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that their findings are generalizable to other settings. For example, Rios stated, “This study, while grounded in 
Oakland, California, may provide a deeper understand of the punishment that other youth experience in other mar-
ginalized communities” (2011, p. 19).

Taking Notes

Written field notes are the primary means of recording participant observa-
tion data (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). It is almost always a mistake to try 
to take comprehensive notes while engaged in the field; the process of writ-
ing extensively is just too disruptive. The usual procedure is to jot down brief 
notes about the highlights of the observation period. These brief notes, called 
jottings, then serve as memory joggers when writing the actual field notes at 
a later time. With the aid of the brief notes and some practice, researchers usu-
ally remember a great deal of what happened, as long as the comprehensive field 
notes are written within the next 24 hours, usually that night or upon arising 

Exhibit 8.3 Theoretical Sampling

Original cases interviewed in a study of cocaine users:

Realization: Some cocaine users are businesspeople.
Add businesspeople to sample:

+

+

Realization: Some female cocaine users are mothers of young children.
Add mothers to sample:

Realization: Sample is low on women.
Add women to sample:

+

Field notes  Notes that describe what 
has been observed, heard, or otherwise 
experienced in a participant observation 
study; these notes usually are written after the 
observational session

Jottings  Brief notes that are jotted down 
quickly during the observation period that will 
be expanded into more extensive field notes


