
1

Ethnographic Study of an Online 
Creative Community

Penny Travlou

Edinburgh College of Art

2

Going Native?
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Ethnography

Ethnography is a methodology 
which involves immersion in the 
social world: watching, listening, 
talking and participating. 

The researcher’s observations and 
experiences form the data.
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Ethnography

� Social roles and rules

� Immersion in culture

� Varied data sources
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Principles of ethnography
� Holism

� focus on relations among activities and not on 
single tasks or single isolated individuals 

� everything connected to everything else
� Natives’ point(s) of view

� how people see their own worlds
� opportunity to engage with customers

� Study people in their native habitats
� e.g., home, office, school, library,  hospital, 

community...
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Ethnographic Research
� Research design: problems, cases, samples in fieldwork
� Access
� Field relations
� Insider accounts: listening and asking questions
� Documents
� Recording and organizing data
� The process of analysis
� Writing ethnography
� Ethics

(Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P. (1983) Ethnography. Routledge)
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Questions on Ethnography

� The detached researcher?
� The pure subject?
� The pure culture?
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Doing (New) Ethnographies

� the adoption of ethnography by other social sciences, 
humanities and cultural studies. 

� Fieldwork is viewed more as a dialogue, a
co‐production between the ethnographer
and the native informant.

� Postmodern and post‐structuralist influences on the 
questioning of truth, representation and writing

� Feminist critiques of claims to objectivity and a shift 
towards reflexivity.
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(Self)-reflexivity

Reflexivity requires an awareness of the researcher's
contribution to the construction of meanings throughout the
research process, and an acknowledgment of the
impossibility of remaining 'outside of' one's subject matter
while conducting research.

Reflexivity explores “the ways in which a researcher's
involvement with a particular study influences, acts upon 
and informs such research.“

(Nightingale and Cromby, 1999, p. 228).
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Online Ethnography

Digital ethnography differs from ‘regular’
ethnography as it avoids holding any 
preconceived ideas concerning the 
existence of community. Rather than 
studying a group and assuming it to be a 
community, it allows the participants to 
take the lead role in establishing the 
reality, status and principles of the 
community.
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Epistemological Questions about 
Online Ethnography

How is ethnography being challenged and 
reinvented in its encounter with these new 
objects?

• The place of the fieldwork in relation to both 
participant observation and interviewing

• The position of the researcher
• The interaction between researcher and 

participants
• The form of field notes
• The type of data analysis
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Online Ethnography

� Internet can been studied as both culture and as cultural 
artifact [Hine]

� Cyberspace – “profoundly anti-spatial…You cannot say 
where it is or describe its memorable shape and 
proportions…But you can find things in it without 
knowing where they are” [Mitchell 1996]

� Questioning the nature of ‘dwelling’ and ‘participation’
� Fieldwork is viewed more as a dialogue, a co-production 

between the ethnographer and the native informant.
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Steps in Online Ethnography
• The ethnographer as: participant vs. observer
• Entering the field
• Negotiating access and acceptance
• Finding ‘informants’
• Observing the ‘natives’
• Talking to the ‘natives’
• Researcher-respondent relationship in virtual 

ethnography.
• Writing the ethnography
• Validation issues
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Online Ethics

• Complex ethical considerations around issues such as: 
informed consent, confidentiality, privacy, debriefing, 
netiquette;

• Similarity in both online/offline ethics, many usual 
conventions apply: 'The new technology offers a spate 
of problems layered over the old’ (Smith, 1997:4);

• Guidelines for online research are emerging, e.g. AoIR
Ethics Working Committee guidelines on privacy, 
confidentiality and informed consent;

• However, care must be taken not to inflate ethical 
issues in the virtual venue.
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ELMCIP Ethnographic Research  
Framework
Ethnography
� Cyberethnography or Online Ethnography (aka 

netnography)
� Multi-sited global ethnography (aka globography)
� Researching/Observing texts (aka textography)

