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Abstract. In this study, I would like to understand the background of 
sharing coffee online and get to know why it encourages young people to 
post their coffee. I analyse the two popular parts of our everyday lives, 
coffee and Instagram, and their connection points, which are coffee posts as 
communication tools and their posting and content sharing itself as a form 
of communication. In my theoretical background, I reflect on the process of 
coffee becoming a consumer product, the relationships between cafés and 
the public, and I reflect on the features of Instagram that captivate young 
people and enable online social rites. Regarding the question of presence, 
I am looking for the answer to the peculiarities of the relationship between 
online and offline, the dissonance caused by the simultaneous appearance 
on the two stages. The aim of the paper is to compare the traditional and 
the online characteristics of the coffee community and to interpret it as 
a rite. Based on the theoretical background of digital ethnography, using 
participatory observation and photomontage techniques, I explore attitudes 
and motivations among the Generation Z young people in Târgu-Mureş in 
terms of this activity. These two evocative methods, further interpreting the 
visuals of Instagram, allow interpretation not only from an aesthetic point of 
view but also in terms of the analysis of their symbol system, background, 
and motivations. In my interpretations, the acceptance of manipulation, the 
attitude of reality, the social characteristics of online coffee communities, 
the relationships between Instagram visuality and Generation Z media 
consumption needs, compensation practices that use coffee posts as an excuse 
and provide insight into the self-reflexive process of coffee post backgrounds 
are explicated. In my final conclusions, I outline the system of likeability for 
coffee posts as a feature of competitive, community photography. I refer to 
the sharing of coffee online as new contexts of parasocial relations, and I 
also reflect on coffee posts as a self-branding opportunity that can be used as 
a tool for self-expression.
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Introduction

Examining the relationship between coffee and Instagram, I would like to 
understand and interpret the social practice entrenched in the online space, 
which shapes the everyday lives of contemporary consumer society, especially 
young adult’s lives, almost unnoticed. There are few such widespread actions 
that define our daily routine that are as connected to our daily activities as 
posting coffee (making it available online). The social group that is involved in 
this topic is made up of the Internet users. It is produced and consumed by many 
people, whether they compose the image themselves or not. What do I mean 
by consuming coffee posts? As we browse, we do not only find or encounter 
information directly on the Internet based on the search terms we enter, but we 
also see a lot of seemingly incidental information that we do not even perceive at 
the moment, including Instagram posts about coffee. My research reflects on the 
motivation behind coffee posts, the attitudes associated with it, and the identity-
expressing aspect influencing representations, which has become describable 
through a self-reflexive method.

1. The Origin and Role of Coffee Consumption in 
Modern Societies

Coffee can be considered a consumer good if we focus on how it is grown and 
sold. In my research paper, I discuss the origin of coffee only tangentially because 
I examine it more as a symbol. Nevertheless, the historical and social significance 
of coffee cannot be ignored because the spread of coffee did not start today. For 
us, coffee is part of our everyday lives; however, this has not always been the 
case even though it is hard to imagine today that there used to be a world without 
coffee. Until the mid-fifteenth century, coffee was completely unknown.

Coffee consumption first became established and incorporated into the culture 
among the peoples of the Red Sea region and then spread worldwide during 
the Age of Discovery. Coffee then became one of the great success stories of 
changing consumer habits, quickly becoming popular and a consumer product 
that transformed the early modern world. Although attitudes towards it were 
controversial in all societies at the beginning of its appearance, it soon found its 
place among more traditional beverages, such as beer, wine, water, and juices (see 
Cowan, 2005), so much that we can now easily talk about coffee culture and even 
coffee cultures.1 Coffee consumption is universal in its own way. Every nation 
drinks coffee, and, as Williams Harrison Ukers writes, it has become a basic human 

1 More on the history of coffee and its social historical phenomenon: Jolliffe, Lee, 2010; Varga, 
V.–Dúll, Andrea, 2001; Kleidas, M.–Jolliffe, L., 2010; Gondola, A., 2015.
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need. This efficiency enhancer that complements human energy, according to 
Ukers, has become adored for two reasons: its efficiency enhancement and its 
pleasurable, experiential look (Ukers, 1922). Visual experience is associated with 
its popularity, and even with an experience that was once composed for their 
microenvironment and today for the entire global village, but specifically for the 
coffee community with the help of the World Wide Web.

