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INTRODUCTION

Widespread popular recognition of the rich-
ness and diversity of social interactions ena-

bled by the Internet has gone hand-in-hand

with the development of ethnographic meth-
odologies for documenting those interactions

and exploring their implications. The estab-
lished ethnographic tradition of viewing the
researcher as an embodied research instru-

ment has been transferred to the social spaces

of the Internet. The ethnographic focus on

studying social practices, in depth and detail,
as they make sense for those involved in

them, has enabled ethnographers to find out

what people actually do with the Internet in
specific circumstances. Ethnography con-

dueled in online settings has been instrumen-

tal in demonstrating the complex social
nature of Internet-based interactions and

enabling us to explore the new cultural for-

mations that emerge online. This chapter first

outlines the development of a range of

^ aPproaches to online ethnography that have

emerged as the Internet has evolved and then

moves to examine in more detail some of the

specific methodological challenges that have

been encountered as ethnographic principles

are applied within online settings.
Beyond the specific details of how to oper-

ate within a given field site, ethnographers

also make decisions about the most appropri-
ate way to define their field site. In addition to

the development of ethnographic approaches
for field sites contained wholly online, a vari-

ety of more spatially complex ethnographic
field sites have emerged, exploring the com-

plex and contingent connections between

online and offline social spaces. These con-

cerns form the focus of the third section of
the chapter. The fourth section then consid-

ers a further set of key methodological issues
focused on the contribution an ethnogra-

pher's embodied experiences as they navigate

the field makes to the ethnographic project.
The final section of the chapter then takes a

look forward and considers the challenges on
the horizon for ethnographers interested in
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exploring online spaces as new platforms for

online interaction are developed and as the

Internet becomes ever-more pervasive.

ONLINE ETHNOGRAPHYAND
VIRTUAL ETHNOGRAPHY:
EVOLVING APPROACHES

A diffuse and disciplinarily diverse set of

approaches to ethnography in online domains
has emerged, using a variety of terms includ-

ing online ethnography, virtual ethnography,
netnography and cyberethnography. Baym's
(1995, 2000) account of a newsgroup dis-

cussing soap opera viewing led the way in
establishing that online contexts could be

sites for ethnographic study. Even at this
early stage, ethnographers were pointing out

that being online would not mean the same

thing to everyone. Markham (1998), for
example, argued for a reflexive approach to

ethnography in online contexts, open to the

varying meanings of online activities and the
different emotions attendant on inhabiting

online space. Similarly, Hine (2000)
described a vu-tual ethnography which took
online spaces seriously as a site for interac-

tion but did not assume that there was a sin-

gular virtual domain that would necessarily
be distinguishable from 'the real'. As the

Internet developed, so too did approaches to
ethnography in the various online spaces that
emerged. Kendall (2002) completed field-
work focusing on gender in an online forum

and Senft (2008) described, through ethno-
graphic observation and participation, the
experience of 'camgirls' streaming their lives

across the Internet via webcam. Netnography

(Kozinets 2010) was developed to enable

efficient study of online domains, often

deployed in a marketing context for purposes
of understanding consumer motivations and

behaviours. Anthropologically oriented eth-
nographic studies of online spaces have

included Boellstorff's (2008) study of Second
Life, Nardi's (2010) exploration of World of

Warcraft and Coleman's (2013) ethnography
of a hacker community involving extensive

online fieldwork. As the Internet matured,

various forms of online ethnography have
developed that relate to the underlying prin-

ciples of the parent methodology, but have
adapted to the conditions offered by online
interactions and the particular concerns of

their parent disciplines.
The nature and role of ethnographic atten-

tion to online spaces has developed over time.

Robinson and Schulz (2009) identify three

different phases of online ethnography: pio-
neering approaches which saw the Internet

as a new domain for identity formation and
stressed the distinctiveness of online social

formations; legitimising approaches which
stressed the transfer of offline methodologi-

cal concerns into the online domain and took

a more sceptical stance on the distinctiveness

of online space; and a more recently emer-

gent set of multi-modal approaches which

include consideration of video and audio
data alongside textual data, and seek to con-

textualise online interactions within offline

spaces. Robinson and Schulz (2009) stress

that approaches to online ethnography have
changed as the Internet itself has changed
and also as the aspirations of researchers have

taken different forms over time. Researchers

have different notions of the nature of online

space and also diverse disciplinary affilia-
dons, theoretical aspirations and methodo-

logical influences. There is no single form of
online ethnography, but instead an internally
diverse array of approaches oriented to eth-

nography in and of online space.

