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1. The methodological journey to headcam video ethnography 

1.1 Exploring mobile bodies in situ 

Researchers seeking to understand how places, spaces and subjectivities are 

constituted in and throughmotion increasingly acknowledge the value of 

harnessing the material, social and affective context of motion itself; actively 

engaging movement in the creation of research knowledges. For certain 

highly mobile and physical practices such as cycling, attempting to research 

through ‘being there’ is crucial to understanding, yet poses particular 

epistemological and methodological challenges.  The aim of this chapter is to 

share insights from recent research that has used headcam video 

ethnography to understand the mobile practices of others. 

Drawing upon ethnographic fieldwork studying different styles of cycling in 

London (UK) and rural Scotland, we will both elaborate upon the particular 

challenges of researching highly mobile subjects, and describe the 

methodological journey taken to address them. In doing so we highlight the 
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limits of established static, decontextualised and language-based methods for 

understanding cycling mobilities, and discuss some of the practical problems 

of talking and riding with cyclists. We then explain how these understandings 

led us to (independently) experiment  with forms of mobile video ethnography 

where participants filmed their journeys and the subsequent video account of 

their cycling practices was then used as a platform for discursive exchange 

between researcher and participant. 

By allowing riders to talk about their practices in relation to the contexts of 

their performance, we suggest that video can enable participants to provide 

more nuanced and situated linguistic accounts of their embodied mobile 

practices than would otherwise be possible. In doing so detail, habits, sensory 

aspects and meanings are highlighted that might otherwise remain 

‘unspeakable’. Whilst not without its problems as a form of visual 

representation we argue here that when used in conjunction with language, 

the visuality of video has the potential to provide insight into aspects of mobile 

practices which might otherwise be neglected. 

1.2 Theoretical background 

Cycling as an area of academic enquiry - much like the physical practice it 

attempts to reflect – ‘enjoys’ a marginal status. However, this is perhaps not 

so much to say that cycling has received less attention as an area of inquiry,2 

rather that particular cycling practices have received limited attention. We 

argue here that leisure cycling has been marginalised in no small part 

because it does not fit into the category ‘transport’ and therefore both 

                                                
2 See for example the large historical literature on cycling as a gendered, classed and 
racialised practice (Bailey, 1978; Baker, 1979; Burstall, 2004; Dodge, 1996; Garvey, 1995; 
Lewis, 1997; Mackintosh & Norcliffe, 2007; Markham, 1996; McCrone, 1991; Oddy, 2000; 
Oddy, 2007; Parratt, 1999, 2000; Petty, 1996; Ritchie, 1996, 1999, 2003; Simpson, 2003, 
2007; Thompson, 2002;Vertinsky, 1991), the not inconsiderable body of largely quantitative 
transport geography literature on cycling (Aultman-Hall et al, 1997; Axhausen et al, 2000; 
Cervero & Radisch, 1996; Crane & Crepeau, 1998; Dill & Carr, 2003; Epperson, 1994; 
Forester, 1994; Garling & Axhausen, 2003; Krizek & Johnson, 2006; Pikora et al, 2003; 
Rietveld & Daniel, 2004; Tilahun et al, 2007; Wardlaw, 2000; Wardman et al, 1997), or the 
body of medical literature which conceives of the cycling body as a machine (Bentley et al, 
1998; Ericson, 1986; Kenefick et al, 2002; Lucia et al, 2001; Ryschon & Stray-Gundersen, 
1991; Saunders et al, 2005). 
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transport geographers and environmental activists have seen little of worth in 

studying such a ‘diversion’ from more economically and environmentally 

productive styles of movement. Similarly, even within styles of cycling that can 

be (somewhat reductively we would argue) conceived of as ‘transport’, a 

heterogeneity of meanings has been persistently passed over in favour of a 

narrower set of ‘rational’ explanatory factors such as time, distance and safety 

which have come to dominate the debate about why people do or do not 

cycle. 

