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Ethnography as an Educational Research Methodology 

in Virtual Worlds: A Critique. 

This critique discusses ethnography as an educational research methodology, considering the 

researcher as the instrument of research (Eisner, 1991), engaged in a holistic and qualitative 

approach to inquiry, observing and interpreting emergent phenomena in the context of the complex 

systems that constitute virtual worlds. 

One of the principle characteristics of virtual worlds is that users of these worlds are represented by 

persistent identities, avatars, either chosen from pre-constructed defaults or self-constructed 

through a process of manipulating various in-world parameters. This enables the user to have some 

degree of creative control over their (avatar’s) appearance which, over time, will often evolve as the 

user continues to play with shaping their identity (Pearce, 2009). Another of the principle 

characteristics is that the virtual worlds themselves are persistent and in this sense allow “players to 

maintain and develop a character from one visit to the next” (Pearce, 2009, p.10). Spatial, 

contiguous, explorable and inhabitable are also in the list of characteristics described and point to 

the sense of virtual worlds being places in themselves, somewhere that users actually go to and 

through their identities be active contributors to its culture. As Pearce (2009, p.19) aptly states, 

“your presence is actually a part of the world and other players’ experiences of it.” 

Virtual worlds are more than social environments however, providing the users with rich immersive 

settings (Johnson and Levine, 2008) that are often highly configurable, particularly in the case of 

user-generated worlds such as Second Life or OpenSim. What this results in is environments, along 

with participants in those environments, that are in a continual state of evolution. As a result virtual 

worlds are not static entities but ones that can be characterised as complex systems. It is from these 

complex systems, in the collective behaviour of the system parts and the relationship between these 

systems and their environments, that emergent phenomena arises (de Haan, 2006; Bar-Yam, 2011). 

Within these systems users are adapting and responding to the evolution of their world, creating or 

modifying it to suit their own needs. They self-organise to form communities, some just “simple 

social networks”, others manifesting “all the characteristics of fully-formed learning communities” 

(Webb and Sims, 2006), built from the bottom-up rather than instigated by some controlling agent 

(Kays and Sims, 2006). 

Even in the small community that has formed around this Master’s degree (UWE) there is evidence 

to suggest that learning emerges from within and because of the community itself, more than 

through any formal attempt to organise learning within the structure of the accompanying learning 

management system. The students, the tutors, the virtual environments, and the participants and 

cultures that imbue those environments, all “interact spontaneously, even randomly, and are 

shaped by social processes of a natural alignment of the concepts for learning and dynamic group 

behaviour.” (Kays and Sims, 2006, p.410) On an opposing note I would suggest that the top-down 

approach that permeates some virtual world courses particularly restricts learning, in some large 

part due to the tutors’ resistance to engage with the virtual environment and consequently become 

disengaged from the very system that gives rise to emergent learning. This disparity between tutors 

and learners, reminiscent of traditional education, needs abandoning in favour of tutors as 

“practitioners, as mentors and as actors” (de Freitas and Neumann, 2009, p. 351) alongside learners, 
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not outside the process, but part of it. The more diverse the engaged parts, the more complex the 

system and the more opportunity for emergent behaviour (Pearce, 2009); engagement in the system 

however is the essential criterion to providing that diversity. 

To fully grasp the potential of virtual worlds as emergent learning environments and to develop 

pedagogies that support emergent learning requires a research methodology that approaches these 

complex, essentially social, systems in an inclusive manner. Bar-Yam (2011) uses the analogy of a 

forest where one must look at both the trees and the forest at the same time in order to see their 

relationship to each other. Those confining their view to just the trees miss “the patterns that arise 

when considering the trees in the context of the forest” and “those who consider the forest do not 

see the details.” Ethnography lends itself to such research because it is a flexible, responsive and 

non-predictive practice “sensitive to emergent phenomena and emergent research questions.” 

(Boellstorff et al., 2012, p.6). The consequence of an environment in which learning is emergent is an 

unpredictability of learning outcomes, but it is this very lack of predictability that is the key factor 

that adds value to the learning community (Kays and Sims, 2006). Similarly, the patterns that give 

rise to emergent learning are unpredictable and require a research approach that eschews 

predictability in favour of ‘in the field’ observation of the whole system; participants and 

environments, separately and together at the same time. Ethnography realizes this ‘in the moment’ 

approach, providing the researcher with the ability to study and interpret emergent learning as and 

when it arises, not after the fact. 