Internet studies have been a rich field for
methodological development, and this devel-

opment both within and beyond online eth-
nography continues as the Internet itself has
evolved and in particular with the advent of

social media. Giglietto et al. (2012) note that
the methodological traditions which domi-
nate in studies of the Internet vary between

different online and social media platforms:
their review of social media research meth-

ods divides the dominant methodologies into
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s.

ethnographic, statistical and computational,

and suggests that although ethnographic
approaches led the way in many online fields,
in the case ofTwitter the computational meth-

ods came first and were only subsequently

complemented by qualitative approaches.
Social media have, indeed, dramatically
transformed the landscape for social research

in the access they offer to large-scale data on

everyday activities, which has in turn fos-

tered computational approaches. As a result,

as well as the adaptation of existing meth-
ods to the new conditions, self-consciously

novel digital methods for social research
have emerged (Man-es 2012; Orton-Johnson

and Prior 2013; Rogers 2013; Ruppert et al.
2013). The advent of 'big data' does not,

however, mean laying aside small-scale qual-

itative approaches like ethnography. The 'big
data' transformation has fostered computa-

tional analysis, but there have also been calls

to continue to pay attention to smaller scale,

qualitative approaches that can explore how
the large-scale patterns come about and inves-

tigate what they mean to participants (boyd
and Crawford 2012). Mixed method research
designs have emerged in Internet studies,

allowing for combinations of large-scale and

small-scale focus, through which researchers

explore both patterns and meanings (Hesse-

Biber and Griffin 2013). As I will argue in

later sections of this chapter, ethnographic
methods that look outwards to the embedding
of Internet activities in diverse contexts and

also inwai-ds to autoethnographic accounts of

how such forms of connection feel, may be

very significant in allowing us to grasp the
forms of sociality enabled by the Internet and
may form a suitable complement, or even

counter, to big data approaches.

Ethnogi-aphy has therefore been signifi-
cant for some time in interrogating the social
conditions of online space, and it continues

to be important despite the advent of big
data and large-scale computadonal analysis

prompted by social media. Coleman (2010)

argues that ethnography of online spaces
is particularly significant because these

domains have incontrovertibly emerged as

central sites of experience in many aspects

of everyday life. Ethnography documents the
significance of these spaces and, as Coleman

(2010) stresses, also acts against a tendency
to universalise the digital by highlighting

the heterogeneity and specificity of online
spaces. As experience of online ethnography

has developed, a rich vein of methodological

writing has emerged, analysing the methods
of participant-observation in online space

and exploring the extent to which the issues

faced by online ethnographers are distinctive.
The question of what, if anything, is different

enough about online ethnographic practice to
deserve a separate demarcation, whether as

online, virtual, cyber- or digital, has preoccu-

pied a number of reviewers, as the next section

will detail.

HOW TO DO ONLINE ETHNOGRAPHY:
METHODS AND ETHICS

There has been a lot said about the specifics

of doing ethnography online. It has often
been found necessary to specify what online
ethnographers should do, to a degree not mir-

rored in accounts of ethnography conducted
in more conventional sites. To some extent,

this is a matter of adapting to technical

issues, as different online platforms offer
distinctive qualities in terms of the forms of
self-presentation and interaction open to the

ethnographer, and as ethnogi-aphers explore

the potential offered by archives for moving
backwards in time, and adapt to the different
forms of data to be collected and analysed.

These are practical issues, concerned with

the classic ethnographic challenges of get-
ting into the field and deciding what to do
once one is there, and it is very helpful for
ethnographers to be able to learn from the
experience of others in similar fields.
Addressing these concerns, a very useful

handbook discussing techniques and

approaches employed by ethnographers in
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vu-tual worlds now exists (Boellstorff et al.

2012). In practice, however, this handbook
and indeed much of the discussion around

online ethnography has focused on more

fundamental methodological issues, concem-

ing not just how to choose to manifest one-

self, what roles to adopt, and how to collect

data, but also what the status might be of the

ethnographic knowledge generated. As
Robinson and Schulz (2009) describe, a need
has been felt to legitimise online ethnogra-

phy as ethnography, and this concern has
generated considerable amounts of published
reflection.

