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to stay (or leave) the gang. . . . The second set of issues concerned the activities gang members engaged in. 
These included such things as turf protection, drug sales and use, and violence, as well as conventional activi-
ties. An accurate picture of gang members must portray both the nature of their gang involvement and the 
legal status of their activities. (pp. 54–55)

Rios (2011) relied on several different qualitative research methods to determine how the patterns of punishment 
experienced by the youth in his study affected them. While his primary method was participant observation, he also 
used intensive interviews and focus groups. He states,

I shadowed these young men as they conducted their everyday routine activities, such as walking the streets, 
“hanging out,” and participating in community programs. I walked the streets and rode the bus with them 
from home to school and as they met with friends or went to the community center after school. There were 
days when I met them in front of the doorsteps at 8 a.m. and followed them throughout the day until they 
returned home late at night. (pp. 7–8)

Unlike the personal interviews that rely on closed-ended questions that were discussed in the last chapter, Rios 
relied only on an interview guide that posed several open-ended questions to the youth in his sample. He called them 
life story interviews because the goal was to place their personal testimonies about their lives at the forefront of his 
research.

As you can see, Rios approached his research question inductively, not deductively. First, he gathered data. Then, 
as data collection continued, he interpreted the data and developed analytic categories from which more questions 
were developed. Rios and other qualitative researchers have provided the field of criminology with in-depth descrip-
tions and idiographic connections of sequences of events that could not have been obtained through other method-
ologies. They successfully used field research to explore human experiences in depth, carefully analyzing the social 
contexts in which the experiences occurred.

22 Participant Observation
Rios’s research in Oakland is a perfect example of participant observation. By watching and participating in the lives 
of 40 Black and Latino young men for three years, he was able to obtain firsthand observations of their encounters. 
He states,

Shadowing enabled me to observe regular punitive encounters and the way these became manifest in the lives 
of these youth in a range of different social contexts, across intuitional settings. . . . I was able to conceptualize 
aspects of their lived experiences that would be difficult to see otherwise. (Rios, 2011, p. 8)

Participant observation, called fieldwork in anthropology, is a method of studying natural social processes as 
they happen (in the field rather than in the laboratory), leaving them relatively undisturbed and minimizing your 
presence as a researcher. It is the seminal field research method, a means for seeing the social world as the research 
subjects see it in its totality and for understanding subjects’ interpretations of that world (Wolcott, 1995). By observ-
ing people and interacting with them in the course of their normal activities, participant observers seek to avoid the 

artificiality of experimental designs and the unnatural structured questioning of 
survey research (Koegel, 1987).

The term participant observer actually represents a continuum of roles (see 
Exhibit 8.1), ranging from being a complete observer who does not participate in 
group activities and is publicly defined as a researcher to being a covert participant 
who acts just like other group members and does not disclose his or her research 

Participant observation  Field research in 
which a researcher develops a sustained and 
intensive relationship with people while they go 
about their normal activities


