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Case Study: Cyber-methods  
 
In recent years, sociologists have become increasingly interested in using the 
Internet for social research.  There are more than 100,000,000 users of 
computer-mediated communication (CMC) world-wide, and this means that it 
is much easier to ‘talk’ to people about their lives without the normal 
constraints of time, money and geography. Researchers can make use of a 
number of modes of CMC to access potential respondents: there are chat 
rooms, multi-user domains (‘dungeons’) and email, which operate in real time, 
as well as bulletin boards, newsgroups and mailing lists, which allow people to 
communicate asynchronously, with individuals posting comments as and 
when they are online. Kate Robson (1998) used email and chat rooms to 
conduct online focus groups with sufferers of Inflammatory Bowel Disease, 
and found that this was an excellent way of finding people with a particular 
condition across the world. Meanwhile, Stewart et al (1998) explored young 
women’s perceptions of health risks in China and Australia by conducting 
synchronous (real time) interviews at various ‘conference sites’. The Internet 
can be a great help in gaining access to populations that are difficult to reach, 
such as deviant groups or those affected by a sensitive issue. Susie Scott 
conducted part of her research on shyness via email, which allowed people to 
discuss personal thoughts and feelings that they might have felt unable to 
express face to face. However, we must be careful about ethical issues in 
cyberspace. Data transmitted over the Net is not entirely protected from 
hackers and technical errors, so we may not be able to assure people that the 
information they provide will remain confidential. Anonymity is another 
problem: people may use pseudonyms and user-names on the Net, but it is 
sometimes possible to work out who and where they are from their email 
addresses and the contents of their posts. Finally, it is questionable whether 
CMC users can give informed consent to participate in the research. Those 
who post to bulletin boards, newsgroups and chat rooms may think that they 
are in a private space, but anyone could be ‘listening in’ – including social 
researchers. 
 
An excellent book about researching in cyberspace is: 
Mann, C. & Stewart, F. (2000) Internet Communication and Qualitative 
Research: A Handbook for Researching Online Sage, London 
 
 
Questions: 
 
1. What kind of topics might usefully be explored in cyberspace? 
2. Which sampling techniques do you think would be appropriate to use in this 
context? 
3. How might the lack of face to face contact affect the interaction between 
researcher and participant?  
4. How does data collected online compare to transcribed interviews or 
fieldnotes, in terms of validity and reliability? 
5. To what extent can creating a ‘virtual community’ with one’s participants 
resolve the ethical problems outlined above? 
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