Certainly cycling research has been (and still is) dominated by transport 

geography and its associated methodological tool kit which emphasises the 

calculable, modellable, and predictable aspects of it as a practice (for a more 

detailed account of this trend see Spinney, 2009). However, there has been 

increasing disillusionment regarding the ability of such a narrow range of 

methods to explain particular aspects of the practice of cycling, and indeed 

other forms of movement. Whilst the orthodox instruments of transport 

geographers, such as stated preference surveys and traffic counts, might tell 

us something about the ‘rational(ised)’ push and pull and factors of cycling, 

they fail to unlock the more ‘unspeakable’ and ‘non-rational(ised)’ meanings of 

cycling which reside in the sensory, embodied and social nature of its 

performance. The point that we want to make regarding much cycling 

research in this vein is that it is overly concerned with instrumental factors as 

wholly determining why and how people move around. What about the 

intangible and ephemeral, the sensory, emotional, kinaesthetic and symbolic 

aspects of cycling? Do they not play a part in defining people’s experience 

and the meanings of cycling? As Anable & Gatersleben (2005) note, 

consideration of affective factors needs to be more prominent in cycling 

research if more realistic understandings of people’s mobility and their travel 

choices are to be unearthed. 

In contrast to previous approaches, one strand of enquiry within the mobilities 

turn (Cresswell 2006, Sheller & Urry 2006) has begun to ask whether 

movement itself can be productive of meaningful associations. Certainly when 

we started to ask ourselves questions about other ways in which cycling 
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becomes meaningful; about how places, meanings and identities are made 

and remade in and through mobile practices of cycling as forms of spatially, 

temporally and socially situated interaction, it became clear that the accepted 

tools of transport geography could offer only limited insight.  

When addressing research questions such as these, tools such as the stated 

preference survey are problematic on three fronts. Firstly, such approaches 

assume that decisions about where, how and when to cycle are premised 

upon factors such as time, distance and safety with little thought to other 

factors which might affect the framing and weighing up of perceived costs and 

benefits. Secondly, when responding such methods require participants to 

think through and consciously rationalise their actions and their reasons for 

acting in a particular way. Thirdly and related to this point, orthodox methods 

ask participants to articulate this rationalisation using spoken or written 

language. We argue that such approaches fail to take into account the fact 

that everyday practices are rarely rationalised in terms of such a narrow range 

of factors, if indeed they are consciously rationalised at all. We would further 

argue that many of the experiences that make cycling meaningful are fleeting,  

ephemeral and corporeal in nature and do not lend themselves to 

apprehension by language alone. Indeed, if we accept that a large part of 

what makes people’s movement meaningful to them is not rationalised at the 

level of language, purely linguistic accounts of movement become somewhat 

problematic and significantly limit any explanatory potential. Thus as Pink  

(2001) argues, we need to think about what kinds of knowledges we are trying 

to represent and how best to represent them (142). 

In distilling life down to the page as it seems academics are destined to do, 

linguistic accounts all too often lose the context that makes experience 

meaningful, and that is the experience of being; of living experienced through 

the body. They also regularly place great reliance on ready-made concepts 

and vocabularies. Willis (2000) points out that language can be particularly 

poor at articulating sensuous meanings as these are generally unformed and 

‘in cultural solution’: “bits of meaning inhere separately in material items or 

liminally in elements of practice. They cannot easily be invaded or absorbed 



5 
 

 
 

 

by linguistic meaning…” (27-28). However, Howes (2005) points out that due 

to a renewed emphasis on embodied experiences which foreground what is 

done rather than what is represented (Crang, 2003:499, see also Ingold, 

2000), the limits of language are no longer the limits of the world (2). We are 

not saying that such an alternative strategy avoids any rationalisation of 

practice; we acknowledge that all forms of representation require thought and 

are by their nature reductive. Rather that some strategies of eliciting data 

have the potential to retain or evoke some of the everyday context and detail 

of riding and therefore may be able to add a more nuanced and empathetic 

understandingto linguistic accounts. Consequently they may also help direct 

attention and rationalistaion towards previously neglected aspects of practice 

that the participant, rather than the researcher, feels is important. 

