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ABSTRACT

Netnography is often described as part of ‘techno culture’ and stands as an adaptation of ethnographic
research for digital environments. It provides unique opportunities for medical professionals and
educators to understand these digital interactions, particularly in disease management and overall
well-being. This commentary highlights online health sharing and its challenges, outlines key steps
in netnographic analysis, and delineates future research directions. In conclusion, netnography
offers a promising avenue for health research, particularly in medical education, as individuals’
growing freedom to discuss health-related issues on social media provides valuable opportunities for
educators and healthcare professionals to gain insights into societal perspectives on emerging health
topics. Moreover, netnography findings may serve as a powerful tool for improving health literacy
and shaping evidence-based healthcare communication in an increasingly digital world.
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INTRODUCTION

The digital transformation of healthcare has prompted the proliferation of online health
communities, social media discussions, and virtual support networks, hence shaping how
patients, caregivers, and healthcare professionals (HCPs) engage with medical information.
As a result, netnography has emerged as a powerful qualitative tool for studying these digital
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interactions (1). Researchers have used the method to explore online communities and
digital interactions across multiple disciplines (2-4). Like its antecedent (i.e., ethnography),
netnography investigates cultural behaviours in the digital realm, where social interactions
occur beyond physical spaces. It interprets meanings within online interactions,
expressions, and engagements, which collectively contribute to the term ‘techno culture’ (5).
This conceptualisation includes symbolic vocabularies, digital gestures, and social media
affordances that define virtual interactions.

Understanding digital interactions within social media networks, such as Facebook, Reddit,
Twitter, and TikTok, aligns with broader geographical and sociological theories of spaces
and places (1,6). Virtual environments, including online patient forums, social media, and
professional networks, also serve as dynamic spaces where individuals engage, share their
experiences, and seek medical guidance. These platforms can be conceptualised as places
where digital support and self-care practices occur, closely resembling traditional patient
gatherings in community settings. While some platforms provide essential emotional and
informational support for patients (7-9), others raise concerns about misinformation and
unverified medical advice (10,11).

To date, more members of the public, including patients and caregivers, are accessing online
platforms for health information exchange, peer support, and decision-making. This trend
offers valuable opportunities for netnographic analysis. A previous mapping review reported
a rising trend of published netnographies in nursing research, with 34% of the sample
released in 2021 (6). Furthermore, a netnographic analysis of Twitter discussions on the
evolution of Spanish perceptions and behaviours towards telemedicine during coronavirus
2019 (COVID-19) indicated that the pandemic influenced emotions and topics of interest
associated with telemedicine (12). Another netnographic investigation of self-care practices
among older individuals with chronic diseases found that online communities serve as a
significant source of peer support and knowledge, potentially offering a cost-effective way
to enhance conventional care (13). These findings underscore the need to adopt innovative
approaches, including integrating telemedicine and peer support, in managing infectious
and chronic diseases. It is also imperative to incorporate such interventions into the training
of future healthcare professionals.

Despite the growing recognition of netnography as a valuable research tool, its application
in healthcare studies remains scarce. Its current use largely centres on fields like marketing
and tourism (14), while overlooking other important sectors, such as health or disease
management, as well as medical education and practice. This commentary aims to
address such gaps by exploring the relevance of netnography in healthcare research and
education, with a particular focus on (a) the current situation and challenges of online
health information sharing, which may contribute to the needs of netnography; (b) the steps
involved in netnographic analysis; and (c) the future of netnography research in medical
education.

ONLINE HEALTH INFORMATION SHARING AND ITS CHALLENGES

Online platforms (e.g., Facebook groups, Reddit communities, and disease-specific forums)
provide valuable spaces where individuals with shared health concerns can discuss issues,
offer support, and seek medical advice (15). A key advantage of online health communities is
their accessibility and inclusivity. In contrast, traditional healthcare settings are often limited
by geographical barriers; online communities allow users from different backgrounds and
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locations to exchange experiences and knowledge (16). This is particularly beneficial for
those with rare diseases, chronic illnesses, or mental health conditions who may struggle to
identify local support groups or healthcare providers with specialised knowledge. Moreover,
digital platforms offer anonymity, enabling users to discuss sensitive health issues without
fear of stigma or judgement (3). A scoping review on online support for those with human
immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) revealed
that online support groups serve as platforms for individuals to seek informative or
emotional help (17).

While the internet provides a wealth of health-related information, its unregulated nature
raises questions about accuracy, reliability, and credibility. Many online discussions are
driven by patient anecdotes and layperson experiences, which, while valuable, may lack
scientific validation. A significant concern is the proliferation of health misinformation
and the application of unproven treatments, particularly in areas like cancer treatments,
management of chronic illness, and alternative medicine (18-20). Studies have indicated
that individuals often turn to online sources for self-diagnosis and treatment advice,
sometimes leading to delayed medical care, inappropriate self-medication, or the adoption
of unproven therapies (21). Therefore, netnography research is crucial for understanding
patients’ concerns, identifying cultural and social influences that may affect their treatment
regimens, and providing valuable insights that can enhance medical education and clinical
practice.