Steinmetz (2012) identifies questions of

identity and authenticity as recurring con-
cerns for online ethnographers. Dilemmas

about how authenticity is to be judged in the
setting, and whether an online-only notion

of authenticity and performed identity suf-

fices or online observations supplemented
instead with some triangulation from other
sources, have been present since the early

days of online ethnography (Paccagnella
1997). Within an online setting, there are
questions about the role that the ethnogra-

pher should take, and the impact this may
have on the knowledge of the setting that
they can acquire. Most sociological studies

terming themselves ethnographic in online
settings do involve some form of participa-

tion. Some studies, however, push the con-

cept of ethnography a long way from the
tradition of immersive, experiential study.
Frederick and Perrone (2014), for exam-
pie, rely upon ethnographic content analy-

sis (Altheide 1987) and a form of 'instant
ethnography' (Ferrell et al. 2008) in term-
ing their study of online contact adver-

tisements on Craigslist as ethnographic.

As Garcia et al. (2009) discuss, merely
lurking or collecting data without immer-

sion in the setting poses some problems
for ethnographic interpretation, and active
participation offers considerable epistemic
purchase. Acknowledging the benefits
of being actively involved, however, still
leaves many issues of the exact nature of

participation and the extent to which the
ethnographer's role is commensurate with

that of participants unresolved. The discus-

sion of the extent to which ethnographers
online can be construed as co-present with

informants continues (Bengtsson 2014).
Ethical concerns arise repeatedly in

reviews of online ethnography: Robinson and
Schulz (2009) identify ethical issues such as

whether participants can be made aware of the
ethnographer's presence in appropriate ways

in various online platforms as one of the key

concerns of the online ethnographer; Murthy
(2008) discusses the troubling tendency for
online ethnographies to be conducted cov-

ertly; and Garcia et al. (2009) identify dilem-
mas created by the need to define whether
online spaces are public, the decisions to be

made on whether, and how, the ethnographer

should identify themselves to participants,
and the need to protect participants' privacy
and autonomy. These reviewers identify

ethical issues which are arguably not funda-

mentally different to those faced by offline
ethnographers, who also have to navigate

complex notions of public and private and
their own variable visibility for participants.
The ethical issue arguably arises as a topic for
discussion because of a tendency on the part

of some online ethnographers to treat online

spaces as if the usual ethical mles do not
apply, rather than because of some essential

difference between online and offline space.
In a sense, the marked category of online eth-

nography creates the need to discuss the ethi-

cal problem afresh. Markham (2006) makes a
case for a situated approach to online research

ethics focused on asking questions of each
situation rather than expecting there to be a
standard set of approaches that may always
be deemed ethical. A useful set of resources

based on this situational approach to online

research ethics is provided by the Association
of Internet Researchers (Ess and AoIR Ethics

Working Committee 2002; Markham and
Buchanan2012).

Lattedy there has been discussion of
whether new platforms change any of the
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methodological issues that online ethnog-

raphers encounter. Underberg and Zom

(2013) explore the potential offered by new
media technologies for more participatory

designs, using digital technologies to build
cultural representations of and with partici-

pants. Gallagher et al. (2013) similarly argue
that social media can facilitate collaborative

research which actively involves participants
in the research process. Baker (2013) dem-

onsti-ates that social media can be a source of

data, a tool for keeping in touch with partici-
pants and a form of contextualisation for other

kinds of data. In similar vein, Murthy (2013)

explores the potential that ethnographies
involving social networking sites and smart-

phones offer for organisational studies. Such

developments in participatory technologies
have implications for our notion of what the
field site is: Postill and Pink (2012) suggest

that the shift to Web 2.0 has added new con-
cems to debates about ethnography online,

prompting a shift away from notions of com-
munity and network that Postffl and Pink

(2012) suggest have unhelpfully dominated
ethnographic thinking about online activities.

This section has identified some key meth-
odological concerns that online ethnogra-

phers face:

» How to judge authenticity and whether to trian-
gulate observations in online space with other

forms of observation
° Whether and how actively to participate in the

setting
e How to behave ethically and respect participants'

privacy and autonomy
• How to respond to developing technologies which

do not fit neatly with concepts of online community

Whilst these challenges may recur across

many online studies, the answers are very

much dependent on the setting and the theo-

retical interests of the ethnographer con-

cerned. The outcome of much of the

ethnographic work focused on the Internet is

to argue precisely that we should not be
expecting the same methodological strategies
to apply regardless of the platform. The issues

encountered by ethnographers across listserv-

ers, Second Life, WTiatsApp and Facebook,

for example, will be very different, and yet
these ethnographers will also still share
dilemmas that are identifiably similar to those

that offline ethnographers face. When ethnog-

raphers go online, the techniques they use
may differ from those that work offline, and
novel ethical issues may arise, but there is

