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The purpose of the work was to study the methodology of research on sensitive topics, of which cosmetic surgery was a study theme. The background for this paper is a broad and indepth customer study on the cosmetic surgery (Langer 2003b), which has been published previously by the one author of this article.

The introduction of the article presents, that even though cosmetic surgery has become easier technologically to make and for customer to obtain, and even though it has gained media attention, it is still a sensitive topic. Cosmetic surgery has been studied a lot in social sciences in general, maybe because body has become an asset in social relations and it is a marketable entity, however consumer research has only generated few related empirical studies.

Internet has not only provided an anonymous channel for people interested in plastic surgery to find information about it, but equipped researchers with a channel to obtain customer information of the sensitive topic. In this study internet message board on a popular web site, "Plastic Surgery" was chosen for further analysis.

Netnography is according to Kozinets (1998, 1999, 2002) "a new qualitative research methodology that adapts ethnographic research techniques to study cultures and communities that are emerging through computer-mediated communications". It is less time consuming, potentially less obtrusive and less costly than other methods. Netnographical methodology includes the following stages: entree, data collection, analysis and interpretation, research ethics and member checks.

After presenting the methodology used in consumer and market research and media content analysis, the authors discuss the implications and limitations of internet on the methdology to study sensitive issues. One important aspect is whether research is dealing with semi-private or public communication. Thus, the question concerning the internet page is, if access is restricted or if it is not. An absolutist, a  pragmatic and a sceptical position of ethics in covert research is explained. 

Authors end up concluding that 1) the communication content of internet is comparable to any other mass media and the procedures of content studies are applicable, 2) both qualitative and quantitative content analysis are possible for online data, 3) ethical guidelines proposed by Kozinets should be revised. They are too rigorious in public communication and should only be restricted to semi-private online communication. The looser, but well-established ethical guidelines of communication and media studies should be applied, because they do not endanger  obtrusiveness of the studies. 

The rest of the paper presents briefly the findings concerning cosmetic surgery internet discussion in order to illustrate, which types of results can be conducted by applying content analysis in the study of online communication. Information seeking and offering behaviour was the most common form of communication. Third important topic were the personal experiences related to surgery.

The article is well-written, but being a methodological and mainly theoretical work it maybe needs several readings to open to a good scientific review and supplement to the current knowledge in the methodology of social, customer and internet-related studies.  