Ethnographic methods:
� Participant observation online/offline
� Interviews online/offline
� Interactive weblog (or Wiki)

Grounded theory
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The Stages of the Ethnographic Study

� Follow the community
� Follow the artefact
� Follow the metaphor
� Follow the story
� Follow the life
� Follow the conflict
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Approaches: Multi-Sited 
Ethnography

• studying the local as embedded in the 
global [Marcus and Fischer]

• studying the global system itself [Marcus]

• fieldsites need not be static and bounded
• “follow the object” “follow the people”

“follow the metaphor” to create coherence
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Grounded Theory

� Grounded theory begins with a research situation.

� Within that situation, the researcher tries to understand 
what is happening there, and how the players manage 
their roles.

� This is mainly done through observation, conversation 
and interview.

� After each bout of data collection the researcher notes 
down the key issues
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The Process of Grounded Theory

The five analytic phases of grounded 
theory:

� Research design
� Data collection
� Data ordering
� Data analysis
� Literature comparison
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Grounded Theory Methodology

The basic idea of the grounded theory 
approach is to read (and re-read) a textual 
database (such as a corpus of field notes) 
and "discover" or label variables (called 
categories, concepts and properties) and 
their interrelationships.
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Fieldwork Activity Date

Prepare Fieldwork September – December 2010

Fieldwork 1 (Furtherfield)
� Embedded Online
� Embedded Offline
� Initial Evaluation

January – April 2011
� Jan - Feb
� Feb – Mar
� Mar - April

Fieldwork 2 
� Embedded Online
� Embedded Offline
� Initial Evaluation

May – August 2011
� May – Jun
� Jun – Jul
� Jul - Aug

Fieldwork 3
� Embedded Online
� Embedded Offline
� Initial Evaluation

September – December 2011
� Sep – Oct
� Oct – Nov
� Nov - Dec

Post-fieldwork Analysis January – February 2012

Draft Ethnographic Report March – May 2012

Final Report June – October 2012

Ethnographic Fieldwork Activity Timetable
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Case Study 1: Furtherfield.org
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Furtherfield.org believes that through creative 
and critical engagement with practices in art 
and technology people are inspired and enabled 
to become active co-creators of their cultures 
and societies. 

Furtherfield.org provides platforms for creating, 
viewing, discussing and learning about 
experimental practices at the intersections of 
art, technology and social change.

Furtherfield.org Manifesto
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Research Process: Online

Online research
� Contact with key members
� Getting access to online community
� Follow discussion forum/chat room on Furtherfield’s

website
� Carry out online participant observation of the activities 

of the online community
� Create a wiki for communication with the community’s 

members – use it as an open discussion forum and a 
research record
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Research Process: Offline

Offline research
� Visiting for a week Furtherfield’s

headquarters in London – (participant 
observation)

� Interviews with key members
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Research Process: Evaluation

� Transfer of raw data (interviews, 
participant observation field notes) to 
NVivo

� Coding
� Grouping codes
� Initial analysis of case study 1
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Creativity as a Social Ontology

� Does the internet, the networks of people it 
facilitates and the communities that emerge 
through it, render these processes more explicit 
than they might otherwise appear? 

� Does the internet facilitate the creation of 
communities where new modalities of creativity, 
authorship and exchange emerge? 

� Do online communities, such as Furtherfield, 7-
11, Nettime and empyre, present models and 
insights for novel social relations and creativity? 
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[-empyre-] Creativity as a social 
ontology

“Creativity as an activity of exchange that 
enables (creates) people & communities" 
(Simon Biggs)

“So how do we attend to creativity's ontology 
as a condition of being social, without ending 
up with just another form of instrumentalized
"freedom?" (Kevin Hamilton)
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Ethnography is about text and writing

Textography: the combination of the analysis of texts with an 
understanding of their relationship with other texts and the working 
lives of their authors/creators
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