considerable purchase in reminding ourselves

that the ethnographic project and the chal-
lenges it faces are, in many ways the same

online as offline (Marshall 2010).
Marking out a specific set of issues relat-

ing to online ethnography is therefore not

always helpful to ethnographers, even though
the demarcation of online ethnography does
draw attention to potentially useful tech-

niques by signposting a body of methodo-
logical literature and conferring a certain
legitimacy (Kozinets 2012). The demarcation

of online ethnography sometimes indexes a
distinctive theoretical aspiration to explore
what it is that is characteristic of the emerg-
ing digital culture that has become so embed-
ded in contemporary life (Boellstorff 2010;
Miller and Horst 2012). For many social
scientists, however, this will not be their pri-

mary goal, and their theoretical aspu-ations

may well draw them towards a version of

ethnography which includes online activi-

ties, but does not specifically topicalise the
digital as a theoretical concern. In the follow-

ing section, the emergence of a diverse array

of research designs is explored, including,

but not confined to online settings. Here the

question of how to define a field site becomes

particularly prominent.

DEFINING A FIELD SITE: BLENDED,
MULTI-SITED, NETWORKED AND
CONNECTIVE DESIGNS

All ethnographers need a working sense of the
field site that forms the focus of their study

and this can be particularly challenging if a
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study is conducted partly online and partly
offline (Hine 2008; Steinmetz 2012; Tun^alp

and Patrick 2014), as now arises in many cir-
cumstances. The multiple embedding of the

Internet in everyday life problematises the
notion of a pre-existing, clearly bounded eth-

nographic field. Mobile telephony and a
mobile Internet, which is multiply embedded
and taken-for-granted (Ling 2012), further
compound the challenges of demarcating
fields. Looking for the 'variously dynamic and
changing circumstances' of participants' lives

(Gold 1997: 395) becomes an ever-more chal-
lenging task. The researcher faces constant

dilemmas in deciding which of the possible
array of dynamic and changing cu-cumstances

to pursue. This recognition of the contingent

nature of the field is not a problem confined to
online ethnographers because the constmcted

nature of the field is akeady an acknowledged

issue in anthropology (Gupta and Ferguson
1997; Amit 1999), if not so closely examined
in sociology. However, the increasing social

science interest in activities that span dynamic
and fragmented mediatised fields leads us into
a new consciousness of these issues.

Garcia et al. (2009) state strongly that
although few studies of contemporary soci-

ety can avoid addressing the Internet in some

way, there are also few questions that can be

answered by exploring online space alone.

Hallett and Barber (2014) similarly argue

that studying the way of life of many groups
of people now has to involve taking seri-
ously the online dimensions of that way of
life as well as offline activities. This conflicts
somewhat in tone with Boellstorff's (2010)

discussion of different notions of the field,
which defends online-only fields as a fruitful
approach, but they all share a strong asser-

tion that the definition of the field should be

appropriate to the research question. Hine

(2014) finds the demarcation of a specifically

online ethnography no longer helpful in the
face of an Internet that is multiply embed-
ded in diverse frames of meaning-making

both online and offline. A blended, mobile
or networked research design can have a very

direct pay-off in terms of the kind of contri-
button that the author is able to make because

they are able to reflect the complexity of lived
experience across different spaces rather than

confining their aspirations to a description
of online space alone. Theoretical interests

within substantive fields of sociology, for
example in the nature and significance of
social movements, or the construction of

identity, rarely confine themselves to inter-

est only in what people do within a specific
medium, and hence research designs that

span media are required. Policy concerns are

also rarely focused solely on activities within
the virtual realm, but spill out into an interest
in how online activities are experienced and

utilised in other domains. Dyke (2013) uses

a blended approach, combining ethnography
of an online pro-anorexia community and an

eating disorder prevention project based in
schools and youth centres. The study explores

the interaction between the online and offline

spaces as young people navigate between

them. The policy recommendations made by

the researcher as a result of the study high-

light the need to understand how online and

offline spaces combine in the lives of young
people at risk of eating disorders in order to
frame successful interventions. Dyke (2013)
demonstrates that although it may be chal-

lenging for the ethnographer to track issues
between online and offline spaces, these very

challenges may be theoretically and practi-

cally enlightening.
Study of social movements, in particular,

appears to benefit from multi-modal and

multi-sited designs. Postill and Pink (2012)
make a case for the study of social move-

ments in a 'messy' web of interconnections

involving social media that acquire distinc-
live significance in particular places among
the groups that use them. Trere (2012) and
Parinosi and Trere (2011) similarly make a
case for multi-modal study of social move-

ments, which takes social media seriously as
a site where events take place, but embeds this

social media activity in the real-life contexts
that these forms of activism are designed to
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affect. Beyond the study of social movements,

multi-sited or networked ethnographic stud-

ies include Farnsworth and Austrin's (2010)

study of poker, Burrell's (2009) ethnography
of the Internet in Accra, Beneito-Montagut's