2. Vision and video 

2.1 Developing the ‘ride-along’: exploring the limits of talking and cycling 

There has in recent years been a surge of interest in techniques which 

emphasise ‘being there’ including auto-ethnography and the ‘go-along’ forms 

of mobile ethnography.  In Palmer’s (1996) account of French racing cyclists 

she draws upon observations of both own practices and those of other 

participants. Palmer’s main aims were to understand the embodied, social and 

symbolic aspects of racing and training. However, she also recounts how 

arduous and difficult doing so was; despite being extremely fit she relates how 

the intensity, distance and danger of the first group research rides she went 

on reduced her to tears. Auto-ethnography has also been used to investigate 

other cycling cultures and contexts (Fincham, 2004, 2006; Jones, 2005; 

O’Connor & Brown, 2007; Palmer, 1996; Spinney, 2006).  

Auto-ethnography does however have obvious limitations when trying to 

relate personal experiences to any wider group. Numerous researchers have 

therefore attempted to retain the ‘doing’ element of ethnographic research 

whilst seeking to understand the experiences and movements of others. Lee 

and Ingold (2006), for example, have focused on the practice of walking to 
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demonstrate how places are created through routes, Lorimer and Lund (2003) 

have focused upon the technological aspects of hill-walking to position it as a 

technical and technological accomplishment, and Pink (2007) has used a 

video walk-along technique to show how people perceive the environment 

through the senses and constitute place through everyday mundane practice. 

In these examples the ‘location’ of fieldwork is constantly moving yet the pace 

and mode of movement allows the researcher to be present. A logical 

extension of the walk-along therefore is to attempt to adapt the technique to 

cycling in the shape of the ‘ride-along’. Certainly, the solution for Palmer 

(1996, 2001), and in Spinney’s (2006) research with racing cyclists was to ride 

and talk. On quiet lanes and roads with little traffic this approach is not hugely 

problematic as long as the researcher is fit enough to keep up; as Spinney 

(2006) notes, there are plenty of opportunities to talk on 4-5 hour training rides 

(see also O’Connor & Brown, 2007). However, the particular modalities, 

spatialities and pace of cycling often poses significant problems for the 

researcher with respect to eliciting knowledges in the context of the practice 

itself (Brown, 2008; Palmer, 1996; Spinney, 2006, 2007). As Palmer (1996) 

has noted, the “...incessant movement between multiple sites of experience” 

of cyclists presents a range of problems (28).  

When it came to conducting research on the often solitary and traffic-laden 

practices of urban cycling, or the demanding rough terrain of mountain biking, 

our initial problem was one of how to follow people on everyday journeys, and 

be able to talk to them about those journeys in the context of those journeys.  

As with a number of highly mobile practices, cycling throws up a particular set 

of methodological challenges with regard to the speed, skill and risks 

associated with its practice, particularly in urban and off-road environments. 

Brown’s investigation of mountain bikers3 found the ride-along to have limited 

utility for all but a few modes and settings of off-road cycling. On one hand, 

                                                
3 Research conducted between 2005 and 2008 in which mountain biking practices in the 
forests and moors of northeast Scotland were explored (in tandem with walking practices) 
using ‘ride-along’ and headcam video techniques (see Brown et al. 2008; Brown, 
forthcoming).  
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these rides enabled much of the emotional and visceral attunement and 

empathy that comes from such ‘co-ingredience’ of the researcher with 

informant and environment (Anderson, 2004). They also partially exploited the 

‘conditions, qualities and rhythms of the body in motion’ in the spirit of the 

peripatetic tradition (Jarvis, 1997, IX), as well as the potential of the 

environment to foreground and situate the flow of the participant’s 

associations and recollections of movement through particular spaces 

(Anderson, 2004; Kusenbach, 2003).   

On the other hand, however, the nature, socialities and settings of most 

mountain biking practices make the simultaneous performance of the roles of 

mountain biker and competent researcher either impossible or highly 

dangerous. The speed of travel and the often narrow and rugged character of 

the trail make proximate, sustained dialogue tricky.  Moreover, the required 

focus of concentration often precludes the sharing of ‘head-space’ as well as 

material space.  A more feasible and safe position some metres behind the 

participant means the researcher often misses or finds it difficult to 

subsequently verbalise many of the cycling ‘moments’ of interest, including 

associated but less overt emotions, intuitions, embodiments and expressions.  

