewing 3-4+ people (each team member takes the lead on at least 1) 
o Additional online research  
o Analyzing with Ask Ferret, an AI analysis tool developed by business 

anthropologists  
o Adding to AI analysis, noting ways AI works and not 
o 20-minute presentation of project to class  

 
Evaluation and Grading  
 

Class Participation On-time, present, paying attention to and 
participating in discussions 

20% 

Journal On-time, diligent, thoughtful, engaged 25% 
Leading Discussion Adding background; insightful questions 10% 
Observation Assignment Evidence of research, presentation to class, both 

partners receive the same grade 
20% 

Team Project Active in team research process and presentation, 
all team members receive the same grade 

25% 

 
The final class grade will be assigned as follows: A: 100-93, A-: 92-90, B+: 87-89, B: 83-86, 
B- 80-82, C+: 77-79, C: 73-76, C-: 70-72, D+: 67-69, D: 63-66, D-: 62-60, F: 0-59. 
 
Course Policies and How to Succeed in This Course 
 

• Attend class, on-time, every time (with the exception of religious holidays or 
due to illness).  See NYU’s policy on religious holidays. 

• Stay on top of reading and assignments – lateness will impact your grade. Your 
edort and engagement will show. 

• Ask questions – it is okay not to understand something, we are all here to learn. 
• No eating in class.  
• Be respectful to other students, the instructor, and the class as a whole. 
• Do not plagiarize or cheat. Keep in mind the importance of academic integrity 

and truly learning.  While there are no papers in this course, copying from 
another student or using AI generated analyses in your journal without 
attribution or comment will be seen as a serious violation.  Read and follow the 
guidelines on Academic Integrity for Students at NYU carefully and 
deliberately.  Violations are a form of disrespect and will be taken seriously. 
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Helpful Resources 

• The Wellness Exchange, a resource for both mental and physical health needs, 
available for NYU students 24-hours a day, 7 days a week. 

• The Moses Center for Student Accessibility.  As indicated, “New York University 
is committed to providing equal educational opportunity and participation for 
all students. The center works with students to determine and implement 
appropriate and reasonable accommodations as well as access available 
programs and resources to support equal access to a world-class education.”   

• NYU’s Writing Center gives assistance on writing as well as peer-support and 
workshops on special topics such as close reading, sentence clarity, and 
avoiding plagiarism.  

• NYU IT Service Desk oders tech support 24-hours a day, 7 days a week. 
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Schedule for Classes, Readings, and Assignments 
 

• Week 1 – Sept 3:  Introduction and Some History of Field 
 

Introduction of Course, Instructor, Students 
Brief Historical Notes on Anthropology in Business 

 
• Week 2 – Sept 10:  A Little More History and Cultural Analysis 
 
 Readings: 

Levy, Sidney J.  (2003). Roots of Marketing and Consumer Research 
at the University of Chicago. Consumption, Markets and Culture 6(2): 99–110.  
(10 pgs.) 
 
Kitner, Kathi R. (2014).  The Good Anthropologist: Questioning Ethics in the 
Workplace.  In Handbook of Anthropology in Business, Rita Denny and 
Patricia Sunderland, eds., Walnut Creek, CA:  Left Coast Press, pp. 309-320.  
(10 pgs.) 
 
Sunderland, Patricia and Rita Denny (2003).  Psychology vs. Anthropology: 
Where is Culture in Marketplace Ethnography?  In Advertising Cultures, 
Timothy Malefyt and Brian Moeran, eds., New York: Berg, pp. 187-202. (13 
pgs.) 
 
Sunderland, Patricia and Rita Denny (2007).  What Does Cultural Analysis 
Mean?  Chap. 2 in Doing Anthropology in Consumer Research, Walnut Creek, 
CA: Left Coast Press, pp. 43-56 (10 pgs.) 
 
Guest Speaker: Rita Denny 

 
 
Week 3 – Sept 17:  Being an Anthropologist in Corporate Circles; Interviewing Practice  
 
 Readings: 

Tett, Gillian (2021).  AnthroVision:  How Anthropology Can Explain Business 
and Life.  London: Random House. 

Preface: The Other “AI” (Or Anthropology Intelligence), pp. xi-xx 
(10pgs.) 
Chapter 1:  Culture Shock (or What is Anthropology Anyway?), pp. 3-
27. (24 pgs.) 
Chapter 2:  Cargo Cults (or Why Did Globalization Surprise Intel and 
Nestlé), pp. 29-53. (24 pgs.) 

 



 5 

Sunderland, Patricia and Rita Denny (2007).  Framing Cultural Questions: 
What is Codee in Benton Harbor or Bangkok? Chap. 3 in Doing Anthropology 
in Consumer Research, Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, pp. 57-79 (20 
pgs. with many photos.) 
 

 
Week 4 – Sept 24:  Brands and Cult Objects; Materiality; Team Project Introduction 
 
 Readings: 

Cova, Bernard. (2014).  The Life of a Cult Object Before, During, and After an 
Ethnographic Study: The HP 12c Financial Calculator.  In Handbook of 
Anthropology in Business, Rita Denny and Patricia Sunderland, eds., Walnut 
Creek, CA:  Left Coast Press, pp. 396-411.  (14 pgs.) 

