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Netnography as a methodology for consumer and marketing research has been 
introduced in the late 1990s (Kozinets, 1998). It designates an interpretive method 
devised specifically to investigate the consumer behaviour of cultures and communities 
present on the internet. As such it is a written account that results from fieldwork 
studying on-line, computer-mediated or Internet-based communications. Based on the 
traditions and techniques of cultural anthropology, netnography investigates the specific 
instance in which community is formed through computer-mediated communications 
(CMC). The data collected consists of the researcher’s field notes combined with the 
artifacts of the culture or community, and hence this data will be mainly textual such as 
downloaded files of newsgroup postings, transcripts of MUD (multi-user dungeons) or 
IRC (Internet relay chat) sessions, and e-mail exchanges.  
 
Recently, Goulding (2003) stressed the need for a greater emphasis on rich and varied forms 
of data collection in consumer and marketing research in order to get a deeper 
understanding of consumer society. Referring to Geertz (1973, p. 10), Elliott and Jankel-
Elliott (2003, p. 215) suggest correspondingly ethnographic and quasi-ethnographic research 
methods that are able to develop “a ‘thick description’ of the lived experience of consumers”. 
 
This quest for “thick descriptions” is not new at all. In fact, it was part of the motivation behind 
the interpretive turn in market and consumer research. Simultaneously, the comparatively 
new Internet-medium has been widely discussed as a tool for data collection in marketing 
and consumer research (e.g., December, 1996; Gordon, 2000; Abbott, 2001; Evans et al., 
2001; Furrer & Sudharshan, 2001; James, 2002). “The speed, ease, cost and, perhaps, 
novelty of research using the Internet explain its appeal to clients for both quantitative and 
qualitative research (…)” (Nancarrow et al., 2001, p. 137). 
 
Kozinets (1998) points out that netnography is useful for three types of studies and in 
three general ways. Firstly, as a methodology to study “pure cybercultures and virtual 
communities that do not exist off-line in real life, but are manifest exclusively through 
CMC. Secondly, as a methodological tool to study “derived” cybercultures and virtual 
communities, and thirdly, as an exploratory tool to study general topics. 
 
Online communication between consumers has been studied by using netnography 
(Kozinets, 1998; Kozinets, 2002) for understanding their attitudes, perceptions, imagery, and 
feelings. As Kozinets points out, the Internet offers increased opportunities for social group 
participation, where consumers form virtual communities of consumption in order to assert 
social power, to unite, and to claim symbols and ways of life that are meaningful to them and 
the communities they build. Hence, netnographic studies seem to be able to offer those 
“thick descriptions” of the life worlds of consumers, researchers look for. Moreover, 
netnography makes particularly sense for attempts to analyse communities where access 
based on conventional methods is difficult (e.g., Langer, 2003; Pires et al., 2003). 

 
Referring to common ethnographic procedures, Kozinets (2002, p. 63) recommends the 
following methodological stages and procedures for netnographic studies: 



1. Entrée: formulation of research questions and identification of appropriate online fora 
for study 

2. Data collection: direct copy from the computer-mediated communications of online 
community members and observations of the community and its members, interactions 
and meanings 

3. Analysis and interpretation: classification, coding analysis and contextualization of 
communicative acts 

4. Research ethics: “(1) The researcher should fully disclose his or her presence, 
affiliations, and intentions to online community members during any research; (2) the 
researchers should ensure confidentiality and anonymity of informants; and (3) the 
researchers should seek and incorporate feedback from members of the online 
community being researched… (4) The researcher should take a cautious position on 
the private-versus-public medium issue. This procedure requires the researcher to 
contact community members and to obtain their permission (inform consent) to use any 
specific postings that are to be directly quoted in the research” (Kozinets, 2002, p. 65; 
cf. Kozinets & Handelman, 1998). 

5. Member checks: presentations of some or all final research report’s findings to the 
people who have been studied in order to solicit their comments. 