The sporadic times and spaces of ‘re-grouping’ offered opportunities for 

conversation between participant and researcher, but these were often 

dominated by wider group dynamics and the fact that we were then, strictly 

speaking, no longer ‘biking’. Achieving the discursive co-presence of the 

method was more practically feasible for casual and family oriented riders as 

they tended to use flatter, wider trails, but they did not always possess the 

embodied skills necessary to allow safe on-the-move interviewing. 

Similarly, in Spinney’s fieldwork with cyclists in London4 it was occasionally 

possible for more confident participants in quieter moments and places to talk 

about the journey being made. However in most instances this proved 

impossible to do due to the demands of riding in peak-time London traffic. In 

addition, there are other cycling cultures whose styles of riding totally preclude 

                                                
4 The fieldwork was conducted between 2004 and 2006 with a range of cyclists including 
commuters, activists, BMX riders, messengers and trials riders. 
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talking to riders about what they are doing due to the skill, intensity and solo 

nature of the practices they are engaged in. This is particularly true in the 

case of bicycle messengers (both at work and certainly whilst racing), BMX, 

street mountain bikers and trials riders. 

Because of its inability to consistently facilitate meaningful discursive 

exchange, we found the value of the ride-along to be limited. Whilst useful in 

certain contexts, a ride-along is often either unsafe or risks precluding the very 

practice it seeks to investigate; the more mobile, risky and skilled the practice, 

the more this appears to be the case. Thus, whilst there are a variety of 

methods being used to address some of the problems of mobile researching 

(Latham, 2003; Middleton, 2008; Watts & Urry, 2008), one possible way 

forward that we both (independently) arrived at, was to employ video as a way 

of retaining and evoking some of the context and detail of the practices under 

scrutiny whilst allowing the researcher to talk through practices ‘as they 

happen’ during playback with participants. 

Video may seem like an odd choice because as a form of vision it will be 

positioned by many in the social sciences as suspect. Nowhere is this 

suspicion more evident than in geography where as Crang (2003) notes, the 

detached and distancing gaze has been theorised as the (masculine) 

antithesis of collaborative and engaged qualitative work (2003:500, see for 

example Rose, 1993). Certainly Kindon (2003) suggests that, given the 

association of the gaze and vision in geography, it is not surprising that video 

has been little utilised (143). Ingold (2000), however, suggests that perhaps 

the association of vision and distance has more to do with the ways in which 

theorists have taken preconceived ideas about vision as other than active and 

generative into their studies (2000:253, see also Jay, 1993, 1999; Shields, 

2004). Parr (2007), for example, has used video as part of a participatory 

methodology to explore the worlds of those with mental health problems, and 

Kindon (2003) has used video as part of a participatory feminist practice of 

looking (see also Pink, 2006; Shrum et al, 2005). Congruently there is a 

cautious but growing interest in video methodologies (Brown, 2008; Downing 
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& Tenney, 2008; Latham, 2003; Laurier, 2004; Mausner, 2008; Pink, 2001, 

2006, 2007; Spinney, 2007; 2009).  

 

3. The value of video 

3.1 Facilitating access to particular groups and practices 

Perhaps the first thing that should be noted about using video is that it 

became a participant in the process of research; as a materiality it opened up 

worlds both by facilitating access and by bringing events to wider (or 

temporally distinct) audiences. This was particularly evident in certain cycling 

worlds such as trials riding and mountain biking, both of which have a strong 

visual culture5. When Spinney first met up with a group of trials riders at the 

Shell Centre on the South Bank he asked if he could film them. Somewhat to 

his surprise, rather than be seen as invasive this turned out to have been one 

of the best things he could have asked. By way of example, when one trials 

rider was asked if he could be filmed riding, he promptly got out his own 

camera and started talking about different techniques he used to film trials 

riding. So not only was filming often acceptable, in some case it served as a 

tool which helped gain access to riders and provided insight into which 

aspects of their culture they emphasised and how they did so.   