2. The Relationship between the Public and Cafés

In the coffee community of the 1700s, the communicative event in the café 
was the expression of: identity, the social life corresponding to the rank, and 
interpersonal communication. According to Gábor Gyáni, “[...] Within the 
framework of the public space that differentiates during the separation of the 
private and public spheres, the café is at most a sphere of the semi-public. If the 
street, with its ‘democratism’ and its unrestricted accessibility to all, provides 
the fullness of a neutral public, a café-separated public space that separates the 
crowd and attracts socially filtered guests is a transition between privacy and 
metropolitan mass life” (Gyáni, 1996). How does this manifest itself in today’s 
social media? Does Instagram mean a semi- or a fully democratized public space?

3. Online Communities

What does the online community mean? One of the earliest definitions originates 
from 1993, given by Rheingold, who states that virtual communities are social 
congregations that appear on the Internet when enough people have open 
discussions with the right human feelings and form a network of personal 
relationships in cyberspace (Rheingold, 1993). With the advent of social media, 
the emergence of online groups has accelerated, and their numbers have jumped 
by orders of magnitude. These groups are organized and articulated along 
different themes and motivations, but some of their characteristics, such as the 
way they are organized, the development and functioning of communication 
and hierarchy within the group, are very similar. The similarities between the 
groups organized in the social media were systematized by Adrienn Ujhelyi. 
According to the author, based on empirical studies, it can be clearly stated 
that fundamental similarities, norms, and roles are formed in the same way, the 
same group dynamic processes take place, a common language, group structure 
develops, and conformity or group polarization occurs under appropriate 
conditions (Ujhelyi, 2013: 3). In this case, the mapping of coffee communities 
can show similar characteristics both online and in real space.
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4. Sharing the Act of Drinking Coffee Online as a Rite

Just as in the coffee house communities of the 1700s, we can find in today’s 
online communities the practice of coffee making, talking about coffee, making 
narratives and then pictorial representations about coffee. Examining from an 
anthropological view the reason for coffee posts, Victor Turner’s rite theory can 
help to form a coherent picture of the cause-and-effect relationships. According 
to Turner, the rites that appear in folk cultures are the basis of social cohesion: 
these symbolic practices are able to ensure the survival of a given society even 
in times of crisis (Turner, 1969). So, if we look at coffee consumption as a rite, 
then we can understand why a “coffee community” can be formed even online. 
Therefore, if we interpreted making coffee and posting it as a rite, we must say 
that in the practice of posts about coffee we can identify an action that promotes 
a very strong group identity. We can even say that within a given age-group/
community, these posts (content) create strong cues and meanings that are easily 
decoded and confirmed by the participants. In Durkheim’s work, we can read 
that at the base of every rite there is a separation of sacred and profane elements, 
and there is no social rite in which elements of religious origin cannot be found 
(Durkheim, 2002). Coffee used to be a status symbol. Coffee was consumed only 
by the élite, but today, thanks to its widespread use, it has changed significantly. 
In this new environment, coffee is a source of prosperity, happiness, young adult 
status, and so on. It has become a symbol that hashtags make visible in the online 
space. These image compositions also contain a series of hidden symbols such as 
watch, book, ring, etc. displayed in coffee posts.

Martín-Barbero Jesus’s popular example of the transformation from profane 
to sacred comes from advertisements: “[...] simple activities such as washing, 
scrubbing, cleaning, and ironing have been transformed, become poets, and 
somehow become transcendent. Just think of how advertising makes a bottle of 
Coca-Cola a magical source of energy, wisdom and beauty – a source of life and 
youth itself” (Martín-Barbero, 1997). Similarly, the private/amateur coverage of 
coffee and coffee consumption on social media is increased. In these images, 
the act of drinking coffee becomes a rite that can create islands of peace and 
happiness almost anywhere. At the same time, the themes are closely related to 
wisdom and love.

