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Introduction

Web based questionnaires is a convenient and commonly used research method. It has several
advantages but also disadvantages to other types of research methods. Here we aim to assess
how and when internet-based questionnaires should be used and designed in a suitable way for
media technology research. This article can be seen as a guideline for using web based
guestionnaires as a research method.

Research questions

What are the general key-points to keep in mind when using internet-based questionnaires as a
research method? What are the specific advantages/disadvantages compared to other ways of
conducting questionnaires?

When to use Internet based questionnaires?

In this article one aim is to conclude when it is appropriate to use internet-based questionnaires
as a research method. With internet-based questionnaires we in this case mean questionnaires
that are available on a website for the target group to fill in. Online questionnaires can be used
to an advantage when time and resources is an issue thanks to the easy and rapid spread
through social media, forums etc. It can potentially reach a global audience which for example
can be useful in finding reasonable numbers of respondents for a rare target group. (Wyatt,
2000) In addition it can also give a larger more diverse sample. Online tools like Google form or
alike also makes data analysis easier than for regular questionnaires used as research method.
Another advantage is the ability to provide a high level of anonymity which can increase self-
esteem whilst reducing social anxiety. (Fox et al, 2003)

Internet based questionnaires is mainly to be used as a quantitative research method since one
has a good opportunity to reach many respondents. It can however also be used for collecting
gualitative data if the questions are designed in that way but one should bear in mind that the
researcher cannot see the respondent’s reactions, body language, gestures or alike. Nor are
spontaneous follow-up questions a possibility.

The use of internet based questionnaires can also be appropriate when the researcher has a very
dynamic set of questions to be asked; for instance if the respondent answers “Yes” to a specific
question, the following 10 questions in a paper questionnaire may be irrelevant for the
respondent, an internet based form can then in many cases skip them automatically for the
respondent.
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How to distribute the questionnaires and determine
the audience?

How a questionnaire should be distributed is depending on many factors. One factor is how
much control one would like to have over who is answering the questionnaire. If one would like
strict control over who is answering the questionnaire, one could email a link to the
guestionnaire to known recipients in order to make sure that only those who received the email
can answer the questionnaire. If a more modest degree of control is wanted, the recipients of an
email with a link to a questionnaire can be asked to forward the link to their respective friends or
colleagues. (Wyatt, 2000) This is called the “snowball” technique. (Forsstrém et al. 1999) When
using the “snowball” technique, one need to keep in mind that the calculation of the response
rate can be harder or even impossible since the number of people receiving the email with the
link to the questionnaire will remain unknown. If one is concerned about who is answering the
guestionnaire, and that people answer it, reminders can be sent out if the questionnaire is
distributed by email. Reminders are a key way to enhance response, but there is always a
concern that the quality of data returned in the second or third rounds may have been reduced
by the irritation of participants receiving reminders. (Oppenheim, 1991) Sending out reminders
is more difficult if the “snowball technique” is used compared to if only known recipients of an
email address are answering the questionnaire.

Another way of distributing questionnaires is by posting a link to them in internet discussion
groups such as newsgroups or bulletin boards. (Fox et al, 2003) This is more of a passive method
than emailing people directly. One can choose to post the link in a specific forum or in a more
general forum depending on who one primarily wants to answer the questionnaire. This way of
distributing the questionnaires is more suitable if one wants anyone and everyone to answer the
guestionnaire, with no control over the type of participants. One could also choose to send an
email with a link to a questionnaire to random people of a general mailing list. (Wyatt, 2000)

One need to keep in mind that the web is a very public place and unless steps are taken to limit
access to a questionnaire, it may be found and responded to by people who are not among
those sampled by the researcher. This can either happen by accident or maliciously. Since one
only has to click the submit button to respond to a web-based questionnaire once it is filled out,
it is also quite possible for respondents to either mistakenly or purposefully submit multiple
copies of their responses. (Solomon, 2001)

How to design the questionnaire and asking the
right questions?

When you have decided to do a questionnaire it is very easy to create and distribute them,
however it is hard and it requires a lot of work to get reliable and valid data from a
questionnaires. (Boynton & Greenhalgh 2004, Fowler Jr. 1995, Murray 1999)

When doing questionnaires one tip, especially for those new to questioners or those that are not
confident in their questioner skill, is to look for already validated and published questionnaires.
(Boynton & Greenhalgh 2004) Then one can save time and resources with the benefits from also
comparing the results with previously done studies.
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When using questionnaires as a research method there is a lot you should think about because
the validity of the results depends critically on the design of the questions. One of the most
important things for a good question is that all the participants answering it should understand it
in a consistent way and in the way that the researcher expected it to mean. But avoiding
misunderstanding or ambiguous questions is also one of the hardest things to achieve. (Fowler
Jr. 1995)

The simplest way to make it easier for the participants filling out the questionnaire is to make
the questions easy to read. One should also use words that are appropriate for the target group,
double barrel questions should be omitted or split and double negatives question should not be
used. (Murray 1999)