(2011) study of emotion online, and Orton-
Johnson's (2012) multi-sited ethnography
of knitting and online spaces. Although net-

nography is often practiced as an online-only
study, Kozinets (2010) identifies thepossibil-

ity of blending netnography and conventional
ethnography. Among studies that do explicitly

claim to blend ethnography and netnography
are Nichols and Rine (2012) in their study of

identity narratives within a de-industrialising
community. Hine (2014) argues that the
'e-cubed' Internet (embedded, embodied

and everyday) benefits from a connective

approach to ethnography. In this connective

approach the frames of meaning-making for

online activities are acknowledged to be mul-

tiple, and the connections which the ethnog-

rapher chooses to pursue therefore have to

be viewed as strategic choices rather than as

dictated by the prior boundaries of the field

as an autonomous agent.

Within studies that combine online and

offline, a variety of means are available to
the ethnographer to define starting points
and to decide where to move. Observation

may begin online and move offline to con-

duct interviews which contextualise the
online phenomena, as practised by Sade-

Beck (2008) in a study of communities
focused on bereavement. Blended stud-

ies may also start offline, as Miller and
Slater (2000) argued. Studies focused on
online phenomena may even be conducted

from a predominantly offline perspective.
Mabweazara (2010) studied journalists' use
of information and communication tech-

nologies using a conventional ethnographic

approach, finding it challenging to grasp
this dispersed and fragmented way of work-
ing, but valuing the potential that participant
observation and in-depth interviews offer to

see the uses of ICTs from different position-

ing, and experiencing it as challenging, but

not impossible, to study the embedding of
online activities in the offline ethnographi-
cally. The choice of research design, includ-

ing decisions whether to include both offline
and online data collection and whether to

focus on synchronous or asynchronous com-

munication depend on the aspirations of the
researcher and the qualities of the group in

focus (Wilkerson et al. 2014).
Field sites including online activities may

take a wide variety of forms and the grounds
for deciding which form of activities to

observe and participate in will differ depend-

ing on the goals of the ethnographer. Some of
the successful approaches to defining a field
site outlined earlier are summarised next,

varying according to the nature of the activi-

ties concerned or the strategy employed by
the ethnographer for moving between them
(although different terms are favoured by dif-
ferent authors and there is significant overlap

between them):

6 Online: the ethnographer studies activities within
some online space (or connected set of spaces)

on their own terms, without seeking to situate

those activities within offline spaces.
- Multi-modal: different communication modes

(potentially including face-to-face communica-

tion, documents, telephone, social networking

sites, other online spaces) are studied because

they are used by an identifiable group of people
who form the focus of the study.

o Multi-sited: a set of interconnected sites are

identified, either in advance of the study or as the
study progresses, offering insights into different
facets of the experience of interest.

o Blended: a study which combines two (or more)
approaches - often online and offline observa-

tion - in order to explore a given phenomenon.

The actual form of the blending varies, possibly
involving a structured comparison between the

two approaches, or possibly a more dynamic

blending involving the ethnographer moving
between sites as in a networked, multi-sited or

connective approach.
• Networked: a set of interconnections are fol-

lowed by the ethnographer by tracing the flow
of communication between a group of people or

activity of interest. New sites may emerge in a
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dynamic fashion in the course of the study, rather

than being identified in advance.
6 Connective: the ethnographer moves between

different modes of communication and locations

(online or offline) according to a set of theoreti-
cally driven interests focusing on the contingent

connections that emerge as people appropriate

and make sense of online activities offline and
vice versa.

As Postill and Pink (2012) argue, in many
cases it may be productive to leave open the

question of what the connection between

social media activities and face-to-face

locales might be because the ethnographer
focuses on tracing forms of sociality that
span online and offline, within a broader
interest in finding out about the socio-poUti-

cal reality of forms of activity that involve,
but are not confined within, social media and
online spaces. In these fragmented media-

tised domains of activity, the researcher
actively constructs the field. It can be argued

that this wide array of possible ways to
define the study places an increased respon-

sibility on the ethnographer to be reflexive

about the decisions that they take when
deciding what will count as the field site.