In fact, this kind of reading of posts about coffee is made possible by ritual 
communication, which is based on the unified vision and emotional world of 
the community. It creates a symbol system in which trends, relationships, and 
models can be recognized.
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5. What Do We Share on Social Media?

Manovich divides the photos we post into three groups: casual, professional, and 
design photos (Manovich, 2017). However, Csilla Sebestyén and Zoltán Dragon 
warn that “within these, of course, a relatively large variance is possible based on 
the social, cultural, and aesthetic values of the users, which also have local and 
demographic aspects” (Dragon, 2018: 206).

Serafinelli (2018) highlights the peculiarities of the images. According to her, 
visual messages pass through different places. Photographs are taken in one 
place and appear in another. They are very easy to record and send; their value 
or significance often varies between time and platforms. In this case, meanings 
are limited by a number of socio-cultural contexts. These social and cultural 
environments need to be identified in order to learn more about the background 
of this habit. It is essential to know the environment in the online world in order 
to be able to recognize and adapt interpretations – just like in society, Serafinelli 
says, with different cultural contexts and tools of objects that can modify what 
they mean. In analysing the photo-sharing practices of the participants in the 
research, she realized that photographs cannot be seen as evidence of “who”, 
“where”, and “what” are part of reality but as evidence of bias, an ideologically 
captured interpretation of how the creators or decision makers have perceived 
and rebuilt reality (Serafinelli, 2018). The photos provide us several meanings 
intentionally yet not directly. “The use of the Internet, social media platforms, and 
smart mobile devices is leading to drastic changes in social habits. The growing 
practice of online photo sharing is changing traditional approaches to and about 
photography. Nowadays, photographs reveal the unclear contrast between real 
life and mediatized life” (Gefter, 2006). According to Alise Tifentale:

Competitive photography has always been communal, social in nature. 
Photographs exhibited or published in books were openly sponsored by 
other photographers. [...] This type of photography [...] closely follows the 
textbook prescriptions and conventions of a chosen pictorial paradigm. Or, 
in other words, the main criterion of competitive photography is likeability. 
In order for someone to take favorite pictures, they have to follow the rules. 
(Tifentale, 2016, qtd. in Dragon–Sebestyén, 2018: 205)

The rules mentioned above created a time for coffees pleasing to the eye. 
As a result, a class of postable and non-postable coffees emerged. A number of 
considerations determine when a coffee composition is spectacular enough to be 
published on Instagram.
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6. Snapshot Culture

Social media and smart mobile devices are targeting new forms of 
interactivity that combine the representative and communicative 
capabilities of images. As discussed, since their arrival, smart mobile 
devices have further enhanced the quantity and diversity of social forms 
of visuality (online communities, forums, social networking sites, etc.). 
Towards one of the most spectacular transformations of the traditional 
functions of photography: towards snapshot culture. (Chalfen, 1987)

Because of its visibility in online space, reality is not perceived by posters, 
which creates tensions in human relationships. In social media, people also 
feel that they cannot be present in the online and real world at the same time 
without losing their attention and care in one or the other. Perhaps under the fear 
of devaluation, we are moving towards the fast, snapshot sharing described by 
Chalfen.

7. Method(ology)

“You learn the [ethnographic] method, not what you start with”, says Daniel Miller 
in his YouTube presentation. The ethnographic method can be transferred to the 
online space, but it is not an endless field, rather a new learning opportunity that 
helps to understand today’s society. In my research, I follow the method of digital 
ethnography and the approach implicated by the method.2 I base my research on 
exploring what online representations are produced in the case of a pre-selected 
group and what cultural characteristics and social practices they refer to.