Similarly, Brown found the growing culture of headcam filming in mountain 

biking smoothed its passage into ethnographic use.  Many mountain bikers 

were enthused to participate in the research when they learned they would get 

a copy of their ride on DVD, and, unlike the walkers in the same study, readily 

felt at ease using and wearing the equipment. Far from being alienating, the 

technology of the camera in these instances constitutes an object that 

connects people and which, as Shrum et al. suggest, serves to blur the 

boundaries between researcher and researched (2005:17, see also Kindon, 

                                                
5 Evidenced in the large range of trials riding and mountain biking footage available on TV and 
DVD and the growing popularity of filming by practitioners themselves. 
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2003; Pink, 2006; Parr, 2007). As Crang (1997) suggests, video should not be 

seen as simply recording the event, it can also be part of the event (366). 

During the course of our research we found that many cycling practices and 

the feelings they engender could not be performed and talked about at the 

same time.  Attempting a running commentary would often either disrupt the 

flow of a practice or leave the participant talking but no longer, strictly 

speaking, in situ. The use of headcam video in particular allows the 

researcher a kind of access to mobile practices which does not preclude the 

very happening of those practices. The technique does not require the 

participant to ‘actively’ film nor does it require the bodily and discursive 

presence of the researcher for filming. It therefore limits disturbance of the 
social and corporeal dynamic necessary to make a particular practice 

performed and meaningful as that particular set of social and spatial relations. 

By using headcam we as researchers could ‘get at’, yet minimise the 

interruption of, important aspects ofcycling practice from peak to painful 

experiences.  The key quality of video was thus to facilitate a form of ‘place-

travel’ or contextual borrowing or reconstruction; manipulating the time-spaces 

of the activity in a way that allows the participant to ‘re-live’ it and juxtapose its 

audio-video representation with further layers of linguistic representation. 

 

 

 

 

3.1 Defining a flexible format for incorporating video into mobile ethnography 

Working video into the research process was however not a completely 

straightforward process6. In Brown’s work (Brown et al. 2008), the camera 

                                                
6 Employing mobile video ethnography necessitates engagement with a range of practical, 
epistemological and ethical issues.For example, equipment choice, camera set up and 
positioning, ‘framing’ and situating practices, gaining access to and consent from participants, 
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was mounted on the helmet of each of 24 participants on one of their routine 

outings, providing footage of a ‘view from’ perspective. In the case of 

Spinney’s (2008) study of urban cycling, a biographical interview was followed 

by filming three rides with each of 20 participants taking in different journeys/ 

spaces in London. In both cases, in trying to explore the range of ways in 

which creating and interpreting headcam video might become an active part of 

the social performances of researching and riding, various permutations of 

situating the researcher, participant and camera in the research encounter 

were tested. The researcher was present where possible in a ‘go-along’ 

capacity, or simply as an ‘observant participant’. However, as with any method 

it pays to be flexible and it was not always possible to conduct case studies in 

this manner. For these outings the participant was either given the video 

equipment beforehand to film the outing themselves, or in the case of 

Spinney’s fieldwork a handheld was sometimes used where the first person 

perspective was unworkable 7 or failed to adequately evoke the practice in 

question8. The post-outing review interviews involved both the participant and 

researcher taking turns to navigate through the unedited video footage, 

interweaving their viewing and showing with further layers of linguistic 

representation. 

 

3.3 Evoking and understanding the ‘unspeakable’ 

According to Pink (2007) video can be used to evoke empathetic 

understanding in the researcher.9 In our experience such understanding is 

                                                
researcher fitness and skill, ‘literacy’ with respect to particular visual cultures, protecting the 
anonymity of ‘incidental’ participants, and breaking the law on camera, are all considerations. 
More detailed discussion of such issues is provided in Spinney (2008) and Brown et al. 
(2008). 
7 The equipment was also prone to breakage when mounted on the bikes or person of those 
engaged in such ‘extreme’ forms of riding. 
8 For example, with BMX and trials riders a handheld camera was generally used from a third 
person perspective because these styles are largely concerned with body/object relations. 
9 It comes as little surprise then that audiencing is important to the success of such knowing 
and empathetic understanding (as it would be in the reception of any representation). Both 
Marks (2000) and Pink (2006) have emphasised a theory of audience which notes the cultural 
specificity of sensory experience (Marks, 2000:195 in Pink, 2006:53, see also Jarvinen, 



