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• “it is difficult to describe 
yourself doing 
“anthropological research” if 
you are sitting at a computer 
and typing back and forth 
with invisible people” (Susan 
Tratner 2016,”efieldnotes”, p. 
178)



Our Agenda

1. Adapting ethnography
2. The sticking points
3. How this adaptation has been

addressed in the literature
4. What netnography is and how it 

addresses this adaptation 
differently

5. The concept of immersion
6. The immersion journal
7. A brief, current example
8. Q&A/ Discussion









disembodying

decontextualizing

digitizing

deepening

decentering



Christine Hine (2000) Virtual Ethnography, p. 13

This text “is not, however, straightforwardly a 
‘how to do it’ guide. I how that the book will 
contain some provocative an useful ideas. . 
.some intriguing possibilities for taking an 
ethnographic approach to the Internet. Part 
of my argument, however, is that 
ethnography is strengthened by the lack of 
recipes for doing it. From the first, 
ethnographers have resisted giving 
guidelines for how it should be done. 
Ethnography is a lived craft rather than a 
protocol which can be separated from the 
particular study or the person carrying it 
out.”



Digital 
Ethnography 
(Pink 2016, 

162)

• Our approach has been to focus on ‘digital ethnography 
practice that takes as its starting point the idea that digital 
media and technologies are part of the everyday and more 
spectacular worlds that people inhabit’. This has meant taking 
what we have called a non-digital-centric approach to the 
digital, which also acknowledges the ‘digital intangible’—those 
elements of digital environments or worlds that we can sense 
but not necessarily see, as well as those aspects that 
researchers cannot see or sense until they are made aware of 
them by research participants. As such, we are interested in 
‘the relationship between digital, sensory, atmospheric and 
material elements of our environments’. Therefore, digital 
ethnography is not a ‘tool box’ method that can be applied 
directly in an already existing format to a research problem or 
question. Instead, it is an approach to ethnography that 
involves being concerned with how the ‘digital has become 
part of the material, sensory and social worlds we inhabit, and 
what the implications are for ethnographic research practice’ 
(Pink et al. 2016, p. 7).



“Appnography” 
Approach 

(Cousineau, 
Oakes, and 

Johnson 2019)

• The uniqueness of GSNAs (geo-social 
networking applications, like Tinder ands Grindr) 
requires that we consider carefully the approach 
that we take in choosing to study them. What 
follows are considerations that we propose for 
the queering of digital ethnography to meet the 
needs of this particular research space, 
beginning with how we must understand the 
intertwined nature of digital and “real”. This is 
followed by a discussion of the power and 
influence of profiles on users and researchers, 
the importance of space and place when 
engaged with GSNAs, and, finally, the 
significance of both context and temporality on 
research decisions and practices.



Five Key 
Challenges of 

Adapting 
Emplaced 

Ethnography 
to Social 

Media Culture 

Field: Where is “The Field” Behind the Screen? What is the 
“group”? What are the “members”? What even are the cultures 
and communities we study?

Ethics: How can We Ethically Research while Being a Fly 
on The wall?

Participation: What is an appropriate form of engagement through which 
to gain the necessary cultural depth? 

Data: How do we handle the change in the type of information, and the 

massive quantities that may be available? 

Procedure: What, exactly, are the proper operations to perform when 
conducting ethnographic research in these new social spaces?



Netnography 
Answers the 
Challenges of 

Adapting Emplaced 
Ethnography to 

Social Media 
Culture 

Field: Our field sites are media and usually platforms, and as 
contexts must be considered in relation to their affordances, 
algorithms, and other important elements

Ethics: New ethical rules regarding disclosure, informed 
consent, and research representation are required

Participation: Methods must account for a range of 
participative options, from engaged media readership to 
active interviewing and other interaction

Data: Focus on broad sensemaking cultural scans followed by 
judicious collection of meaningful “deep” data

Procedure: Provide specific sets of flexibly operations to 
perform when conducting ethnographic research in these 
new social spaces, in order to ensure rigor and comparability.



Stage 1: 
Problem 

Definition

Stage 2: Data 
Collection

Stage 3: Data 
Integration

Stage 4: 
Research 

Communication







Types of 
Engagement

• Platform engagement
• Historical engagement
• Cultural engagement 
• Intellectual engagement
• Emotional engagement
• Social engagement



To be ethnographic, your online experiences, from 
search to saving to musing on meanings, must be 
recorded, like a journey to cultural places that are 

at first uncharted and them become chronicled



And that means 
becoming immersed 
over time, in real 
time, on human 
time, in these 
communications



Instead, the key 
to immersion is 
your immersion 
journal



In netnography, I 
recommend 
keeping the 
journal as a 

PowerPoint (or 
other 

presentation) file



Initially, it should chronicle your attempts at 
cultural wayfinding, mapmaking, or 
reconnoitering

Recording the process of mapping out the social media territory of the 
study
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The key is in 
Recording

• The chronicling of the questioner’s quest for 
answers, emphasizing the quest for and 
discovery of “deep data”; this means judicious 
data collection, selective and precise.



Susan Tratner (2016)

• “The major portion of my fieldnotes is what could be called 
extended scratchnotes: my short descriptions and response recorded 
while following online message board postings, with a direct URL to a 
message thread” (p. 182)

• “many complete thread posts are included in my fieldnotes” (p. 184)
• “I create a new, more complete Microsoft Word document for each 

theme or topic, combining scratchnotes, links, and accompanying 
descriptions, and reflections from headnotes” (p. 184)

• “All of this results in four different sets of extended scratchnotes
entered on four different devices”(p. 186) 



Immersion = Engaged Data Collection Operations

Reconnoitering: scouting out and mapping the 
relevant social media territory

Recording: chronicling the quest for answers

Researching: capturing the play of ideas and 
data, observation and conceptual frames

Reflecting: capturing the researcher’s personal 
experiences of social media



• Write as yourself
• First person 
• The “researcher-as-instrument”
• Capture everything you find 

interesting
• Thoughts, emotion, connections, 

intuition, what surprised you, what 
scared you, what made you laugh
• The immersion journal is also human 

story
• It is (part of) your story