Daniel Miller mentions the benefits of digital anthropology in connection 
with the coronavirus epidemic, highlighting that people online share much 
more information with researchers than in real space. When someone visits 
their home, for example, they do not behave naturally: they get ready, they get 
ready for the reception, which is already an intervention in the field. However, 
the digital world liberates them, being less bound there by the interpersonal 
norms of the real world. In his view, anyone who interprets online and offline 
participation in cultural anthropology as two completely separate fields is 
not doing the right thing. If we do offline research based on different cases, 

2 My interest in the ethnographic methods is based on an article by András Vajda, which analysed 
the Facebook activity of a local poet (who is also a teacher, journalist, and local historian), 
following issues like: what kinds of routines characterize the individual within the new media 
context and what cultural patterns influence these activities? See: Vajda, 2017.
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interpretations, why would it be different online? (Miller, 2020).3 Individuals’ 
identities are projections of societies based on different socio-cultural 
characteristics as well as our online identity using the concept of Katalin Fehér 
(2015). So, if in real spaces individuals are able to become imprints of the 
cultural characteristics of society, this also applies to them in the online space. 
The digital world shows an expanded horizon, but – as I mentioned above – it 
is not an endless field since, just as physical research produces many different 
contexts, it is no different in the online space. At the beginning of my research, 
I wanted to explore the data through participatory observation, which is also 
important in the online space. This is not a series of independent interviews 
whose data can be compared to content found on the Internet. Participatory 
observation is an “evocative method” (Boellstorff, 2018: 188) which assumes 
that culture is in the human, and if someone is able to convey information about 
it, s/he allows the researcher to gain insight into his or her world of thought. In 
this case, the observed persons belong to a pre-defined group into which they 
are classified on the basis of their social cultural data. In my case, the research 
population consists of participants in the 20–24 age-group from Târgu-Mureş. 
Looking at Instagram as my number one field, I aim to reflect on a community 
whose behaviour is comparable both in online and in realistic (geographically 
limited) spaces. In their study, Krisztina Dörnyei and Ariel Mitev describe social 
media as a field. According to them, this field is:

A community structure consisting of relationships between individuals 
or organizations, which include social relationships between participants, 
and information about themselves. There are variations based on leisure 
or professional information. In addition to connections, they are also a 
means of self-expression for users; with different applications and content 
uploading, they can make their profiles unique and can communicate what 
they want to say. (Dörnyei–Mitev, 2010: 58)

Preparations before the pandemic showed participant observation and 
personal encounter as suitable research methods. However, due to the Covid-19 
epidemic, my method has slightly changed: online observation and conversations 
became feasible. In the light of these changes, I have placed more focus on 
online representations. I use a new method known to me from the writings of 
Vincze Dalma, which is the mixed method of photomontage and semi-structured 
interview (in my case, partly participatory observation, partly semi-structured 
interview) (Vincze, 2019). The photomontage technique, also known as the 

3 Miller, D. (2020). How to Conduct an Ethnography during Social Isolation. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=NSiTrYB-0so&t=241s. Further methodological reports on digital ethnography: 
Fuchs, 2020; Hine, 2015; Madianou–Miller, 2012; Mason, 2011.
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collage method, is a method used in new wave marketing research. Horváth and 
Mitev point out that this method may be suitable for exploring content (such as 
instinctive dimensions of self-representations) that is built up from memories and 
unquestionable content (for example: it can be used to evoke the motivations and 
effects behind coffee making and coffee-related posts). Collages can successfully 
bring emotions and background information to the surface (Horváth–Mitev, 2015).

Another important advantage of this method is that the production and use 
of such edited content – such as clips, short commercials, or the possibilities 
offered by Web 2.0 applications (Instagram) – is very typical of the young age-
group I have studied as well. Instagram is characterized by collage; the profiles 
function as large montages. “An individual profile created on social media sites 
is also a ‘montage’ of many, many images taken together. The total images can 
be considered as self-representations” (Vincze, 2019: 59). Pictures of coffee 
published on Instagram also tell stories about us and represent us. What others 
read from these is also a very exciting question, but, from the point of view of my 
research, what is very important is what self-reflexive process they initiate and, 
as a result, what Instagramers say about themselves and the motivations of their 
coffee-based posts based on my montages.

Why do I find the young adult group relevant for researching coffee online? 
This age-group is affected in several ways by coffee and its display on Instagram. 
Users of social media are primarily young people, members of Generation Z, 
who are active on social media for up to 10–12 hours a day (Guld–Maksa, 2015; 
Tőkés–Velicu, 2015), and this produces a lot of created/shared content. The 
whole concept of Instagram was invented for them.