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY ONLINE

Reflexivity in relation to the definition of the

field site in question is important, but this
does not exhaust the importance of reflexiv-

ity within ethnographies involving online
activities. There is an emergent strand of

online ethnography that focuses on the
embodied experience of the onUne researcher

as an important source of insight in its own

right. These studies build on recent develop-
ments in autoethnography as a means to tap

into subjectivity and expose hidden stmc-
tures of feeling not amenable to the more

conventional ethnographic accounts which

are, to some extent, always limited by what

participants can verbalise and recount to the

ethnographer (Reed-Danahay 1997; Ellis

2004; Ellis et al. 2010). Autoethnographers
are often full participants in the situations
that they recount. Whilst also embedded
within academic disciplines, and hence

attuned to what may be interesting or topical
from various theoretical perspectives, autoeth-

nographies often tread lightly with theoretical
content and literature review and concentrate

on evocation. Such writing has been accused

of self-indulgence, focusing too much on the

author's inner world at the expense of a rigor-

ous attention to the perspective of others

(Sparkes 2002). It is, however, some form of
solution to the challenges posed for ethnog-

raphy by the complex, fragmented and messy
world that arises from the contingent connec-

tions between online and offline spaces.

Autoethnography focuses the attention on
how it feels to navigate such connections.

The term autoethnography is sometimes
applied to participants' ongoing attempts to
articulate and portray their own situation,

rather than to a specific academic ethnographic

project. Autoethnography can be used in this
sense in relation to online interactions, in that

the portrayals that participants post onHne can
be viewed as reflexive texts which articulate
their readings of their own culture CNemeth

and Gropper 2008; Jacobs 2010). This usage,
however, is currently in the minority, and

a narrower sense of autoethnography as a

conscious fomi of methodological approach
from someone within the academic commu-

nity appears to have come to dominate. This

form of autoethnography, as applied to online
spaces, seems to have potential to make some

significant contributions to our ability to work
out what online interactions may mean to the

people engaged in them.
The online ethnographer is always, in some

sense, a participant, in that in order to be pre-

sent in online spaces the ethnographer has to
use the same technologies that participants
are using. In order to be an ethnographer of a

gaming site, for example, it may be necessary

for the ethnographer to become highly skilled

at playing the game just in order to stay alive
long enough to experience the setting, quite
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apart from any aspirations to an epistemologi-

cal purchase offered by the immersive experi-

ence. Along the spectrum between participant

as observer and observer as participant (Gold

1958), the online ethnographer is always to
some extent a participant as observer, in that

they use the same medium to communicate

as participants use (although they may, of
course, also use other modes of communica-

don, and in fact participants too often com-

bine various modes rather than sticking to

just one). Reflecting on the social conditions
created by using a particular communication

medium can become an important part of the

online ethnographer's insights.

Autoethnographic approaches to online

ethnography were pioneered by Markham
(1998) with a focus on how it felt to navigate
online space and communicate in various

ways with online others. Markham (1998)
used this account to highlight the contin-

gency of the online experience, arguing that
she, and those she met online, did not always

view computer-mediated communication as a

place, but might also experience it as a tool
or as a way of being. Other autoethnographic

accounts of online experience have followed,

fuelled by the increasing acceptance, albeit
usually as an alternative or niche approach, of

authoethnography as a legitimate methodol-
ogy. The nuances of online identity practices

can effectively be explored through autoeth-
nography: Dumitrica and Gaden (2008) made

powerful use of autoethnography to explore
the experience of gender in the virtual world
Second Life; and Gatson (2011), without
explicitly naming her project as 'autoeth-

nographic', conducted a study of the online

'selling project' relying on participation in
online and offline activities, systematic sur-

vey and reflection on the author's own selling

practices.

Autoethnographies have also effectively

explored pedagogy in online spaces. Lee
(2008) writes an account of the experience
of teaching an online course. As with much

autoethnographic writing. Lee's focus is

on evocation rather than precise theoretical

contribution as she recounts how the activi-

ties of moderating the online course are

interwoven with the pressures and sensations

of her offline life. The theoretical aspiration
remains implicit: Lee writes to show us how

the experience feels rather than telling us what
we should make of her insights within a con-
ventional sociological framework. Kruse's

(2006) autoethnography focuses on the expe-
rience of being the online student rather than
the tutor, recounting the process of learning

to play the mandolin via online tuition and
reflecting on the various forms of connection

and isolation that he experienced. Henning

(2012) explores the experience of a teacher-
turned student: having taught online courses

she then discusses the insights gained from
becoming a student on such a course for the

first time. Tschida and Sevier (2013) use an

autoethnographic approach to explore the
experience of teaching an online course,

highlighting the challenges to their peda-
gogic practices and expectations compared

to their experiences of face-to-face teaching.

