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Drawing inspiration from recent advancements in mobile methodologies across cultural geographies and 

cognate disciplines

1 In 2014 we set out to test the potential of these new ways of knowing in relation to visual ethnographic 

production. In doing so we aimed to follow in particular the lead of a handful of contemporary visual 

researchers who have been combining mobile methods with digital recording technologies such as voice 

recorders, still photography cameras, and video cameras with remarkable results2. These insightful 

approaches, we feel, have done much to counteract the earlier sedentary bias of place-based research by 

making a sustained effort to drive along, follow along, ride along, and walk along research informants as 

they go about their everyday life practices3.  

 Video is an extremely important “device with which to extend and enliven both the sociological and 

the geographical imagination”4 and especially when utilized in a sensuous and more-than-representational 

manner it can help us in animating and “witnessing” vibrant landscapes and places5. To this effect we 

designed a research study that would employ audio-visual tools as both a cinematic medium for 

documenting people, places, and actions for the benefit of distant audiences, and as a means to collaborate 

with our research participants in order to generate evocative and affective impressions of places meaningful 

to them6. Driven by the will to take mobile video methods outside of urban contexts—where they have been 

primary used thus far—we headed out with our research participants for the “Great Outdoors” of Western 

Canada, an environment where a lot of video work has been going on lately.  

Snow-shoeing, climbing, skiing, cycling, hiking, kayaking, snowboarding, surfing, mountain-biking, 

and several other outdoor recreational pursuits have long been quintessential expressions of many people’s 

lifestyle and leisure. However, a handful of innovations have brought a great deal of change to these 

practices lately. One technological innovation in particular, the high-definition (HD) mobile video camera, 
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has had a great impact on outdoor leisure practices. Increasingly affordable, portable, sophisticated, and 

easy-to-use HD video cameras have made it possible for a growing number of outdoor enthusiasts to record 

their mobile practices in vivid detail in a way that only professional camera crews would have been able to 

achieve in a not-so-distant past, and in some cases in ways that no one would have been able to accomplish 

before. Combined with user-friendly desktop editing software and an ever-growing menu of Internet 

websites capable of streaming user-generated HD content, HDSLR video cameras like the Canon 5D Mark 

III and extremely light, small, portable HD action cameras like the GoPro Hero have for many people 

rendered leisurely outdoor trips into refined audiovisual productions whose logic and aesthetic are driven 

by the desire to not only have a pleasurable time but also entertain distant viewers. 

           Early on in the research process we realized that paper was not the ideal medium to convey our 

findings, or at least that it could not work by itself. Keen on showing our research informants’ videos in 

order to explain their use of this medium, we ourselves turned to video production to record not only our 

interviews but also our short filmic adventure travels with our research participants. For about eighteen 

months between 2014 and early 2015 we collected interview and participant observation data with five 

individuals—three men and two women—known for their independent filmic productions of outdoor 

adventure travel. In addition to traditional “sit-down” interviews we travelled with them to outdoor 

destinations of their choice.

The five separate “go-alongs” consisted of outings focused on filming our participants as they went 

about their outdoor activities. In addition to our interview footage and the footage collected as part of these 

“go-alongs,” we asked each research participant to give us access to their personal image library so we could 

edit a film comprised of both our own original material and their previous work. Our video is the resulting 

collage of this process. In this short report we reflect on what the video teaches us about the nature of our 

research participants’ video gaze. 

Beyond the tourist gaze 

As we began to embark on our go-alongs we learned right away that shooting high-quality video outdoors is 

extremely challenging. Framing a shot in a desired way may require considerable amounts of hiking, skiing, 
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biking, or swimming—while carrying gear and keeping it safe—in order to reach a destination, a vantage 

point, or to get closer to a subject. Keeping a shot steady while moving along with people requires balance, 

concentration, and stable hands and legs. Commanding and applying knowledge of available light, framing, 

and composition is also a demanding task requiring concentration, improvisation, and the ability to multi-

task. Recording good audio is also notably challenging, given the presence of wind and the difficulties 

associated with carrying high-quality microphones over difficult terrain.  