12 
 

 
 

 

deepened when the footage is also used by the participant to ‘re-live’ 

(embodied) memories, and together researcher and participant create and 

negotiate new vocabularies (see for example Smith, 2002) and 

understandings. As a form of research data and representation, video data 

embodies the movement which the fixity of photography and written text so 

often fail to evoke. Whilst not ‘seeing’ reality, video to an extent avoids the 

enemy of experience embodied in academic abstractions by relating the 

particular very well. It is therefore very useful for evoking some of the intense 

experiences and encounters of cycling, and getting down into the city or 

country. Video opens up movement for analysis in ways that would be 

impossible with a static image.  

Video is unique in this regard because it continuously represents elements of 

space and time to produce a text, thereby opening up the possibility of 

analysing the rhythms of journeys; the pauses, stops, flows, weaving, waiting, 

rapidity and freewheeling, all of which say an awful lot about how and why 

people ride. In conjunction with people’s accounts of what they do, such 

analysis allows new meanings of existing practices to be excavated.We 

suggest here that as we begin to illuminate how people use space and their 

bodies, how they interact and where and how they look, we gain a far clearer 

idea of how they are deriving meanings through movement and are far less 

likely to impose meanings upon static subjects that we are gazing at: video 

has the potential to bring us into the picture. 

For example, one mountain biker really struggled to find words for the 

kinaesthetic feelings of various moments in traversing steep or rough ground 

                                                
2006). The question of cultural literacy in interpreting moving images is an interesting one.  
One could argue that video elicitation is only useful when the researcher has high literacy of a 
practice with a concomitant attuning of their sensibilities to likely meanings and experiences.  
Conversely, one could argue that video elicitation is of most use when the researcher has low 
cultural literacy of a practice, so that there is a platform on which they can begin to tune into 
the mobile worlds of others. Accordingly, a challenge faced by both authors was the potential 
lack of kinaesthetic empathy in relating to particular ways of doing cycling. For Spinney, his 
lack of experience in trials and BMX riding posed possible problems for relating to those 
specific styles of riding.  Similarly, Brown found it harder to have immediate understanding of 
the embodied experiences of those riders who had skill-levels significantly above or beneath 
her own.  
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but was able to use moving images to evoke and convey the emotional 

feelings and thoughts that accompanied those particular sequences of 

motions and explain how they made that (part of the) journey meaningful.  

Video was also particularly useful in getting at feelings offlow10 which we 

found to be important in both off-road and urban cycling. For example, whilst 

the journey to work is often conceptualised as a utilitarian act of transport, the 

use of video enabled riders to foreground other functions, such as riders 

attempting to maximise in the context of their journeys to and from work. One 

participant used the video to point to particular moments in his journey where 

he achieved flow, or where he failed and why. It allowed him to illustrate the 

micro-spatial strategies which comprised the ‘ideal conditions’ which Ford & 

Brown suggest enable flow to be achieved and experienced (159) including 

weaving through traffic, track-standing, riding smoothly and running red lights. 

Certainly the accounts of this participant had much in common with those that 

Ford & Brown (2006) recount in relation to surfing, communicating feelings of 

fluidity, gliding, being in the present, rhythmicity and unconsciousness of flow.  

By using frame-by-frame video footage of participants’ riding during 

interviews, we were thus able to elicit in-depth and ‘embodied’ accounts of 

what participants were doing and feeling. The importance of this is threefold: 