Autonetnography also exists (Kozinets
and Kedzior 2009) and is defined as a form

of observation through searching and lurking
and making reflective fieldnotes. Wilkinson
and Patterson (2014) supplement an initial

autonetnographic phase exploring consumer-

created 'mash-ups' of the Peppa Pig brand

posted to YouTube with online interviews
including video elicitation. The term autonet-

nography, here, denotes an observational

phase that focuses on the experience of the

researcher as an active agent exploring the ter-

ritory, and also, as with many studies termed

netnographic, indicates a specific focus on

consumption activities as exhibited online.

Similarly, Beer and Penfold-Mounce (2009)
explore celebrity gossip online by position-
ing themselves to search for it as any Internet

user might, although without desciibing their
study as ethnographic or netnographic.

In other cases, the ethnographer's use

of their own experience extends beyond a

reflection on immersion in the same medium

as participants to occupation of a specific role.
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Baym (1995, 2000) moved from full par-
ticipant in a soap opera discussion group to

ethnographer of the group. Hughey (2008)
began as a participant in the forum devoted
to African American fraternities and sorori-
ties that he later studied, framing his role as
that of observant participant and combin-

ing an active participant observation that
involved starting discussion threads of his
own with content analysis and interviews. In

fan studies, the researcher is often to some

extent an insider in the fan community being

studied, and thus it is possibly not surprising
that autoethnography of online fan commu-

nities should emerge. Monaco (2010) moves
around different online manifestations of
fandom and sites related to the television
programme which is her focus, as well as

exploring her changing relations to the text
engendered by engagement with these vari-

ous online sites. Autoethnography offers an

opportunity to explore how at least one audi-

ence member navigates and finds meanings

in diverse manifestations of the fan object

both online and offline. These contingent
occasions of connection-making can other-

wise prove quite methodologically intran-
sigent because an observing ethnographer

would find it difficult to follow participants
between sites. Parry (2012) includes online
sites within an autoethnographic study of
football fandom, discussing the online sites

as they become part of the flow of experi-
ence of being a fan, and reflecting on how

this engagement feels and how it impacts
on other daily activities. Being an insider to
some extent also brings with it some distinc-

tive ethical concerns relating to the nature of

any covert observation that the insider role

may bring with it. Paechter (2013) conducted

a retrospective iasider/outsider ethnography,
tackling a group in which she had been a long-

term full participant, making the study overt
retrospectively and analysing archived posts
going back through her time as participant.

The autoethnographic perspective turns
the researcher's focus inwards to explore how

a particular form of experience feels, but the

autoethnographer is also tasked with reflecting
on the ways in which a wider world, in the form
of social structures and constraints, becomes

effectively present for the individual in then-

everyday experience. Autoedmographers think
about themselves as social beings. Through

autoethnographies of online experience, we are

therefore able to find out how standard infra-

sti-uctures are made into personal experiences,

and how online forms of interaction shape who
we can be to one another as social beings. The

autoethnographer situates Internet experiences

and explores the multiple ways in which they
make sense. Because autoethnographers start

with the subjective experience, they are able
to produce a multi-faceted perspective on the

Internet, not limited by a prior understanding
of what the field site for understanding a partic-
ular phenomenon should be. Autoethnogi'aphic

approaches, Kke blended, multi-sited, net-

worked and connective approaches, are able

to develop ambitious theoretical aspirations
because they follow the trails of phenomena
wherever they may lead, and do not confine

themselves artificially to a medium-based defi-
nition of what 'online' means.

A WAY FORWARD...

It can be said that in contemporary society
the Internet is disappearing (Parks 2009)
because people do not consciously go online,

or even use one medium at a time, but com-

bine media in an ad hoc fashion and practice
multi-tasking across devices. Having faced

up to the crisis of representation (Denzia
1997), ethnographers appear to be encounter-

ing a new crisis of agency: we are confronted

by too many choices on how to make field
sites and are required to take overt responsi-

bility for the way in which we chose to define

the field in any specific set of circumstances.
It is no longer easy to fall back on the notion
that there is a defined field site which pre-
exists the ethnographer's arrival. An ethnog-

rapher will forge field sites in line with their
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aspirations for the study, and sometimes

these field sites will be wholly based online,

but ethnographers will often find themselves

travelling beyond purely online sites and
may not adopt any a priori sense of what the
boundaries of the field site might be.