Visual representations of outdoor adventures are rewarding not only for the intrinsic thrills they 

provide their pursuers and their immediate friends and family who get to watch them later, but also for the 

extrinsic rewards they generate. High-quality representations of nature are important vehicles for the 

expression of status and identity of the videographer7. Serious leisure practitioners like our research 

participants, we learned, draw ego-boosting approval from peers (e.g. through numbers of video views or 

“likes” on websites) and paid work opportunities ensuing from their video production.  

The concept of the tourist gaze8 became particularly useful for us at this point. The “tourist gaze” 

can be used to understand how the shooting of visuals works simultaneously as a way of mediating a sense 

of place for distant viewers seeking entertainment, inspiration, and knowledge about a particular travel 

destination, and as a way of conveying information about the identity of the shooter. Nonetheless, the idea 

of the tourist gaze had limited purchase in our research context and so we realized we were in need of 

generating a new concept inspired by the idea of the tourist gaze but also transcending it which would be 

useful for apprehending the dynamics present in our data.  

The GoPro Gaze 

The concept of the tourist gaze, we believe, insightfully articulates how the act of gazing is so powerfully 

socially constructed. “How we are able to see, allowed or made to see, and how we see”9 is informed by 

profoundly meaningful and often taken-for-granted cultural scripts and norms. But the logical coherence of 

the tourist gaze introduced by Urry and Larsen depends on the idea of tourism as “a leisure activity which 

presupposes its opposite, namely regulated and organised work” and as a clear “manifestation of how work 

and leisure are organised as separate and regulated spheres of social practice in ‘modern’ societies.”10 As our 
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data showed us, however, this was not the case for our research participants: serious leisure practitioners for 

whom leisure and professional “careers” intersect in often inextricable ways.11 Indeed in their cases no easy 

distinction of their leisurescapes and workplaces existed.  

 Moreover, Urry and Larsen argue that “tourist relationships arise from a movement of people to, 

and their stay in, various destinations” and that this “necessarily involves some movement through space… 

[and] journeys and periods of stay in a new place or places.”12 While our research participants told us they 

move much throughout the world, and indeed do so often throughout their lives, their journeys and stays 

are not so clearly “sites outside the normal places of residence and work” or experiences of a “a short-term 

and temporary nature.”13 When we took into account the dynamics of our informants’ lifestyle mobilities, 

we could easily see that there was no “obvious intention to return ‘home’ within a relatively short period of 

time.”14 As a matter of fact all our research participants would deeply resent being called “tourists,” and 

while Urry and Larsen’s formulation of the tourist gaze is comprehensive enough to be inclusive of the 

practices of nature-based adventurers, the “tourist” label still seemed inappropriate in our case. 

 There was an additional problem with the application of the tourist gaze to our data. Urry and 

Larsen “link vision and the tourist gaze with the medium of photography, the most important technology for 

developing and extending the tourist gaze” (emphasis added)15. Their choice of photography as the baseline 

medium for the tourist gaze makes sense insofar as the visual practices they describe are interconnected 

with still “blocks of space-time” that enact the memory and imagination of tourists and their families. 

However, photography is not necessarily the ideal medium to convey the mobile taskscapes of our 

adventure athletes and artists. Video is better equipped than photography not only to animate a richer 

sensual experience (for example by tapping into sound) but also a more complex performative dimension, 

for instance by conveying the speed, duration, direction, technique, and rhythm of athletic movements 

throughout timespace. Video, better than photography, is also able to create contentious plots that can turn 

potentially mundane outings into suspenseful adventure. For all of these reasons we coined an original 

concept: the GoPro gaze.  
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 A GoPro Hero (GoPro for short) is an HD micro camera typically used in action and extreme 

action videography. GoPro’s are lightweight, small, and rugged—thus ideal for shooting outdoor adventures. 