Aligned with the educational applications of netnography, recent evidence from medical
education has underscored the urgency of integrating digital-health literacy and online
discourse into curricula. A survey among students at Dutch medical schools found that the
growth of digital-health sites also calls for medical educators to create awareness regarding
the risks of unprofessional online behaviour among medical students (22). Similarly, a
systematic review of social-media usage in graduate medical education showed mixed effects
on education, recruitment, and professionalism, signalling the need to actively guide, teach,
and scaffold digital-professional behaviour (23). Research has also highlighted how online
health communities drive patient empowerment and reflect complex dynamics of peer-
support, misinformation, and patient-provider relations, all of which are conversational
data that can be analysed via netnography (24). These findings align with the present
argument: netnographic insights into public sentiment, misinformation patterns, patient-
peer discourse, and cultural influences provide evidence for updating educational content.
By aligning netnography-derived findings with documented gaps in digital-health training,
educators can better calibrate curricula around health communication, peer-driven support
systems, digital professionalism, and community engagement, ultimately turning online
community data into meaningful teaching and training strategies.

STEPS IN NETNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH

Netnography follows a systematic, structured approach that ensures rigour and credibility
when studying online health communities (1,3). While traditional ethnography relies on
physical engagement, netnographic research involves planning the study, gaining access to
the community (entrée), collecting data, interpreting findings, upholding ethical standards,
and presenting the research outcomes (1,25). Researchers must carefully assess community
dynamics, member interactions, and thematic patterns while adhering to established
qualitative research standards (26). The procedures for netneographic analysis are outlined
in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Six steps in netnographic research.

A fundamental aspect of netnography is its ethical framework, which prioritises the
protection of participant anonymity, data confidentiality, and research integrity.
Information on the internet is often seen as public domain and therefore requires no
informed consent (27). Given the characteristics of online communities and the fact that
traditional ethical rules fail to encompass the intricacies of the distinctive netnographic
research framework, researchers must use a ‘negotiated ethics’ strategy. Convery and Cox
delineated seven fundamental concerns for conducting internet-based research: the level of
intrusiveness; the privacy status of the group (whether public or private); the vulnerability
of the community being studied; the potential for the research to cause harm; the extent
to which anonymity can be protected; the intellectual property rights belonging to the
group; and whether informed consent is necessary in light of these considerations (27). This
suggests that negotiated ethics requires ongoing ethical evaluation to balance academic
inquiry with participant privacy (28).

THE FUTURE OF NETNOGRAPHY IN HEALTHCARE RESEARCH AND
MEDICAL EDUCATION

As online health discourse continues to shape patient behaviours, netnographic research
can inform HCPs’ healthcare decision-making. Medical educators can use netnography
outcomes to help medical students better understand patients’ lived experiences, the
influence of culture on health behaviours, and the unspoken concerns shared in online
communities. This will foster greater empathy, cultural sensitivity, and patient-centred care
in clinical practice.

In the age of big data, artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning-based sentiment
analysis in netnographic research can support extensive investigation of online health
discourse (15). Automated topic modelling and text analysis may enhance the efficiency and
depth of digital health research. For example, the growing use of the internet to express
personal opinions and beliefs supports the social natural language processing (NLP)
research community’s ability to identify and verify correlations between social media
postings and mental health status (29,30).
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The increasing use of telemedicine and virtual healthcare services also highlights the
need for netnographic research to understand patient experiences, digital literacy, and
accessibility challenges. These evolving digital healthcare practices underscore the
importance of incorporating insights from netnographic analysis into medical education
and equipping future healthcare professionals with the skills to evaluate health behaviours,
engage with virtual patient narratives, and help them in decision-making.

CONCLUSION

Netnography offers a lens for comprehending how individuals engage with digital health
spaces, butits contributions to healthcare research and medical education are fundamentally
distinct. In healthcare research, netnography illuminates the lived realities of patients
and communities by capturing real-time narratives, misinformation trajectories, and
culturally shaped interpretations of illness that are often inaccessible through traditional
methods. These findings deepen understanding of patient behaviour, inform public health
communication design, and guide strategies to address misinformation and strengthen
health literacy.

Nonetheless, netnography in medical education and the health professions adds value by
bringing authentic digital discourse into the learning environment. Online patient narratives
and clinician-patient interactions provide rich materials for developing communication
skills, empathic practice, and cultural competence. Analysing digital behaviours among
medical students and clinicians also supports teaching digital professionalism and cultivating
reflective, ethically grounded practitioners. Ultimately, netnographic insights can drive
more responsive curriculum development, deepen case-based learning, and equip learners
to navigate the increasingly complex digital dimensions of contemporary healthcare.

As digital ecosystems and Al-enabled analytic tools continue to evolve and expand the
possibilities of digital ethnography, netnography stands as a dual-purpose methodology that
meaningfully advances both research and education. When applied with careful attention
to ethics and privacy, it enables educators and researchers to align training, practice, and
policy with the realities of a digitally mediated health landscape. This will help prepare a
future workforce capable of engaging critically, compassionately, and competently with the
public in spaces where health knowledge is created, contested, and shared.
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