
CAREERS THROUGH MATHS: ANTHROPOLOGIST

JOB DESCRIPTION

An  anthropologist  in  the  UK  is  a  social  scientist  who  studies  human  behaviour,

societies,  and  cultures.  Their  work  is  not  confined  to  remote  locations;  they  are

increasingly  employed  in  domestic  settings  to  solve  contemporary  problems.  A

typical day might involve designing research proposals, conducting interviews and

focus groups, observing behaviour in a specific setting (from a corporate office to a

community centre), and analysing complex qualitative and quantitative data. Their

work  environment  is  highly  varied,  split  between  fieldwork  (or  'ethnographic

fieldwork'),  office-based  analysis,  and  presenting  findings  to  clients  or  academic

peers.

Key duties include applying ethnographic methods to understand user experiences

for a tech firm in London, advising the NHS on how to improve health outcomes for

diverse  cultural  communities,  or  working  with  local  councils  to  assess  the  social

impact  of  new  regeneration  projects.  For  instance,  an  anthropologist  might  be

embedded within a financial institution in Edinburgh to study the internal culture and

its effect on decision-making, or they might be evaluating the public reception of a

new renewable energy initiative in Wales.

Mathematics is  central  to the role,  not as abstract  theory, but as a crucial  tool  for

rigorous data analysis. Anthropologists use statistical methods to identify patterns in

survey data, quantify observational findings, and validate their qualitative insights.

This  mixed-methods approach ensures  their  conclusions are robust,  credible,  and

actionable for clients in business, government, and the third sector. The ability to



handle  numerical  data  allows  them  to  translate  rich  cultural  observations  into

evidence that informs policy, strategy, and design.

HOW MATHEMATICS IS USED

Statistics  and  Probability: This  is  the  cornerstone  of  quantitative  analysis  in

anthropology.  Anthropologists  use  descriptive  statistics  (means,  medians,

standard deviation) to summarise survey data from a UK population. For example,

when analysing a public health survey on smoking cessation in Glasgow, they

might  use inferential  statistics  like chi-squared tests  to  determine if  there is  a

significant  relationship  between  socioeconomic  status  and  success  rates.

Probability theory is used in demographic studies, such as predicting population

changes in an ageing UK seaside town.

Social Network Analysis (SNA): SNA uses mathematical  graph theory to map

and analyse relationships and flows between people, groups, and organisations.

An anthropologist might use SNA software to visualise communication patterns

within a Whitehall department to identify bottlenecks. In the commercial sector,

they could map the informal influence networks within a company to understand

how innovation really spreads, beyond the official organisational chart.

Data Modelling and Visualisation: Anthropologists build mathematical models

to represent and understand complex social systems. For example, they might

create  agent-based  models  to  simulate  how  rumours  or  information  spread

through  a  community  during  a  crisis,  helping  local  emergency  services  in

Manchester  plan their  communications strategy.  They also use geometric  and

topological  principles  in  data  visualisation  to  create  clear,  impactful  charts,

graphs, and maps from census data or their own research findings.

Geospatial  Analysis: Using  Geographic  Information  Systems  (GIS),

anthropologists analyse spatial data to uncover patterns related to culture and

behaviour. They might overlay data on crime, deprivation, and community assets

from the UK's Office for National Statistics (ONS) to identify areas for targeted

social  intervention.  An  archaeologist  (a  sub-field  of  anthropology)  would  use

trigonometry and geometry in conjunction with GIS to map excavation sites and

analyse the spatial distribution of artefacts.

• 

• 

• 

• 



Statistical  and  Analytical  Methods: Beyond  basic  statistics,  anthropologists

employ advanced multivariate analysis to understand which factors among many

(e.g., income, education, ethnicity, location) most strongly influence a particular

behaviour. They use regression analysis to model and predict outcomes, such as

the  likely  uptake  of  a  new  government  digital  service  based  on  user

demographics  and  digital  literacy  levels.  Content  analysis,  often  aided  by

software,  involves  quantifying  themes  in  textual  or  visual  data,  for  instance,

analysing  a  year's  worth  of  a  local  newspaper's  coverage  to  track  changing

attitudes towards immigration.