Ethnography is often considered the poor cousin of more quantitative methods, with the 

consideration of it being an unscientific methodology generally at the fore. Boellstorff et al. (2012, 

p.31) suggest four criteria for science that “contribute to the view that ethnographic research is 

unscientific”, these being that “science must test hypothesis”, it “must be based on experiments”, it 

“must be predictive” and “science must be quantitative”. The concern with the first criterion, 

hypotheses, is the included “assumption that scientists have an idea about the outcome of their 

research before they begin”. As Pearce (2009) points out though, emergence cannot be predicted by 

the structures or rules that underlie the complex systems from which it arises or from the actions of 

individuals within the system. It is unpredictable by nature and for this reason resists the formation 

of hypotheses that define its creation and whose efficacy can then be tested. That is not to say that 

ethnographers enter the field without a question at the fore, but it is with a mind open to possibility, 

unrestricted by the need to test a particular hypothesis. Ethnographic research may generate 

hypotheses but its purpose is not to test them (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). The 

ethnographic methodology does however support the adaptation of the research question, as new 

data is gleaned from observing the virtual world with its multiple spaces and participants, in the 

context of the whole, and concurrently as individual units of the system. As Boellstorff et al. (2012, 

p.32) state: 

“Social scientists have long noted that the potential for emergent research questions make field-

based methods more scientific, not less, because the research is directed towards understanding 

the fieldsite in its historical and geographic specificity.”  

In relation to predictability, because the complexity of virtual world systems are so intimately 

entwined with the evolution of the environments and their occupants and the cultures engendered 

from them, “researchers do not know in advance what they will see or what they will look for” 
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(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007, p.168), nor should they expect repeated studies in the same 

virtual settings to be predicated on past interpretations. The diversity, variability and unpredictable 

nature of virtual environments is exactly what the ethnographer sets out to investigate and from this 

investigation develop interpretations that give some meaning to what is observed. While it may be 

possible to observe general patterns within these worlds, in the moment, the very nature of the 

subject matter, “emergently, dynamically constituted, constantly shifting, alternately undergoing 

periods of destabilization and stabilization” (Boellstorff et al. 2012, p.35), defies predictability. This 

however, does not make the investigation any less scientific. 

The quantitative criterion of scientific method is often an argument of validity, that being that 

quantitative data is more valid than data gathered by a qualitative ethnographic methodology. The 

immense amount of data available for analysis from virtual world environments, through chat logs, 

user profiles, transaction histories, group notices, etc., would appear to signal data mining as a 

comprehensive methodology for the study of virtual worlds (Boellstorff et al. 2012). While useful 

information may be gleaned from an analysis of such information, it is information after the fact and 

as such, cannot give a complete picture in its isolation. As Pearce (2009, p.44) suggests “It is also 

crucial to be able to observe the system’s dynamics, as well as their outcomes, in progress”. 

Finally, in terms of the scientific discussion, the issue with experimentation in a virtual world 

environment is that it is the very complexity and diversity of the system that gives rise to emergent 

phenomena (de Haan, 2006; Bar-Yam, 2011). To endeavour to cage that complexity within a 

controlled experimental environment would be to rob the system of the very aspects which support 

emergence. This is not to say that experiments cannot be conducted in virtual worlds and that the 

data that they provide does not further research into virtual world education; it is more that 

experimentation removes the subject matter out of its natural context. Virtual world behaviour and 

by inference the data retrieved through inquiry, is directly related to and dependent upon its 

context, which in its turn has a profound association with interpretation and meaning (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2007). To fully understand a situation requires a methodology that enables 

the researcher to “look at the behaviour of individual units in a complex system, their relationship to 

each other, and the overarching patterns of the system as a whole, all at the same time” (Pearce, 

2009, p.44). In my view, an ethnographic methodology enables the researcher to accomplish this 

observation to its fullest by allowing direct access to and interaction with what they seek to discover, 

in the context in which it occurs. 

Conducting ethnographic research in virtual worlds requires the researcher to participate in the 

virtual world in which the inquiry is conducted. As Pearce (2009, p.216) so succinctly states, “One 

thing I have learned ... is that you can find out nothing about life on the screen unless you go into the 

screen.” Creating an avatar and entering the world involves, putatively, the researcher becoming 

part of the group being studied, which can illicit the challenge that by their mere presence an 

ethnographer alters the natural situation, therefore affecting the validity of any data retrieved. That 

presence can result in reactive behaviour, the Hawthorne effect, with research subjects altering 

behaviour in direct response to the knowledge that they are being studied. This can be typically 

addressed however, by remaining in the field over a considerable period of time, to the point where 

one’s presence is considered normal, part of the expected every-day scene and no longer a reactive 

influence (Boellstorff et al. 2012; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). There is also, in my view, a 

possible advantage in addressing this concern in virtual world ethnographic research, in contrast to 
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actual world inquiries; the affordance that virtual worlds offer for altering appearance. Through 

negotiation with the research subjects the ethnographer can conceivably adopt an appearance that 

would enable them to blend into the local environment, and its community, with much more alacrity 

than would ever be possible in an actual world situation. 

Virtual worlds through their very complexity hold great promise as emergent learning environments, 

but they can present a challenge to the more traditional models of education. “Emergence theory 

offers insights into complex adaptive systems that can self-organise, a quite different way of 

conceptualising the teaching/learning space.” (Sims and Kays, 2011, p.ii) Top-down systems of 

education need to make way for more holistic approaches, in which learners, educators and the 

virtual environments they occupy interact and evolve in unpredictable ways, forming patterns from 

which learning emerges. In my view, it is ethnographic research that offers us the most appropriate 

method of inquiry into these patterns of emergence, allowing us some insight into the most suitable 

types of pedagogical design to support such learning. 
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