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Communication research in the last few decades has been transformed by the wide-
scale adoption and use of online research tools. Information and communication
technologies have provided methodological benefits in the conduct of research,
including advantages in data collection, enhanced data accuracy, and a greater capacity
to effectively reach populations of interest. These and related developments largely
mark improvements in the efficiency of the performance of research as existing
methods increasingly migrate to online environments. As such, the use of online
research tools can in many cases be viewed as an evolution of existing methods to
online delivery, implementation, and data collection efforts, rather than as the creation
of fundamentally new research methods.

By contrast, a host of recent technological developments has made possible essen-
tially new means of conducting research of online populations and phenomena.
Information and communication technologies have provided novel means of observ-
ing, recording, and analyzing human attitudes and behaviors that for the most part were
unavailable to researchers until recently, in the forms and on the scale currently possible.
These developments signal relatively new methods for research, reaching beyond mere
efficiency gains in the conduct of research. As such, the use of certain online research
tools can also be viewed as transformative to the research endeavor itself, as new meth-
ods are being invoked in the study of human behaviors that occur both on- and offline.

Regardless of whether online research methods are being employed to enhance the
efficiency of more traditional research endeavors (e.g., the online delivery of a question-
naire, versus a paper-and-pencil version) or if they are being used in more novel ways
(e.g., the natural language processing of events discussed in real time on social media
across millions of users), core methodological concerns remain crucial for the conduct
of sound research. For example, sampling and data integrity issues are critical concerns
in the assessment of research results, irrespective of the specific methods employed.

This entry thus considers quantitative online research methods by discussing (a)
developments in existing methods that improve the efficiency of research, (b) recent
technological developments that have made possible essentially new means of conduct-
ing research of online populations and phenomena, and (c), in each case, the fundamen-
tal methodological concerns that remain crucial for the conduct of sound research. In
addition, we conclude by considering potential research contributions to be made by
communication scholars that are rooted in the use of existing and novel quantitative
research methods online.
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Conducting traditional social science research online

Generally, the opportunity to conduct traditional quantitative social science research
online enables more efficient procedures and enhanced data integrity for experiments
and surveys, which for the most part share the same methodological concerns when
conducted online as offline (Palomares & Flanagin, 2005; Reips, 2002; Reips & Krantz,
2010). For example, mechanized or automated data collection can increase data
integrity over manually entered data, and data can be collected quickly and often
relatively inexpensively online. Additionally, technology-mediated administration of
surveys and experiments can increase design flexibility over offline administration.
For example, the enhanced ability to build in skip logic, which allows the researcher
to control the questions or treatment that the participant sees depending on desired
factors (e.g., answers to prior questions or various experimental conditions) can be
useful (Smyth & Pearson, 2011), as can the potential for integration of audio or visual
material (Reips & Krantz, 2010). Although many of these features can also be built
into experiments or surveys administered electronically offline, use of the Internet
can increase ease of access to and data collection from populations of interest to
communication scholars.

Methodological concerns and traditional quantitative
methods

Among the primary methodological issues that arise when conducting social science
research online are concerns about sampling and data integrity. A significant benefit
of sampling populations online is that the Internet can afford access to a sample
that is more representative of the general population than more frequently used
offline populations such as undergraduate students (Hughes, 2012; Reips, 2002;
Skitka & Sargis, 2006). Additionally, when the target population of interest in a study
is Internet users, online recruitment can often be easier and more efficient than
offline recruitment (Mazur, 2010; Reips, 2002). Indeed, there currently exist standing
panels of potential study participants through online crowdsourced marketplaces
such as Amazon.com’s “Mechanical Turk,” an Internet platform that enables the
recruitment and payment of people to perform tasks requiring human intelligence and
discrimination. The use of subjects provided through Mechanical Turk is convenient,
inexpensive, and straightforward. Although the representativeness of Mechanical Turk
samples has been questioned by many scholars, research suggests that respondents
recruited via this tool are slightly more representative of the U.S. population than most
convenience samples (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012; Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling,
2011).