Today’s young people are members of a generation that grows up on 
the Internet and knows its visual and linguistic world. This means they 
handle short, pictorial, up-to-date, truly real-time information. This age-
group is characterized by “brief attention”; therefore, most of the messages 
addressed to them should be structured on the basis of the principle of 
“less is more”; simplification and focus on the essence lead to results. 
(Törőcsik et al., 2019: 6)

The research of the worldviews and motivations behind the posts was carried 
out in a micro-community meeting these criteria: among Hungarian students 
living in the Transylvanian urban environment.

In terms of research, important motivations and attitudes emerged from 
Generation Z members’ coffee posts. In the course of their analysis, generational 
characteristics and their behavioural patterns have come to the surface, which 
explain the motivations to create coffee posts nowadays. The transformation of 
coffee into a consumer article has initiated serious economic and cultural processes 
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in modern societies. In the list of the most valuable brands in the world compiled 
by Forbes, coffee brands (Nescafé, Starbucks) are in the 34th and 37th places.4

The spread of coffee and the increase in its economic role can be well traced, 
but what are the social effects? I have mentioned above that coffee is universal 
in its own way – every nation drinks coffee and makes coffee a little differently. 
However, as in many other sectors, the symbolic social practices associated 
with coffee are globalizing due to the spread of media, network systems, and the 
Internet. Many formerly local, national coffee-making and consumption practices 
are becoming popular around the world, and fixed forms of coffee are spreading 
on online platforms (e.g. dalgona coffee).

8. Summary. What Do Coffee Posts Say?

Coffee houses were the arenas of civil society, and coffee can be interpreted as a 
pledge and means (also) of participation in public reasoning (Habermas, 1999). 
Instagram’s coffee communities remind us of the semi-democratized world of 
cafés (Gyányi, 1996). Instagram gives almost anyone (provided they have the 
right tools, Internet access, and knowledge to use it) the opportunity to access 
this online public space after registration. In this sense, Instagram is the street 
where – just as the gates of coffee houses were only open to citizens – new 
coffee houses, more precisely, coffee communities are being created. This coffee 
community reproduces itself.

Who can be part of the online coffee community? As in traditional coffee house 
culture, no one is admitted here, only individuals who know and recognize the 
rites, symbols, and norms of the community, based on which the community as a 
system decides and filters who can be part of the community and who can become 
dominant within the community. The rules of community-building (community 
organizing and maintaining communication) are the way a given generation 
communicates. To gain membership and increase status within the community: 
you need to respond, comment, and reproduce if you want to become a recognized 
member. As in the offline space, social media has the characteristics and rules 
of age-appropriate and platform-related social construction communication that 
play a decisive role. Coffee is also important in building social networks and 
connections. We do not have coffee with anyone. Our roles, which we express 
during contact/conversations, change during coffee. Our attitude and behaviour 
towards our partner change when our relationship with the person reaches a 
level where we have coffee together. The act of drinking coffee creates a familiar, 
intimate environment and atmosphere that can be interpreted as a rite, which 

4 Forbes’s annual list of The World’s Most Valuable Brands: Retrieved on: 29 September 2020, 
from: https://www.forbes.com/the-worlds-most-valuable-brands/#3323e9be119c.
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can have a positive effect not only on friendly but also on formal (e.g. workplace) 
collaborations. Traditionally, a series of community experiences and interpersonal 
communication acts have been built around coffee. The need for these has not 
disappeared with the advent of digital interfaces either; we are not only looking 
for an audience but a community.

As in the physical world, the individual demands and searches – as many 
times as possible – create situations in the online space through which one can 
interact with other individuals. Coffee has an important role to play in both 
overcoming loneliness and fostering interpersonal relationships. It can be the 
perfect “excuse” to talk to others, and this feature is also available online. At the 
same time, not only the structure of the coffee communities but also the network 
of each individual is outlined along the likes and comments given to each coffee 
post. Since it has become available, coffee has lost its interpretation as a status 
symbol. However, in coffee posts, there are also objects that carry an underlying 
message. They seek to convey the sacredness of the coffee moment, prosperity, 
happiness, and young adult status. In the course of my research, it has become 
apparent that communication situations based on a mature symbol system are 
hidden in the background of coffee posts.