KEY SKILLS & TOOLS

Skill/Tool Application

NVivo

This qualitative data analysis software is used to organise, code, and

analyse non-numerical data from interviews and focus groups.

Mathematically, it is used for frequency analysis of themes and for

conducting complex queries to find relationships within the data, for

example, in a study for a UK charity exploring the lived experience

of food poverty.

SPSS / R

SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) and the

programming language R are used for advanced statistical analysis.

An anthropologist might use R to perform a regression analysis on

survey data from a UK-wide study on commuting habits, identifying

key predictors of public transport use and calculating confidence

intervals for their findings.

GIS Software

(e.g., ArcGIS,

QGIS)

Geographic Information Systems are used to perform spatial

statistics and create layered maps. For instance, an anthropologist

working on an urban development project in Birmingham might use

GIS to calculate population densities, measure distances to

amenities, and model the potential social impact of a new transport

link.

Python

Python is used for scripting, automating data processing tasks, and

conducting more sophisticated data analysis and modelling. This

could involve writing a script to scrape and analyse social media
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data to understand public discourse around a political issue or

building a custom algorithm to identify patterns in large datasets

from a consumer behaviour study.

Digital Recording

& Transcription

Tools

High-quality audio recorders and automated transcription services

are essential for capturing qualitative data. The subsequent

transcripts are then coded and analysed, often using mathematical

concepts for content analysis, such as calculating inter-coder

reliability scores to ensure the analysis is consistent and valid.

Data

Visualisation

Platforms (e.g.,

Tableau)

These tools are used to translate complex statistical findings into

accessible charts, graphs, and interactive dashboards for

stakeholders. This involves a keen understanding of which visual

representations (e.g., bar charts, scatter plots, heat maps) most

accurately and effectively communicate the underlying

mathematical relationships in the data to a non-technical audience in

a boardroom.

Ethnographic

Fieldnotes &

Coding

The foundational skill of writing detailed fieldnotes is followed by

systematic coding, a process that involves assigning numerical or

categorical tags to qualitative observations. This quantification

allows for the statistical analysis of observational data, turning rich

descriptions into a structured dataset that can be interrogated for

patterns and trends.

Typical Pathway: The most common route begins with strong GCSEs and A-levels,

with  subjects  like  Mathematics,  Sociology,  History,  or  Biology  providing  a  good

foundation.  Prospective  anthropologists  then  typically  complete  a  three-year

undergraduate Bachelor of Science (BSc) or Bachelor of Arts (BA) in Anthropology or

a related social  science at  a  UK university (e.g.,  SOAS, University of  Oxford,  LSE,

UCL). This is often followed by a one-year Master of Science (MSc) or Master of Arts

(MA) degree to specialise in areas like Digital Anthropology, Medical Anthropology,

or  Social  Anthropology.  Entry-level  positions  include  Research  Assistant,  UX

Researcher, or Social Impact Analyst. Career progression can lead to roles such as

Senior  Researcher,  Policy  Advisor,  or  Consultant.  While  there  is  no  mandatory

chartered status, many professionals join the Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI) for

networking and continuing professional development (CPD).

Industry Demand: Demand for  anthropologists  is  growing in  the UK,  particularly

within  the  technology,  design,  public  health,  and  marketing  sectors.  The  UK

government's emphasis on evidence-based policy and the private sector's focus on

user-centred  design  are  key  drivers.  Roles  with  titles  like  "UX  Researcher,"



"Ethnographer,"  and "Social  Researcher"  are  increasingly  common on job  boards,

with skills in mixed-methods research and data analysis being highly sought after.

The ability to provide deep cultural insights that big data alone cannot capture makes

their skillset uniquely valuable.

Real-World  Impact: Anthropologists  in  the  UK  make  significant  contributions  by

humanising technology and policy. They were instrumental in helping organisations

like  the  Government  Digital  Service  (GDS)  design  the  GOV.UK  website  to  be

accessible  to  all  citizens.  In  healthcare,  their  work  with  NHS  trusts  helps  tailor

services to diverse cultural needs, improving patient outcomes. Companies like BBC

and Intel employ anthropologists in the UK to understand media consumption and

technology use, ensuring products and services are culturally relevant and meet real

human needs, thus driving both social cohesion and economic innovation.
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