Firstly by getting to ‘ride’ with participants and ask them to talk about their 

movements, language is not replaced as a way of knowing, rather the video 

allows language to be used where it was previously difficult or impossible. The 

second point is that by allowing repeat and slow motion viewing, video offers a 

route to the other senses by stretching out the fleeting and ephemeral in order 

that they might be apprehended by the viewer. Buscher (2005) conceives of 

this functionality of video as a form of ‘time-travel’. Following this line of 

thinking, the first-person perspective of headcam video might also be seen as 

a form of micro-spatial ‘travel’ in that no-one (other than the participant 

wearing the camera) would previously have had such an impression of what it 

                                                
10 According to Ford & Brown (2006) flow is a form of peak experience which is characterised 
by a high level of confidence and control and a “...sense of rhythm and flow, with a sense of 
being on ‘auto-pilot’, free and absorbed in the moment” (159). 
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was like to ‘see’ from that person’s body, in a certain sense 'being there' in 

their shoes. The final point to be made is that as a result of this process of 

being able to talk through bodily meanings, we begin to construct a 

vocabulary11 for the unspeakable and thus language can begin to play more 

of a role in how we understand and represent the embodied, the fleeting, the 

emotional and the sensual. In this sense, video becomes a bridge between 

embodied practice and language, enhancing the ability of language to express 

the ephemeral and embodied.  By ‘talking through’ the images, expressions 

and language in the video footage, the meanings associated with participants’ 

experiences were foregrounded in a way that could not have come from 

images or language alone.  

 

3.4 The mobility of place 

A particular strength of video for our research was the visibility it gave to the 

taken-for-granted, such as the mundane and ordinary rhythms, details and 

practices of cycling, and the sometimes-unexpected ways in which they were 

significant to participants. These were aspects that in go-along techniques 

might have been avoided as awkward ‘silences’, and in traditional in-depth 

interviews would rarely be mentioned at all.  Moreover, video enabled deeper 

understandings of how the ordinary and extraordinary, and their affective 

relationships, are interwoven into the ‘everyday’ experience of cycling. One 

mountain biker did not realise how just much ‘unremarkable’ riding was done 

in proportion to more ‘peak’ or extraordinary experiences until we talked 

through the footage. Using the video of his ride, he was then able to work 

through and verbalise how the emotional highs only existed because of the 

investment in – and contrast with – the emotional lows (and indeed 

‘moderates’). 

                                                
11 Our methodological approach attempted to speak to two key audiences (at least in the first 
instance): participant and researcher. The former had already experienced the practice 
unfolding once before. The latter usually had a degree of empathetic understanding from 
similar (if not the same) kinds of practices.  Therefore, they were able to move quite quickly to 
an advanced vocabulary – but may have been more likely to take the same things for granted. 



15 
 

 
 

 

Similarly the accounts of some urban riders suggested that their journeys 

linked together particular seemingly mundane geographical locations and 

memories to produce a sense of place. Nowhere was this more evident than 

with a 55 year old mother from North London. When reviewing footage of one 

journey on the laptop, she was able to take control of the video and forward 

and rewind to particular parts of the journey where she would then talk about 

particular family events and people which related to these places and made 

them meaningful. In doing so she linked up a number of places which 

collectively contributed to how she identified with London as where she 

belonged. Part of the rationale for her route choice beyond reasons of 

directness and safety was to be able to move through these places as part of 

a coincident process of place and identity creation. Of course these insights 

may just as well have been picked up if we had been able to talk as we rode. 

However, as this was not possible, the video facilitated a balance between 

being there, and being able to reflect on what had happened, ultimately 

leading to these insights. 

Similarly, particular places of cycling are seen to be (re)made through the 

happenings and rememberings of pain, mishap and injury. Mountain bikers 

regularly explained their doings12 in relation to particular rocks, roots, tree 

trunks and other such sites of past hurt, and the physical and emotional scars 

of which often continued to punctuate their (and other’s) experiences of them. 

Sometimes these sites were ascribed informal names such as the ‘broken 

ankle steps’ or ‘Davie’s face-plant river’; serving as navigational reference 

points whilst, for many, colouring subsequent affective encounters. 

By helping to evoke and situate past experiences, video also made visible the 

moments of frustration and sometimes humiliation that are part and parcel of 

the process of embodying skilled practice,13 but which participants would often 

rather forget. The yelps and squeaks of excitement and fear and the grunts of 

bodily adjustment in relation to bike and trail that had meant little in the audio-

                                                
12 Where doings were often punctuated by sudden immobility. 
13 For an interesting and insightful account on the process of becoming and embodiment in 
relation to the skilled practice of Parkour see Saville, 2008. 
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recordings of the ‘ride-alongs’, now with video could be explored and ‘re-lived’ 

together with the participant. Video thus created a space to explore highly 

embodied (and therefore taken-for-granted) competencies and tacit 

knowledges. Moments and sequences not seen as notable by the participant 

(e.g. the negotiation of a tight switchback corner or weaving through traffic) 

could be opened up for exploration by the researcher by asking ‘talk me 

through that?  What did it feel like?’ 

