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Abstract

This paper presents a typology of online contexts for illustrating situational factors that are 

likely to impact webethnographic research. The paper makes distinctions between the online 
and offline scopes of cultural groupings as a primary determinant of data gathering technique. 

Other issues that are relevant from a webethnography perspective include the richness of 
available data, site functionality and the likelihood of accurate online representations by site 

users. This approach differs from currently accepted approaches to categorising websites 
since site functionality or site content does not form the primary basis of differentiation.
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Webethnography: A Typology of Online Contexts and Consequent Research 

Implications

Introduction

Internet-based research is a relatively new approach to empirical social science. Advantages 

to this approach include timely, inexpensive access to data, particularly from Internet savvy 
consumers. Disadvantages include inaccurate representations of user thoughts and feelings 

and difficulty in interpreting non-contextualised data (Kozinets, 2002). Despite the identified 
drawbacks of this approach, there is an overwhelming trend in favour of Internet-based 

market research.

The methods used to capture marketing data via the Internet resemble those found prior to the 
advent of the Internet. Ethnographic techniques are one such example. Common offline uses 

for these techniques are the identification of the cultural underpinnings of consumer brand 

profiles (Schembri, 2009), consumer purchase experiences (McMillan, 2007) and industrial 
buying behaviours and approaches (Diego, Borghini and Golfetto, 2010). Webethnographic 

studies are largely interested in similar areas.

The recent emergence of webethnography heralds a convergence between a long-established 
qualitative research technique and an emergent research context. Currently, little research 

into the effects of this convergence exists. This condition leads to questions regarding the 
reliability and validity of research findings sourced using ethnography in an online context. 

This paper presents a typology of online contexts and their implications from a research 
perspective. The aim of this paper is to provide additional contextual information, which may 

help to interpret the results of webethnographic research and to act as a framework from 
which to judge the most appropriate forms of website in which to study.

Defining Webethnography

Defining ethnography is a difficult task given the lack of agreement between methods and 

approaches used by individual researchers (Desai, 2007). Commonly identified elements of 
this approach are that it is an interpretive, qualitative methodology that focuses on a discrete 

cultural context (Kozinets, 2002; Visconti, 2010). Observational data gathering techniques 
are prominent in the spectrum of ethnographic marketing research however, interpretive 

interviewing and document analysis are also common (Borghini, and Golfetto, 2010; 
DeBerry-Spence, 2008; Diego, Schembri, 2009).

Ethnography involves in depth investigations of cultures and sub cultures. To this end, its 

primary value is in providing an analysis of the effects of these contexts on the behaviours 
and decisions of members within an identified cultural group (Pettigrew, 2000). When 

considering the marketing implications of this technique, ethnographic research is primarily 
used to identify the social and cultural cues that influence buyer activities and perceptions in 

a given market (Goulding, 2005). Disadvantages of ethnographic research include the limited 
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settings in which it can be applied, the time and resource intensive efforts necessary to gather 

the required data and the potential for inaccurate interpretations of findings (Goulding, 2005).

Webethnography (also known by a range of other terms e.g. netnography, online 

ethnography) is, essentially, the application of ethnographic methods to an online context 

(Hine, 2000; Howard, 2002; Kozinets, 2002). Proponents of internet-based research argue 
that the Internet is a cultural product, a cultural context and a data-gathering instrument 

(Hine, 2000; Sade-Beck, 2004). For ethnographic research, this conceptualisation has several 
implications. If the internet is a cultural product, researchers can focus their attention on 

content analysis; if the internet is a cultural context, it is possible to observe social exchanges 
in real time and their consequent effects on behaviour; if the internet is a data-gathering 

instrument, then it is likely that participants will present themselves differently than in an
offline context.

Contexts for Webethnography

Webethnography tends to focus on the analysis of specified online communities through 

artefacts i.e. content created through community discussion boards, blogs and websites. A 
range of issues arises when defining the scope of webethnographic studies.