Nonetheless, the use of online samples—including those drawn from Mechanical
Turk—can suffer from important methodological violations. For example, online
samples are often less representative than many large Internet panels or national
probability samples, since online respondents tend to be younger and more liberal
(Berinsky et al., 2012; Buhrmester et al., 2011; Skitka & Sargis, 2006). Additionally, a
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greater risk of sampling error can be experienced with Internet studies, since there
is no comprehensive list of Internet users from which to draw probability samples
(Tuten, 2010). Consequently, calculating response rates can be problematic in online
studies (Palomares & Flanagin, 2005), although sampling via methods such as the
use of an email address list rather than other online methods (e.g., use of website ads
for recruitment) can enable accurate response rate calculations (Smyth & Pearson,
2011).

Core data integrity concerns in both online and offline research include social
desirability bias, self-selection, and response rates. Generally, online studies can have
a decreased social desirability response bias over offline studies due to increased
perceived anonymity and confidentiality (even in studies of interaction) as well as
lack of direct, personal contact with researchers (Hughes, 2012; Reips & Krantz,
2010). Self-selection bias can be a problem for online studies because participants
may choose to join studies after recruitment by methods such as ads on relevant
websites (Scherpenzeel & Bethlehem, 2011). However, undergraduate participation
for course credit, which is common in much social science research, may be even
less voluntary and more problematic due to its limited representativeness (Palomares
& Flanagin, 2005). Finally, response rates to Internet surveys can vary significantly,
but are often low (Smyth & Pearson, 2011), although there is little evidence that
lower response rates across different modes of survey administration influences the
validity of findings (Skitka & Sargis, 2006). In sum, invoking traditional methods
of experimental and survey data collection online can benefit researchers in a num-
ber of ways as long as these underlying methodological concerns are sufficiently
addressed.

Novel research affordances of the Internet

In addition to the efficiencies afforded by the Internet to traditional research methods,
novel research capabilities and interests specific to the Internet and the communities
it enables have also emerged with increased Internet use. An important set of research
opportunities has arisen in parallel with the growth of “Big Data,” or technology-driven
data that is characterized by high data volume, rapid velocity of communication, and
an incredible variety of information forms (see McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2012). Big Data
repositories naturally arise from the tremendous number of individuals using a host of
websites, interactive web-based tools, and social media technologies, as people inter-
act and contribute information in these venues. The digital and mobile communication
traces that people leave behind, both intentionally (e.g., as people contribute informa-
tion for public consumption, whether in the form of a Facebook status update or a
product review) and inadvertently (e.g., as people’s information seeking patterns are
captured as they navigate from one location to another or query search engines), have
allowed scholars to access a large, diverse, and enduring record of human behaviors,
opinions, and interactions.

The Internet has additionally enabled large and geographically diverse commu-
nities to form and evolve, allowing scholars to examine the dynamic behaviors and
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communication patterns of very large groups in situ. This has provided opportunities
to track the diffusion of communication through large social networks that are difficult
to access and observe offline, and has prompted new understanding of network
dynamics on a very large scale (Bakshy, Rosenn, Marlow, & Adamic, 2012; Goel, Watts,
& Goldstein, 2012; Sobkowicz, Kaschesky, & Bouchard, 2012). The emergence of Big
Data and online communities has thus provided tremendous research opportunities
that prompt both new variants on traditional methodological concerns of data
sampling and integrity, as well as raise some new concerns that are largely specific to
these data sources.

Methodological concerns and Big Data

As with more traditional research venues, two of the significant methodological con-
cerns involving Big Data include sampling and data integrity. It can be challenging to
apply traditional social science strategies and methods of sampling to Big Data. For
example, defining units of analysis can be difficult because online behavioral or com-
munication data can grow rapidly or change over time (Mazur, 2010; McAfee & Bryn-
jolfsson, 2012). Additionally, some scholars have questioned who (i.e., what individuals)
or what population is represented by Big Data, suggesting that because researchers lack
knowledge about these individuals’ characteristics, these data are often more limited in
generalizability than conclusions may imply (Hargittai, 2015; Mahrt & Scharkow, 2013).