In order to design a good questionnaire it is important to think about the aim for the questions,
both because it helps to formulate the question and also because it helps with reducing
redundant or unnecessary questions. (Fowler Jr. 1995)

You should also think about whether to use open or closed questions. Open questions produce
better validity and reliability than closed questions (Krosnick 1999) because they allow
participants to express themselves in their own words instead of choosing from predetermined
answers. However open questions are hard to analyze and if you don’t have the time, skills and
resources for the analysis you may end up wasting the participants time. (Boynton & Greenhalgh
2004)

One thing to think about when using yes or no questions is to mix questions that are formulated
positively and negatively because people can be more incline to say yes than no. (Boynton &
Greenhalgh 2004, Krosnick 1999)

It is also important to think about the placing of the questions and the question alternatives.
Questions should follow a logic structure but questions that are posted earlier are often believed
to be more important than others, the same thing corresponds to questions with multiple
choices. Doing a questioner can be a memory intensive task for the respondents and first and
last option are many times picked more often than others because of memory load, a suitable
answer can sometimes be given by the respondents instead of a sincerely answer due to fatigue.
(Murray 1999, Krosnick 1999)

What can be done with the data collected from an
internet based questionnaire?

Coding

If a questionnaire contains qualitative variables, it’s most likely a good idea to find someway of
translating these into numerical values to get data that’s more useable. This can be called the
process of coding the answers. There are some standards that are used in statistics, and it can be
good to follow these to some extent, especially if the data is to be used by another researcher
than you.

Two general rules when coding the answers are to be consequent and to always provide a code
for a non-answer. (Dahmstrém, 2005) For example if you have many yes/no/don’t know
guestions, these should be consistently coded; say 1 = yes, 2 =no and 9 = don’t know.
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If you use ranges or ask the respondent to list variables in a specified order, for example; best to
worst, you should decide if the variables should be coded in descending or ascending order, so 1
is worst 2 is a little better etc.

If multiple answer questions are used, one have the choice of either combining the codes so that
if the respondent choose alternative 1 and 2 the code becomes 12, or each alternative can be
seen as a single yes/no question so yes or no becomes 1 or 0 respectively.

Its worth mentioning that Internet based surveys has the potential to drastically lower the
amount of work and the cost spent on coding data, since this process can be automated to a
greater extent.

Finding relations between variables

The statistical operations that can be performed on a dataset collected through an internet-
based survey do not differ from any other data. The difference lies in the potential sampling and
response rate errors that have to be taken into consideration when using data collected through
such a survey.

The most basic operation one can do with collected data is to perform operations on individual
variables. First of all we can summarize a survey by looking at the individual frequencies of
variables, such as 45% of the sample n answered “yes” to the question X. We can also look at the
type-value, median-value and mean-value of a variable. The type-value is the value that has the
highest frequency. The median and mean-value requires the data to be coded in such a way so
that individual answers can be compared against each other.

Finding relations between variables can also provide a good insight into what the collected data
tells us, and can be a key point in producing findings. A method to find relations between
variables is to set one of the variables as the dependant variable, and one or more as
independent. If we set Y as a dependant variable and X as an independent variable, the general
idéa is to find an approximation of Y expressed in X, for example a linear regression would be Y =
a +bX. If such a relationship can be found we can then test its strength by looking at how much
the real Y corresponding to X differs from the predicted Y we get from Y = f(X).(Dahmstrom,
2005)

Potential errors when using
internet-based questionnaires

The errors that we have to take into consideration when dealing with Internet-based surveys
deals with bias of sampling and bias of return. The bias of sampling deals mainly with the access
to the internet, the comfort of using the internet and the fact that most internet surveys are self-
selecting. (Zhang, 2000) Access to the internet provides a sampling bias if the target group of the
survey might include people not having access to the internet. Comfort of using the Internet can
also produce a sampling bias since some parts of the target group might be more likely to not
feel comfortable with answering a survey through the use of a computer.
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The problem of self-selecting is a hard one to overcome, and certain groups might be more likely
to respond to a survey if they have the choice to do so or not. These limitations of Internet based
surveys have led researchers to argue that Internet based surveys are limited in their use for
targeting general populations, but can prove to be advantageous over other survey methods
when the target group can be said to be tech-savvy. (Cook et al., 2000)

The bias of return occurs due to the limited control that researchers have over internet-based
questionnaires. As mentioned in the section “how to distribute the questionnaires”, internet
based questionnaires introduce problems of multiple answers and answers from people outside
the target population.

Conclusion

In this report we have presented general key-points that should be kept in mind when using
Internet-based questionnaires as a research method. Internet-based questionnaires provides the
opportunity to reach a target group that is spread over a large geographical area, and has
advantages in terms of data analysis, that it requires less resources and maybe cost less
compared to other questionnaire distribution methods. Internet based questionnaires also has
the benefit of providing the possibility of crafting surveys that are more responsive and adapt
themselves to the respondents, which is hard to to with printed questionnaires. The
disadvantages are mainly the lack of control of response rates and the risk of sampling bias
occurring.
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