Video ethnography thus helped clarify the way in which many aspects of 

cycling only make sense, both cognitively and aesthetically, as a mobile, 

processual place.  For example, fundamental aspects of mountain biking only 

made sense to participants as motion across textured terrain – and through 

accompanying sensations, emotions and meanings  - in the same way as 

Braille only makes sense by moving a finger across the raised dots on the 

page (Brown, forthcoming). For most research participants, the practice of 

mountain biking is focused on the journey and the affective and physical 

relations with ‘nature’ enacted along the way. The destination is usually 

unimportant (and indeed tends to be where the journey started), and place is 

made and remade through grounded yet dynamic ‘feelings’ and seeings. Thus 

whilst many journeys have a destination and goal in reaching point B, they 

also have goals and destinations which are only found en route and thus 

place is constituted through the sensory and affective sensations of doing as 

well as arriving. 

 

 

5. Conclusions 

Recounting our research experience with mobile video ethnography gives a 

flavour of the insights that recording, viewing and talking about situated, 

moving visual images can contribute to the understanding of mobilities.  

Indeed, we argue that the situated visualities of mobile video ethnography – 

situated in terms of the socialities and places of movement in question and in 
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relation to what participants have to say about their video representation - 

allow more nuanced accounts of the mobile, embodied practices of 

participants than would otherwise be possible. 

This holds particularly for highly mobile, physical and/or visual socio-material 

practices, such as cycling. Generating knowledge and understanding of 

cycling in and through the spatial and social contexts of cycling via the 

creation and consideration of mobile video footage provides a fresh 

perspective.  This perspective adds crucial and sophisticated insight into the 

co-constituency of embodied movement and place, particularly in comparison 

with established techniques associated with decontextualised and 

‘rationalised’ reflection. As we have noted, the particular transient and 

momentary entanglements of bodies, technologies, senses, feelings, 

expressions and motions with particular places that constitute the 

performance of cycling practicesoften preclude the researcher gaining 

‘access’ to, and the participant’s articulation of, these times and spaces using 

discursive, observational or auto-ethnographic techniques alone. 

By employing mobile headcamvideo ethnography, in a sense we are 

challenging what ‘in situ’ means or what ‘being there’ (or perhaps more 

appropriately ‘doing there’) actually entails or does for the researcher and their 

ability to understand the experiences and meanings of others.  In some cases, 

it may be that a researcher’s understanding of the mobile practices of another 

based on viewing and ‘talking through’ a first-persondynamic visual 

representation of ‘being there’ may be deeper than if they were actually there.  

This is because ‘talking through’ video allows not only the time travel into the 

fleeting and ephemeral (noted by Buscher, 2005) but also ‘place travel’ into an 

intimate, dynamic, virtual ‘being there’. Such virtual ‘riding with’ is not as a 

cyclist would typically ride with another, nor a simple viewing of the footage, 

but as an intertextual evocation of inhabiting and attaching meaning to the 

bodily experience of riding, with its accompanying feelings and thoughts, 

through the entwining of moving image and language. 
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By using video representations of the mobile experiences of another, we are 

not so much learning to see as they see (after Grassini, 2004) but learning 

through seeing; learning what being and doing there feel like, and mean to 

participants by giving them a chance to revisit, re-live, and elaborate on, these 

time-spaces. In short, we elicit linguistic knowledges that would have 

remained ‘unspeakable’ in a language-only research encounter. 

Treating vision as active and generative in this way (after Ingold 2000) 

indicates the possibility of employing visualities in the creation of knowledges 

that are not necessarily distanciating or disempowering, thus helping to 

reclaim visuality as a legitimate medium through which to do 

social/geographical research. 
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