For example, the HERO 4 Black model measures 41mm × 59mm × 30 mm and weighs 88 grams (152 

grams with its shockproof and waterproof housing). Equipped with a large variety of different mounts and 

straps the HERO 4 and other GoPro models are easily wearable on the human body and its extensions (e.g. 

helmets), and practically installable on everything from surfboards and bikes to motor vehicles—thus handily 

capturing POV (Point of View) action in a way that a normal camera could not. In addition to shooting Full 

HD and even 4K video, the GoPro’s advantage over other small video cameras also comes from its built-in 

stability, the possibility to operate it from a remote control, and a fixed wide angle lens that allows for an 

immersive perception of mediated movement. Depending on the exact model, GoPro’s cost between $250 

and $500—a relatively affordable price tag that has recently made them, allegedly, the world’s best-selling 

camera.  

 As Chalfen16 outlines, by allowing for high-quality POV action recording, GoPro cameras enable 

users: 

(1) to record “exciting,” even unexpected, scenes of action and locations seldom, if ever, seen, and 

to offer new, fresh, original and memorable perspectives; (2) to record what the camera user sees 

while undertaking a particular unusual, difficult and dangerous activity; and (3) to record what the 

camera user actually looks like or how the camera user appears while actually participating in such a 

particularly unusual, difficult and dangerous activity, in short, often “extreme” sports. 

In accomplishing all of this GoPro’s problematize more than any camera before the notion of presence and 

being there, “allowing a viewer to believe she/he is/was there” together (or perhaps even in lieu of) with the 

adventurers/athletes/artists, and therefore generating “scenes that could not be seen any other way.17 

 Urry and Larsen have observed that: “gradually photographs became cheap mass-produced objects 

that made the world visible, aesthetic and desirable. Experiences were ‘democratised’ by translating them 

into cheap images.”18 There is nothing “cheap” or “mass-produced,” however, about the videos our 

participants produced. Indeed there is nothing particularly “democratic” about them either, as their 
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production—as found out first-hand while trying to mimic their work—demands an intense combination of 

sophisticated gear, athletic kills, adventurous spirit, and the technical capability to shoot and edit sound and 

moving images. The very expression “GoPro” suggests the existence of a selective professional aesthetic 

code, seriousness, and ambition. Going “pro” is in fact synonymous with an upwardly mobile pretension, 

and it is the exact antinomy of an amateur attitude toward image production as cheap, quick, and 

disposable. Consider this: billions of digital photos are shot each year through mobile phones and 

inexpensive cameras. Many of those are then immediately uploaded on Facebook and Instagram or 

instantly sent to friends and family members via mobile phones. The logic of this kind of digital 

photography and the tourist gaze, according to several scholars19 is indeed one of instantaneously 

consumable production and consumption. In contrast, the professional attitude of serious leisure 

practitioners is to take time with reviewing, adjusting, and editing images, as well as mixing sound, choosing 

soundtracks, and patiently rendering, exporting, and uploading large files. So, whereas the tourist gaze is 

about the “now,” the GoPro gaze is about the “later”—when something is good enough to look 

professionally made (and yet independently produced).  

Unlike the “cheap” and quick products of the tourist gaze, videos made from a GoPro gaze succeed 

not only in making distant and often nearly inaccessible places visible, but also in rendering them better lit, 

crispier, more vibrant, and more vividly saturated in color than reality itself. Careful editing gets rid of sore 

spots, material that feels out of place, and visual and sonic noise. The physical movements therein 

represented appear seamless, harmonious, and—even during “epic” episodes of failure—always fun and 

pleasurable. Moreover, through carefully-edited plots contention is generated and dullness eliminated. So, 

whereas the tourist gaze is focused on family and private moments, the GoPro gaze is focused on the action 

of individuals who are adventurous, skilled, and capable of performing exciting public feats for the camera. 