Defining the boundaries of the empirical context of the study can be problematic. In most 

cases, researchers choose to focus on one discussion group site (e.g. Nelson and Otnes, 2005;
Yim, Tse, and Chan, 2008). This approach has the advantage of providing a discrete research 

context; however, it ignores other relevant data. Nelson and Otnes (2005), for example,
account for some of the issues that this raises by supplementing their examination of an 

online community with offline, face-to-face interviews with some members of the online 
community in their study. While this may account for some of the limitations that result from 

focus on a specific discussion group, they do not account for all of the potential social and 
cultural cues that are influential, including other websites, advertising, in-store experiences 

etc (Kozinets, 2002).

The motivations and consequent behaviours of users arise as another issue. When exploring 
the link between offline behaviour and online behaviour in a community health site, 

Maloney-Krichmar and Preece (2005) distinguished several member types. Users could either 
be key community members who post messages on a regular basis over long periods of time, 

community members who are highly active for a period, community members whose activity 

levels are less intense over long and short periods of time, and lurkers who view messages 
but do not post or post infrequently. A notable issue observed by some researchers is the 

difference between how a user presents themselves online and how they present themselves 
offline (Sade-Beck, 2004).

The nature of communications is another issue. The content of the message, the chosen 

medium, the frequency of communication and the context in which the message is delivered 
all influence webethnographic research. While it can be argued that communication is the 

analytical unit of most interest to researchers, determining what communications are worth 
studying and how is a difficult task.
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A Typology of Online Contexts

At least three previous attempts to define a typology of online content in a manner usable for 
researchers appear in the literature. Richter, Riemer, Vom Brocke, and Große böckmann

(2009) present a typology of online social networking sites based on the purpose for site 

usage. This typology categorises sites as either, public sites, business sites, content sites, 
targeted sites, domain sites, activity sites and micro sites. Kozinets (2002) also presents a 

typology based on site content. Five categorisations of websites are presented: boards, 
independent web pages, lists/ listservs, and multiuser dungeons/ chat rooms. Kozinets (2002)

typology is designed specifically as basis for webethnographic research. Kaplan & Haenlein
(2010) present a typology that focuses on self presentation/ disclosure and social presence/ 

media richness.

Of the typologies mentioned, the first two emphasize site functionality as a primary 
dimension of differentiation between online contexts. While this approach does present an 

attractive option from a research perspective, it may not encompass the entirety of the 
community in question. As discussed above, there is a possibility that interactions between 

community members occur in contexts other than in the website(s) examined. In addition, 
both typologies do not explicitly consider the richness of data available. This is a topic of 

interest to webethnographic researchers. Kaplan & Haenlein (2010), however, consider the 
relationship between user self presentation and the level of media richness to define a variety 

of online contexts. Of the three typologies considerd there is no explicit consideration of the 
types of research techniques that might be appropriate in given online settings. This is 

particularly noteworthy due to the dynamic and evolutionary nature of online content.

Figure 1presents a typology of Webethnographic research contexts and recommendations for 
the types of data gathering techniques that are thought to be most appropriate. The websites 

thought to be of most importance for this type of research are those that facilitate online 
interaction between users. 

The Site Functionality variable provides a basic categorisation in terms of the level and type 

of interaction facilitated by an identified website or group thereof. Site functionality is 

described in terms of the level of capability available to users. A simple site would allow only 
a limited amount of communication between site participants. Examples include online blogs 

or bulletin boards. Communications that are more complexoccur with the increase in the 
level of site functionality. Using Kaplan & Haenlein’s (2010) categorisation, online social 

networking sites such as Facebook and MySpace offer the ability for a greater variety of 
communications formats and encourage greater user engagement than online blogs. The most 

complex communications occur in virtual worlds such as second life which attempt to 
resemble real life situations and allow the richest form of communication currently available 

in an online context.

The Community Coverage variable describes the scope of the cultural or social group under 
investigation. Online interaction encompasses the opportunity for engagement through a 

community website, other related websites and through one-to-one communications 
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facilitated through online technologies (e.g. email, instant messaging). Offline 

communication involves all other forms of group member communications. Figure 1
illustrates that in simple and moderately complex sites, members interact in both online and 

offline contexts. In complex sites, there is less need to interact in an offline context and, as 
such, the virtual world becomes a replacement for real life. This is not to say that member 

interactions occur exclusively in an online context. Rather, offline interactions occur to a 
lesser extent than for less complex sites.