Interactions at the level of coffee posts are not just for aesthetic purposes, but 
they convey an important message between members of the online community. 
The notion of the “perfect image” much mentioned in the conversations points to 
an essential feature of the coffee community: manipulation is accepted and even 
expected here. It is necessary to edit and retouch the images to create something 
beautiful for the community. At the same time, coffee posts are also constructed 
in terms of content.

Generation Z members, according to research, clearly do not consume # coffee 
content with those they are physically close to each other and could even do 
so by having regular coffee together. Many times, it is precisely the frustration 
that arises from their posts that (due to lack of time, distance, etc.) they cannot 
come into contact with the people with whom they would definitely like to share 
this moment. However, they also feel important to support each other with their 
reactions to those who only meet based on searching for # coffee or feed filters. 
These rites are key elements because they are used by the “lonely” generation 
to satisfy their social needs. The coffee post can also be seen as a compensatory 
practice for the desire for physical connections online (see Marquard, 2001). 
Compensation is considered to be one of the most important motivations behind 
the coffee posts. This motivation takes the concept of parasocial relations to a new 
level as it is no longer limited to individuals we consider celebrities, but it also 
allows us to make parasocial interactions with any person who is not close to us 
physically but virtually. From a gender perspective, coffee posts are important 
for the messaging channel of both sexes; however, in terms of the content of 
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their messages and the tendency of content organization, quite a lot of gender 
characteristics can be observed. While boys articulate a more informative, clearer 
message, girls are more likely to articulate their messages in an emotionally 
overheated or contemplative mood. Manipulation-based messaging as a procedure 
can be observed for both sexes, while a more marked difference can be observed in 
the numbers of variation in the produced content. In the context of the pandemic 
situation, the case of posting dalgona coffee (coffee consumption and coffee 
representation) also points to the previously mentioned globalizing trend of coffee 
culture. During the epidemic, Seoul, more precisely Dalgona in the South Korean 
region, will become a central player in the visual coffee narratives expressed in 
the online space. The region, which is the pinnacle of digital development and 
literacy as well as with regard to the number of cafés per capita, is also becoming 
the creator of mainstream forms of online coffee. The dalgona challenge is already 
producing worldwide many reproductions, just as in Târgu-Mureş.

What do young people say with coffee posts? A regionally recognizable 
relationship between coffee and adulthood has been explored. The stories about 
their first coffee experience are clearly an act with the characteristics of an 
initiating rite. The initiates are already members of adult society.

The relationship between visuality and coffee . It should be noted that the 
Instagram generation prefers pictorial, short, and real-time information content. 
This has also been noticed by the marketing and advertising industries. Young 
people’s coffee preferences are primarily based on the appearance of the coffee. 
At the same time, visual appearance is the aspect that determines postability. 
As for the community characteristics of coffee distribution, it is important to 
note that this community is also organized on the basis of common interest and 
reinforcement (sympathy and its expression). It is a well-known and recognized 
action among this age-group, which is a daily routine for them. However, there 
is also a kind of frustration in these actions; they feel that their interpersonal 
relationships in the real world decrease and the online presence is becoming 
more and more pronounced. The cure for this is the snapshot culture, the 
possibility of quick sharing although (as discussed above) these posts are mostly 
created through lengthy preparations. So, this procedure cannot completely 
resolve the discomfort of Generation Z either. Members of the coffee community 
produce content that meets the criteria of competitive photography (Tifentale, 
2016) and community. And the common concept is likability as both competitive 
photography and communities are based on recognition and the system of criteria 
by which a given pictorial content can be recognized. At the basis of the criteria 
system, there are the message (which uses symbols to represent what adulthood 
means – happiness, well-being, etc.) and manipulation.

My final conclusion is that coffee posts are a means of expressing our identity. 
Based on Vincze’s (2019: 59) statement that montages can be considered self-
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representations on Instagram, with the self-reflexive process (photomontage 
technique) I discovered that with the help of the posts users are able to convey to 
the world their characteristics and personality traits that determine their identity. 
Through coffee posts, self-branding (also) takes place.
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