 
Olsen, Barbara (1993).  Brand Loyalty and Lineage: Exploring New 
Dimensions for Research. Advances in Consumer Research 20: 575-579. (4 
pgs.) 
 
Strong, Charlie and Saeideh Bakhski (2023). Smartphones and the Future of 
Remembering:  Frictions, Problems, and Pathways.  Ethnographic Praxis in 
Industry Conference Proceedings, 106-119. (11 pages) 

 
 Look and Listen: 

How Ethnographic Research is Shaping the Future of Insight in Business and 
Technology (Jan. 25, 2024).  Adam Gamwell hosts Oliver Sweet on This 
Anthro Life. https://www.thisanthrolife.org/ais-social-impact-oliver-sweet/ 
(start at 20:21 and go to the end, about 30 minutes in duration) 
 

 
Guest Speaker: Phil Surles and Adam Gamwell will introduce us to Ask Ferret 

  
 
Week 5 – Oct 1:  Advertising and Semiotics 
 

Readings: 
Tett, Gillian (2021).  AnthroVision:  How Anthropology Can Explain Business 
and Life.  London: Random House. 

Chapter 6:  Weird Westerners (or Why Do We Really Buy Dog Food and 
Daycare?), pp. 117-137. (20 pgs.) 
 

McCabe, Maryann. (2014).  Configuring Family, Kinship, & Natural 
Cosmology: Branding Pet Food.  In Handbook of Anthropology in Business, 
Rita Denny and Patricia Sunderland, eds., Walnut Creek, CA:  Left Coast 
Press, pp. 362-378. (14 pgs.) 
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Hunt, Cato and Sam Barton. (2014).  Decoding Culture: Cultural Insight & 
Semiotics in Britain.  In Handbook of Anthropology in Business, Rita Denny 
and Patricia Sunderland, eds., Walnut Creek, CA:  Left Coast Press, pp. 447-
462. (12 pgs.) 
 
Bean, Jonathan, Bernardo Figueiredo, and Hanne Pico Larsen (2017). The 
Object of Research: Considering Material Engagement Theory and 
Ethnographic Method. Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference 
Proceedings, pp. 262-272. (9 pgs.)   

 
Look and Listen: 
 

See the video of Jonathan Bean presenting the paper above at the EPIC 
conference.  Some of the imagery is very important. 
https://www.epicpeople.org/the-object-of-research-considering-material-
engagement-theory-and-ethnographic-method/  (Approx. 15 minutes). 

 
 
Week 6 – Oct 8:  Design and The User 
 

Readings: 
Wasson, Christina (2000). Ethnography in the field of design. Human 
Organization, 59 (4): 377-388. (9 pgs.) 

 
Neese, Megan. (2014).  How “the User” Frames What Designers See: What 
Cultural Analysis Does to Change the Frame. In Handbook of Anthropology in 
Business, Rita Denny and Patricia Sunderland, eds., Walnut Creek, CA:  Left 
Coast Press, pp. 521-539. (15 pgs.) 

 
Amirebrahimi, Shaheen (2016). The Rise of the User and the Fall of People: 
Ethnographic Cooptation and a New Language of Globalization.  
Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings, 71–103. (25 pgs.) 
 
Chesluk, Benjamin and Mike Youngblood (2023).  Toward an Ethnography of 
Friction and Ease in Complex Systems. Ethnographic Praxis in Industry 
Conference Proceedings, pp. 517-537. (19 pgs.) 

 
Look and Listen: 

 
Don Norman: The term "UX" 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9BdtGjoIN4E&list=PLJOFJ3Ok_idvhv7_e
zZd9F2mdfPk9JwPt  (Approx. 2 minutes). 
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Don Norman:  Principles of Human-Centered Design 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rmM0kRf8Dbk&list=PLJOFJ3Ok_idvhv7_
ezZd9F2mdfPk9JwPt&index=2  (Approx. 3 minutes). 

 
Guest Speaker: Letizia Nardi 
 

 
Week 7—Oct 15:  No Class: Legislative Day, Classes on Monday Schedule 
  
 
Week 8 – Oct 22:  Entrepreneurship and Social Entrepreneurship 
 
 Readings: 

Jamie Wong (2022).  Growth Hacking: On the Social Dimensions of High-
Leverage Growth in Venture Capitalism.  In Anthropology and 
Entrepreneurship: The Current State of Research and Practice, Edward 
Liebow and Janine Chiappa McKenna, eds., Arlington, VA: American 
Anthropological Association. (6 pages) 
 
Hasbrouck, Jay and Charley Scull (2014).  Hook to Plate Social 
Entrepreneurship: An Ethnographic Approach to Driving Sustainable Change 
in the Global Fishing Industry.  In Handbook of Anthropology in Business, Rita 
Denny and Patricia Sunderland, eds., Walnut Creek, CA:  Left Coast Press, 
pp. 463-485. (20 pgs.) 
 
Smith, Daniel Jordan (2023).  Water Entrepreneurs, Infrastructural 
Citizenship, and State Power in Nigeria.  Journal of Business Anthropology, 
12(2): 183-201. (15 pgs.) 
 

