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DESIGNING AN
ONLINE STUDY

Chapter summary

Conceptualizing and operationalizing a study
Questions related to method selection
Sampling

Selecting a technology

Service Level Agreements (SLAs)

Getting started and conceptualizing

Like any other research endeavor, online research begins with interests and ideas
and various theoretical perspectives that inform the development of a project.
Before thinking through technological issues and challenges for a given study,
researchers should spend time working through the specifics of their research
endeavor. The types of issues include project timing, clarity of the research prob-
lem to be studied, objectives for the research, activities and methodologies to be
undertaken in the research, anticipated outcomes and, when appropriate, avail-
able funding. Of course, none of this is new to a researcher.

Where online research begins to deviate from traditional research is in con-
ceptualizing and operationalizing the research endeavor. Meanings can be
slightly different and nuanced in online environments. Mann & Stewart state:
“CMC has characteristics which do not fit within more traditional modes of data
collection and which may challenge some standard assumptions about language
use, interpersonal relationship and group dynamics” (2000: 3). As such, care
should be taken in conceptualizing the research effort so that all language and
core constructs are clearly defined and understood. For example, “flaming” can
be an adjective describing something that is on fire, in American culture it can be
descriptive slang for a homosexual male perceived to be flaunting his sexuality,
and online it refers to posting hostile or insulting messages. These different
meanings, illustrate the need for clarity in language used in online research.

Some social scientists study group dynamics. The research methods of inter-
viewing and focus groups often depend on interpersonal dynamics. While
the online environment offers opportunities, it also presents challenges for an
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interviewer or a focus group moderator. For example, in the context of a focus
group, people often express a feeling of being in a bubble. They know a
researcher is evaluating the group dynamics. But they also note that it's one
thing to see the two-way mirror in the research lab and know someone is
watching, and yet another not to see anything but have the feeling that you're
being watched in a study.

Another group dynamic challenge for a researcher managing an online
focus group is the fact that it’s possible to recruit participants from a wide
range of cultural backgrounds. Understandably, most welcome the richness
that will come from the data. However, few will consider the fact that partici-
pants coming from different cultural perspectives may require more work in
facilitating a group dynamic. Once a group interacts well together, there can
be a greater emphasis on the point of view of the participants rather than the
researcher’s perspective, limiting researcher bias. With that benefit, however,
comes the potential for the researcher to lose some control of the discussion,
creating management challenges. Another challenge for researchers is the
potential for participants in an interview or a focus group to respond or send
an additional response before receiving or reading a previous message. This
can complicate the management of discussion threads and can lead the dis-
cussion into a different direction. It can also be awkward for participants, who
may not know how to re-enter a discussion that has shifted into two different
directions (Gaiser, 2000). These are issues that should be considered as your
research is being designed.

Operationalizing a research study refers “to the concrete steps or operations
that will be used to measure specific concepts” (Babbie, 2007: 106). At this stage
in research design, the challenge is to determine the best ways in which to attack
a research question. The researcher needs to determine what needs to be
illuminated and in what ways the research should be conducted. Ultimately,
operationalizing a project should lead to clarity regarding data collection.

Tips ’n Tricks

Guidelines
Think a study through from beginning to ending

¢ Think through research goals.
Choose a research method.
Analyze methodological challenges and issues (legal requirements, issues
of privacy, etc.).
Determine an appropriate technology to meet your research needs.
Think through implementation of the technology, including any analysis
needs.

¢ Think through implementation of the overall study.
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to become overwhelmed or simply to use the first thing you find, whether or
not it's the best resource for your particular purposes. In some cases, there
can be a learning curve for both the researcher and the participant.
Throughout this book, we will recommend basic technologies and advice for
easing the learning curve. Finally, while technology is changing the face of
the planet, there still is a digital divide and, unfortunately, the online envi-
ronment still reflects the socio-economic and other realities of society. All
of these issues will have some impact on the decisions you make as you begin
to develop and conduct an online study, and so will be discussed in the
following pages.

Who is researching what online?

In the early 1990s, it was difficult to find an online study that had been pub-
lished. Today, there are a number of studies and books in various disciplines
that provide some guidance as to what might constitute an online study.
Communication theorists, for example, have focused on the linguistic status
and characteristics of forms of computer-mediated communication (Davis &
Brewer, 1997; Herring, 1996). Some social theorists focus on the impact of
computer-mediated communication on social interactions and the presenta-
tion of self online (Hine, 2000; Turkle, 1995). Others focus on the cultural
anthropology of the environment and the impact of that culture on daily life, if
any (Horn, 1998; Rheingold, 1994; Turkle, 1997). Educational researchers are
interested in knowing what role the internet plays in education, the quality of
internet-based educational models, specifics of the delivery of education
online, and the shifting roles of teacher/trainer and learner (Coiro et al., 2008;
Comeaux, 2005).

Many studies have come from the discipline of psychology and have been
conducted in a controlled environment (Dubrovsky et al., 1991; Weisband et al.,
1992), evaluating whether or not computer-mediated environments provide an
equalizing effect on status levels for participants. Many have also been in rela-
tion to employment issues (Bishop, 1993; Forester, 1992; Rifkin, 1995; Zuboff,
1988), focusing on organizational concerns, worker autonomy and the trans-
formation of social relations in the workplace. Some have also focused on gen-
der differences, or lack thereof, both in acquiring technological knowledge
(Zubrow, 1990) and in use of computer technology (Nassr, 1990). Research
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