Subjects of the GoPro gaze, in other words, are not in front of the camera for who they are in the relation to 

the videographer and/or because they happen to be there, but rather for what they are able to do and how 

well they do it, and therefore for their material and practical engagement with a taskscape. 
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Furthermore, in contrast to the GoPro gaze the tourist gaze domesticates touristscapes by making 

them seem easily reachable and familiar. The Alps, for example, once perceived as terrifying, ugly, and 

inhospitable were made to look gentle by the initial traces of photographic tourism and eventually became 

an aesthetic baseline measure to compare other beautiful places to20. In contrast, the GoPro gaze often 

strives to maintain the “wildness” of a site and a sight by actively selecting seemingly untamed places that can 

be submitted to the fearless exploratory spirit of their conquerors. In fact, the GoPro gaze would do its 

audiences and producers a disfavor by appearing too serene. Because it is not necessarily commercial—or at 

least because it is not invested in promoting mass-scale capitalist consumption—the GoPro gaze therefore 

does not aim to promote consumption by offering happiness and easy escape. Rather, the “Go” of the 

GoPro gaze grasps the world like a bull, right by its horns, and succeeds in creating a lustful conquest of 

place in vivid and graphic detail, with no erasure of the dangers, pain, and risks of physical mobility.    

 The mobility of the GoPro—as we have found out by using it ourselves—functions in a twofold 

manner. Firstly, as opposed to a still photography camera the GoPro’s functionality and optimal 

performance demands physical movement by its carrier and subjects. The photographic tourist gaze, by 

contrast, gets blurry with too much movement or even any movement at all. The GoPro gaze is instead a 

true cinematic gaze (we must remember that cinema derives from the Latin word for movement: kinema); a 

mobile gaze whose pleasure is evident only in constant movement, in utter refusal of stasis, of stillness. 

Secondly, as opposed to traditional professional videography—which demands a true “crew” with a clear 

division of responsibility and specialized backgrounds—the GoPro gaze is enabled by the smallness, 

lightness, versatility, and the no-limits attitude of independent, even solo, action videography.  

With the GoPro gaze we witness to a true revolution in the identity of producers and consumers of 

action content: a revolution that shows us that adventurers like us “have become bored of being mere 

spectators”21 and have learned on their own how to generate multi-sensuous affects and actions by strapping 

a camera on and by “going pro”—or at least by behaving like one. Our filmic practice has taught us first 

hand not only about the importance of going beyond the tourist gaze, as we have articulated here, but also 
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about the usefulness of the GoPro camera for mobile research—a subject worthy of consideration by 

research and students of cultural geographies writ large. 

As Garrett has articulated “video is a useful geographic research tool because it captures 

movement,” it “tracks the multisensual fluidity and rhythms of everyday life” and it “is capable of recording 

an experiential stream of time in the field as a researcher, in the world as a participant, in the flux and flow 

of passage and encounter on a sliding range of scale, time and space.”22 More than ever before in history 

people have the potential to produce video, often even in High Definition, with easy-to-use and affordable 

technologies always or nearly-always ready at hand. Mobile phones, iPads, action cameras, and video-

recording DSLRs are—as a whole—far more ubiquitous than photographic cameras have been before, and 

infinitely more pervasive than film cameras could ever be. Add to this the uniqueness of body-mounted 

POV cameras like the GoPro and suddenly visual material is not only available from an astounding variety 

of people and places, but also different and unique embodied perspectives. These mountains of material 

produced by amateur film-makers—ranging from the amateurish to the professional level discussed in this 

paper—is in large part freely available for public viewing on YouTube, Tumblr, Vimeo and similar websites. 

Cultural geographers keen on understanding people’s embodied relations with places mediated through the 

lenses of a camera need to do little more than simply point their browsers to these sites and possibly reach 

out to these individuals to better understand their perceptions, experiences, practices, and reflections. And, 

perhaps at times, they might even find it rewarding to strap a GoPro on themselves for a new perspective on 

their vision and movements on the field.    
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