Guest Speaker: Jamie Wong 
 
 
Week 9 – Oct 29:   Observation Exercise: Class Presentations 
  

No readings:  Observation Exercise completion and preparing your class 
presentations with your partner.  Practice! 
 
However, do include your thoughts on the process and outcome of the 
observations in your reading and reflections journal! 
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Week 10 – Nov 5:  Anthropology in Organizations   
 

Readings: 
Tett, Gillian (2021).  AnthroVision:  How Anthropology Can Explain Business 
and Life.  London: Random House. 

Chapter 6:  Corporate Conflict (or Why Did General Motors’ Meetings  
Misfire?), pp. 99-115. (16 pgs.) 
 

Curran, John (2020). Why Organisations Need the Business Anthropologist to 
Decode Their Culture. https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-organisations-
need-business-anthropologist-decode-dr-john-curran/  (3 pgs). 

 
Krause-Jensen, Jakob (2017).  Fieldwork in a Hall of Mirrors: An Anthropology 
of Anthropology in Business. Journal of Business Anthropology, 6(1): 102-
120. (17 pgs.) 

 
Sischarenco, Elena (2023). “Prepared to Face the Unexpected”: Dynamic 
Enterprises in Italy as a Model of Resilience. Journal of Business 
Anthropology, 12(2): 214-233. (16 pgs.) 

 
Guest Speaker: Martha Bird 

 
 
Week 11 – Nov.12:  Work and Work Practice Anthropology 
 

Readings: 
Tett, Gillian (2021).  AnthroVision:  How Anthropology Can Explain Business 
and Life.  London: Random House. 

Chapter 9:  WFH (or Why Do We Need an Odice?), pp. 177-202. (25 
pgs.) 
 

Stayton, Erik and Melissa Cefkin (2018).  Designed for Care: Systems of Care 
and Accountability in the Work of Mobility. Ethnographic Praxis in Industry 
Conference Proceedings, pp. 334–350. (13 pgs.). Go to: 
https://www.epicpeople.org/care-accountability-work-mobility/ (not on 
Brightspace). 
 
Larsen, Frederik (2023).  Selling Thrift: Work Practices in an 
American Thrift Store.  Journal of Business Anthropology, 12(1): 37-55. (17 
pgs.) 
 

 Guest Speaker:  Melissa Cefkin 
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Week 12 – Nov. 19: Anthropology and Big Tech 
  
 Readings: 

Cesafsky, Laura, Erik Stayton, Melissa Cefkin (2019).  Calibrating Agency 
Human-Autonomy Teaming and the Future of Work amid Highly 
Automated Systems. Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference 
Proceedings, pp. 65-82. (14 pgs.) 
 
Artz, Matt (2022). Design Anthropology, Algorithmic Bias, Behavioral Capital, 
and The Creator Economy.  Practicing Anthropology, 44(2): 33-36. (3 pgs.) 

 
Look and Listen: 

 
Matt, Artz (2020). Are DNA Tests Safe?  TEDxScranton 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H0M_5mgWlTY (approx. 10 mins.) 
 
Bell, Genevieve (2023).  The Future is Already Here: Navigating Cybernetic 
Futures.  Cicada x Tech23 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aN-KqrKukmY  
(approx. 11 mins.) 
 

 
Speaker: Matt Artz 

 
 
Week 13 – Nov. 26:  Anthropology and Finance 
 

Readings: 
Tett, Gillian (2021).  AnthroVision:  How Anthropology Can Explain Business 
and Life.  London: Random House. 

Chapter 4:  Financial Crisis (or Why Do Bankers Misread Risks?), pp. 
77-97. (20 pgs.) 
Chapter 10:  Moral Money (or What Really Drives Sustainability), pp. 
203-221.  (19 pgs.) 

 
Ensworth, Patricia (2014).  The Anthropologist as IT Troubleshooter on Wall 
Street. In Handbook of Anthropology in Business, Rita Denny and Patricia 
Sunderland, eds., Walnut Creek, CA:  Left Coast Press, pp. 202-222.  (19 
pgs.) 
 

  Guest Speaker: Erin Taylor or Patricia Ensworth 
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Week 14 – Dec 3: Anthropology and Health Care 
 

Readings: 
Tett, Gillian (2021).  AnthroVision:  How Anthropology Can Explain Business 
and Life.  London: Random House. 

Chapter 3:  Contagion (or Why Can’t Medicine Alone Stop 
Pandemics), pp. 55-74. (20 pgs.) 
Conclusion:  Amazon to Amazon (or What If We All Thought Like 
Anthropologists), pp. 223-232.  (9 pgs.) 

 
Tamminen, Sakari and Elisabet Holmgren (2016). The Anthropology of 
Wearables: The Self, The Social, and the Autobiographical. Ethnographic 
Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings, pp. 154–174. (18 pgs.) 

 
 Guest Speaker: Yuliya Grinberg  
 
Week 15 – Dec. 10: Student Presentations of Group Projects 
 
 No Readings:  Practice Presentations!  
 
 
 
 
 