Although in many cases the proper sampling within these large datasets remains a
critical methodological concern, it is also often the case that researchers can now con-
duct research on a census of behaviors or participants rather than a sample of them.
Indeed, it is now common to analyze datasets where the number of observations is in
the millions (Lin, 2015; McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2012; Parks, 2014). Regarding data
integrity, critical concerns with large datasets collected or observed online include vari-
ants of the threats to validity in traditional research (e.g., biases and social desirability
effects), such as opinions that might be amplified or masked by the relative anonymity
of participants (Wang et al., 2014) and ability to distinguish actual human behaviors
from those initiated by bots or other automated response algorithms (Ratkiewicz et al.,
2011; Stringhini, Kruegel, & Vigna, 2010), for example.

Many large datasets collected from online sources represent everyday behavior of
people in their online environments, thus increasing ecological validity over laboratory
experiments when research questions relevant to the online space are being explored
(Mahrt & Scharkow, 2013). However, there are unique ethical considerations related
to the use of Internet users’ communication and behavioral traces. For example,
researchers’ observation of this behavior as well as collection of Internet users’ data
can occur without the usual informed consent required for most offline research
(Buchanan, 2013; Eynon, Fry, & Schroeder, 2008). Furthermore, even when online
interactions or communications are relatively public, Internet users may have varying
perceptions of when and what use of their data for research entails a privacy violation.

Finally, because datasets drawn from online sources are often much larger than those
traditionally used by social scientists, they sometimes require analytic tools that are
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relatively novel to communication researchers (Agarwal & Dhar, 2014). While use of
new tools to explore these datasets is an exciting future direction for communication
research, analysis of particularly large datasets can potentially necessitate a trade-off
between reliability and validity and statistical power (White & Breckenridge, 2014).
Specifically, while large amounts of data are strong in power, the nature of the data
may also limit the questions that social scientists can ask, as well as the measures that
can be used in online social research (Mahrt & Scharkow, 2013). Thus, communication
scholars and other social scientists can add to the study of Big Data by continuing to
ask theory-driven research questions and by carefully considering the measures used
to answer these questions.

Future directions: What communication scholars can
contribute

The research affordances of new technology—including the availability of Big
Data—provide communication scholars with a number of relatively novel research
opportunities in scope and scale (see Parks, 2014). Indeed, there is currently a shift
in the nature of communication research for those scholars interested in studying the
online space, or in studying offline phenomena as informed by data available online.
The growth of Big Data has increased the need for social scientists to be able to under-
stand and apply computational or computer science techniques to social data (Welser,
Smith, Fisher, & Gleave, 2008). To this increase in technical methods of studying online
communities and interactions, communication scholars can bring their expertise in and
theory-driven questions about the core of what is communicated and shared online, as
well as their techniques for understanding human interaction and association.

For example, modeling of online communication networks is a growing and varied
area of research that allows for both prediction of online behavior (e.g., Sobkowicz et al.,
2012) as well as understanding of information diffusion through online social networks.
Researchers in this area have examined the propagation of information via strong and
weak social network ties (Bakshy et al., 2012), as well as the size and structure of online
information cascades (Goel et al., 2012). However, the relationships indicated by these
models of large amounts of online communications may be very different if the content
of the communication between nodes is examined versus what might be assumed based
solely on the structure of ties. For instance, some scholars question the extent to which
online social network links between individuals are a valid indicator of interaction (e.g.,
Wilson, Boe, Sala, Puttaswamy, & Zhao, 2009). Studying the content of communication
between these links would help scholars not only understand when network links do
represent interaction, but also the nature of those interactions.

Indeed, a significant disadvantage of contemporary interest in Big Data is that
it sometimes can remove scholars further from the content of the communication
inherent in much online data, as well as the social scientific theories that inform
human understanding and behaviors (Snijders, Matzat, & Reips, 2012). To redress this
shortcoming, communication scholars have the opportunity to bring theory-informed
research questions regarding the nature of online communication to help to understand
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patterns of online behavior and the large datasets that are currently drawing significant
research interest across the increasingly allied disciplines of social, computer, and
information science.

SEE ALSO: Big Data, Analysis of; Big Data, Collection of (Social Media, Harvesting);
Online Research Methods, Qualitative; Quantitative Methodology; Sampling, Online;
Social Network Analysis (Social Media); Survey Methods, Online; Unobtrusive Mea-
sures in Studying Social Media
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