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with similar interests or backgrounds, perhaps to create new social relationships that location or schedules did not 
permit or to supplement relationships that emerge in the course of work, school, or other ongoing social activities. Like 
communities of people who interact face-to-face, online communities can develop a culture and become sources of 
identification and attachment (Kozinets, 2010). And like physical communities, researchers can study online com-
munities through immersion in the group for an extended period. Netnography, also termed cyberethnography and 
virtual ethnography (James & Busher, 2009), is the use of ethnographic methods to study online communities.

In some respects, netnography is similar to traditional ethnography. The researcher prepares to enter the field by becom-
ing familiar with online communities and their language and customs, formulating an exploratory research question about 
social processes or orientations in that setting, selecting an appropriate community to study. Unlike in-person ethnographies, 
netnographies can focus on communities whose members are physically distant and dispersed. The selected community 
should be relevant to the research question, involve frequent communication among actively engaged members, and have a 
number of participants who, as a result, generate a rich body of textual data (Kozinets, 2010). For example, after a residence 
center in Sweden that housed asylum-seeking unaccompanied minors was vandalized and its staff members threatened with 
violence, Katrina Hirvonen (2013) conducted a netnography to understand how the anti-immigration sentiment was rising 
in a country that has traditionally perceived tolerance as a national virtue. Based on the frequency of comments about the 
residence center, Hirvonen examined three anti-immigration websites and specifically coded data from 288 comments and 
60 articles. She discovered that the “comment fields on sites serve as an echo chamber with extremists reaching out for others 
with the same ideas to reinforce extreme opinions already held. . . . [S]uch a forum for sharing ideas constantly encourages 
the development of ever more extreme thoughts and suggested action” (2013, p. 84).

A netnographer must keep both observational and ref lective field notes, 
but unlike a traditional ethnographer, he or she can return to review the original 
data—the posted text—long after it was produced. The data can then be coded, 
annotated with the researcher’s interpretations, checked against new data to evalu-
ate the persistence of social patterns, and used to develop a theory that is grounded 
in the data.
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Case Study
Life in a Gang

Victor Rios’s work is part of a long tradition of scholarship that has relied on the use of fieldwork techniques to study “at 
promise” (at risk) youth and/or gangs in inner cities, including Thrasher’s (1927) classic study of gangs in Chicago, and 
others, including Whyte (1943), Hagedorn (1988), Vigil (1988), Padilla (1992), Sanchez-Jankowski (1991), and Moore 
(1978, 1991), who spent over two decades studying the “home-boys” of Hispanic barrios all over the country. All these 
researchers employed a fieldwork approach to the study of gangs rather than the more structured approaches offered 
by quantitative methods.

Qualitative methods still must rely on operationalizing exactly what it is meant by research constructs. For exam-
ple, one of the first issues Decker and Van Winkle (1996) were challenged with was precisely defining a gang (recall 
Chapter 4). After all, the term gang could refer to many groups of youth, including high school Debate Society or the 
Young Republicans. After reviewing the literature, Decker and Van Winkle developed a working definition of a gang as 
an “age-graded peer group that exhibits some permanence, engages in criminal activity, and has some symbolic rep-
resentation of membership” (p. 31). To operationalize who was a gang member, they relied on self-identification. “Are 
you claiming . . . ?” was a key screening question that was also verified, as often as possible, with other gang members.

Decker and Van Winkle (1996) were interested in several questions:

Our study revolved around a number of activities, both gang and nongang related, that our subjects were likely 
to engage in. First, we were interested in motivations to join gangs, the process of joining the gang, the symbols 
of gang membership, the strength of associational ties, the structure or hierarchy within the gang, motivations 