The Richness of Public Online Data variable describes the type of content that users can 

make available to other online community members. For simple sites, written text and limited 
audio-visual information is presented. For complexsites, everything from body language of 

the avatar to its clothing and appearance communicate messages to other users. In addition, 
the location in the virtual world frequented by the avatar communicates certain information 

about the member. These forms of communication are conducted in addition to online chats/ 
instant messaging.

The Likelihood of Genuine Online User Presentation variable describes how likely it is for 

users to reveal their identities, feelings and/ or thoughts about issues that are discussed 
through online forums. Weiss, Lurie, & MacInnis (2008) argue that user goal orientations 

determine how credible other users perceive their contributions. Figure 1 contends that the 
richer and more complex the online context, the more likely users are to present genuine 

feelings. If the context directly links an accurate offline identity with online communications, 
however, the genuineness of online communications is lower. Identities are less likely to be 

linked to actual users in virtual worlds and online social networking sites only allow a limited 
number of ‘friends’ to view user generated content. In blogs, however, there is no 

requirement for an accurate identity to be associated with user comments.

Recommended Research Approach

Offline Hybrid Online
Site Functionality Simple Moderate Complex

Community Coverage Online + Offline Online + Offline Online only

Richness of Public 
Online Data

Poor to Moderate Moderately Rich Very Rich

Likelihood of Genuine 
Feelings Presentation

Low to Moderate Moderate High

Likelihood of Accurate 
Identity

High Moderate Low

Figure 1 A Proposed Typology of Webethnographic Research Contexts

Figure 1 makes recommendations for the scope of webethnographic research. In simple sites, 

it is likely that richer, more genuine information can be gathered in an offline context. As 
such, it is probably best to search for this information in that context. In the case where site 

functionality allows more complex interactions, with user interactions also occurring offline, 
it is likely to be better to incorporate a mix of online and offline contexts. In the case where 

users primarily communicate through an information rich virtual world, it is likely that 
context will provide considerable data and be appropriate for an online only approach. Of 

course, these suggestions are based on the assumption that researchers are interested in 

understanding group interactions at the macro level. Depending on the study itself, 
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researchers may see the online environment as one of many contextual variables that require 

consideration.

Establishing the validity and reliability of webethnographic findings continues to be an issue

for online contexts that do not encourage the association between user offline identity and 

their online participation (Sade-Beck, 2004). Users who adopt an online personality can
overemphasise feelings towards certain issues particularly in the case where anonymity is 

assured. Further, it is difficult to determine all of the social underpinnings of online 
communications or artefacts created by users since not all contextual information is conveyed 

through online portals. In addition, online experiences are subjective in nature, although some 
debate currently exists regarding the ability of simple messages to convey the intended 

message through an online medium (Bailey and Bolls, 2009; Boyle and Lathrop, 2009). 
Researchers employ a range of approaches to account for these issues which mostly involve 

test-retest methods, the use of techniques to establish external validity (such as participant 
interviews) and examining sources for internal consistency (Kozinets, 2002; Nelson and 

Otnes, 2005).

Conclusion

This paper presents a typology of online contexts and user behaviour that potentially 
influence research outcomes. The typology is thought to be useful when conducting 

webethnographic research and for assessing the merits of outcomes of such techniques. This 
paper argues that more value can be derived from webethnography if research is focused on 

communities that interact primarily online through rich communications. Communities that 
only interact online in a limited manner are considered less appropriate for webethnography. 

In terms of research guidelines, this paper is useful as a basis for further research. Guidelines 

for the application of rigor in webethnography developed so far include:

1. the need to employ rigorous validity and reliability tests;
2. to ensure both offline and online elements of a particular group are accounted for in 

research approaches;
3. to ensure that research that focuses on the online domain is done on the basis of 

relatively rich online content; and,
4. to take measures to ensure that online user presentation is factored into the research 

findings. 

Beyond this, agreement is necessary between webethnographic scholars, and ethnographic 
scholars more broadly, to ensure there are commonly accepted definitional benchmarks 

against which webethnography can be measured.
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