 
Kozinets (1999, p. 254) recommends distinguishing between tourists, minglers, devotees 
and insiders when analysing messages from online community members: Tourists lack 
strong social ties to the group, and maintain a superficial or passing interest in the 
consumption activity. Minglers maintain strong social ties, but are only perfunctorily 
interested in the central consumption activity. Devotees maintain a strong interest in the 
consumption activity, but have few social attachments to the group. Finally, insiders have 
strong social ties to the group and maintain a strong interest in the central consumption 
activity. Kozinets (2002, p. 64) highlights devotees and insiders – i.e. the most enthusiastic, 
actively involved and sophisticated users - as the most important data sources. 
 
As Kozinets notes, netnography is “based primarily on the observation of textual discourse” 
(2002, p. 64) and states that content analysis is used to expedite the coding and analysis of 
data. Hence, any trained communication scholar who is familiar with the rich tradition of 
methods for the analysis of textual discourse might wonder why the study of textual 
discourse on the Internet should be classified as a (quasi-)ethnographic method. Without 
denying its ethnographic relevance, it appears even more legitimate to classify or position 
content analysis of online communication in between discourse analysis, content analysis, 
and ethnography. Content analysis itself is already a well-established method in 
communication and media studies in its own right with a more than 70 years old tradition. 
Originally applied to traditional mass media texts (such as texts and shows in newspapers, 
on radio or TV), there is no reason not to apply it to the Internet as well. 
 
In our own research (Langer & Beckmann, 2005) addressing consumers’ online 
communication about cosmetic surgery, we argue for modifications of Kozinet’s 
guidelines under certain circumstances. While much more details can be found in our 
article, we will highlight a few arguments here. 
 
There are, admittedly, a few differences between content analysis of conventional mass 
media such as newspaper articles or TV-programmes on the one hand and online media 
communication on the other (cf. Stempel II & Stewart, 2000). One difference is the fact that 
mass media are by definition public media. On the Internet, however, it has to be decided 
from case to case (i.e. from IMB to IMB, from Webpage to Webpage, from list to list, from 



dungeon to dungeon) whether we deal with (semi-)private communication or public 
communication. The key to this decision is the access criteria for observation of and/or 
participation in such communication: if access is restricted (e.g. by use of passwords) and 
thus reserved for members only, we can talk about a (semi-)private communication within the 
community and should apply those guidelines and procedures, Kozinets recommends. If 
access is not restricted, i.e. if anybody can participate in the communication without any 
restrictions, this can be defined as public communication. 
 
Clearly, differences between an ethnographic perspective on research ethics and 
communication studies with regard to informed consent should not be neglected. However, 
even from an ethnographic perspective covert research might be an appropriate 
methodology, in particular when studying sensitive research topics. Lee (1993, p. 143) 
distinguishes between an absolutist, a pragmatic and a sceptical position of ethics in covert 
research. Whereas the absolutist position holds that covert research is fatally compromised, 
the sceptical position accepts a positive justification for covert study. The third position, the 
pragmatic perspective, recognizes potential difficulties associated with covert research. It 
acknowledges the need to protect the rights of research participants and the obligation not to 
harm them, but still accepts covert studies, in particular if there is no other way for the 
necessary data to be obtained (ibid., p. 144). 
 
Another difference is the honesty and trustworthiness of online communicators compared to 
other media communicators. “Cyberspace appears to be a dark hallway filled with fugitive 
egos seeking to entrap the vulnerable neophyte” (Solomon, 1996, p. 11). This can, however, 
also be an advantage: “From behind their screen identities, respondents are more apt to talk 
freely about issues that could create inhibitions in a traditional face-to-face group, particularly 
when discussing sensitive topics” (ibid.). Thus, devotees and insiders are not necessarily – 
as Kozinets claims – the most important data sources. Tourists and minglers might be as 
valuable, in particular when analysing sensitive topics, because they feel free to speak 
without necessarily being forced to reveal their true identities. 
 
Our own proposals concerning re-positioning and re-classification of content studies on the 
Internet (i.e. netnography, Langer & Beckmann, 2005) include several implications for the 
methodological procedures and guidelines suggested by Kozinets. These implications do not 
object these procedures in general. They only suggest less rigorous guidelines and 
procedures and a more moderate and open-ended form of inquiry, contingent upon the 
specific research questions raised as well as on the specific context of and set up for a 
particular study.  
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