Even while the ethnographer becomes
conscious of and takes responsibility for

agency in defining the field, it is also impor-
tant to take account of some of the less obvi-

ous forms of agency which are exerted by

the field itself, leading us in some directions

and not others and imperceptibly shaping our
studies of the Internet. We need to reHect on

the various forms of resistance that the field
puts in the way of what we can know. Two

key forms of resistance that online domains
place in the way of the ethnographer are the

increasing commercialisation and proprietary
ownership of online space and also the rela-

tive invisibility of practices of consumption
of online material. Commercialisation ren-

ders certain parts of the Internet less acces-

sible to ethnographic study (Kozinets 2010)
because proprietary concerns turn it into a

series of password-protected closed worlds

(Lievrouw 2012) where the ethnographer
may need to negotiate informed consent, not

just with the authors of online texts but with
the commercial organisations whom partici-

pants may not even realise claim ownership

of their words. Ethnographers cannot assume

online that informants have the right to grant

access, and proprietary ownership may well

place some online spaces off limits for study.
Where there are concerns over privacy and

proprietary ownership. Internet users are

often prompted to seek out more secretive

or ephemeral forms of online interaction,

and here online ethnographers will be faced
by many of the problems that have ah-eady
always been faced offline, in finding out

what participants are up to in their Heeting
interactions in private spaces (Gehl 2014).

The prospect of a social life openly avail-
able for ethnographic study in online space

may prove to be only a temporary and quite
restricted phenomenon. It is important not to

over-generalise from the phenomena that are

fortuitously openly available for study now.
Linked to the concern with the retreat into

more private, ephemeral forms of online

interaction is the broader question of how
consumption and interpretation practices are

to be built into ethnography. Many people
read online content without posting mes-

sages themselves, and their activity leaves no

visible traces for the online ethnographer to
see, but it is potentially highly consequential

for their lives. Online ethnography is often
predominantly focused on the available data
from active contributors, and yet these active

contributors form the tip of an iceberg in terms
of understanding the overall online environ-

ment as a social phenomenon. To explore the

Internet as an embedded social phenomenon,

and as a component of contemporary lived

existence, we need to acknowledge diverse

forms of engagement with online space,

including its role in people's calibration of
themselves as social beings and their devel-

opment of reflexive understandings of their
place in the world. Not all socially signifi-

cant Internet use leaves a lasting trace, nor is

it immediately visible to the gaze of online
methods. Blended and multi-sited designs
and autoethnographies of consumption are

a useful contribution to the effort of under-

standing the embedding of the Internet in

everyday life, but there is still considerable
work to be done in excavating the repercus-

sions of the invisible nature of the consump-

tion of online content, which so often stymies

ethnographic effort focused on what is visible
online. Anthropological approaches to eth-

nography have proved particularly fruitful in
exploring these wider dimensions of digitally
suffused culture (Horst and Miller 2013).

Online-only ethnography is relatively

cheap, and often minimally disruptive to
the Ufestyle of the ethnographer compared
to other ethnographic approaches. Online-

only ethnography does have a significant
contribution to make, particularly in work-

ing out the dynamics of interpersonal rela-

tions and explonng contemporary practices
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of meaning-making and identity formation.

Online spaces have provided unprecedented
access for ethnographers to experience and

explore everyday life in depth and detail, and
this should have a significant contribution to
make to social science. However, when we

study an online space as social scientists it is
important to make the broader theoretical aspi-

ration clear, and thus to demarcate the study as

'virtual' or as 'netnography' may sometimes

be unhelpful. Whether we study online-only
field sites or conduct blended studies that

move around differently mediated forms of

space, these studies should be contributing
to the development of social science, and to

use the epithet 'virtual' or to mark our stud-

ies netnographies is potentially an unhelpful
act of distancing from the broader theoretical
territory. In order to cement policy-relevant or

theoretically ambitious disciplinary contribu-

dons, more complex, more challenging stud-

ies that span the online/offline border and deal
with less visible aspects of the Internet as a
social phenomenon also need to be carried

out. It is important not to give the impression
that online-only studies are enough. In the

heavily politicised and cost-conscious domain

of research funding, it is important to point out
that the cheapest study is not necessarily the
best, and that qualitative research in complex

online/ofQine fields will not be quick, easy or

cheap, but offers possibly one of the best ways
to capture and interrogate these emergent

forms of sociality that defy generalisation.
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