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ABSTRACT

Although online data collection has become increasingly common for social scientists
working in the field of gaming studies, two of the least used methods in online gam-
ing research are the collection of data from (i) online forums and (ii) solicited online
diary blogs. This paper overviews these two innovative data collection methods and
examines both the advantages (e.g., ease of data collection; rich and complex resource
of textual material that can be revisited after the event; targeting specific and/or di-
verse populations; participant anonymity; participant convenience; increased honesty,
etc.) and disadvantages (e.g., lack of contextual data; sampling bias; lack of researcher
control, lack of knowledge about participant behaviour, generalizability) to aid those
researchers working in the online gaming studies field. This paper extends upon previ-
ous methodological papers in the area by outlining some of the methodological and
ethical issues associated with these two specific online methodologies. Although online
data collection may raise concerns about the research participants’ integrity and the
quality of the data collected, it is concluded that the use of online forums and online
solicited diary blogging can provide new insights unavailable to other data collection
methods for those working in the gaming studies field.
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FORA I BLOGI INTERNETOWE JAKO INNOWACYJNE METODY BADAN
W OBSZARZE GIER ONLINE

STRESZCZENIE

Badania prowadzone przez internet na temat gier online i ich uzytkownikow staja sie
coraz bardziej powszechne. Jednak naukowcy nadal rzadko wykorzystuja dwa sposoby
zbierania wynikoéw, tj. (i) fora internetowe oraz (ii) prywatne blogi. Celem artykutu
jest omdéwienie tych dwdch, niezbyt powszechnie znanych, metod zbierania danych
i analiza zaréwno zalet (np. fatwos¢ zbierania danych, zrédlo réznorodnego i zlozo-
nego materiatu tekstowego, ktére moze by¢ wykorzystane do analizy konkretnych
zdarzen, docieranie do specyficznych i/lub zréznicowanych grup badawczych, zapew-
nienie anonimowosci uczestnikom badania, nieobcigzanie badanych, wiekszy poziom
szczerodci itp.), jak i wad (np. brak informacji o warunkach badania, bledy w doborze
prob badawczych, brak kontroli warunkéw badania przez badacza, brak wiedzy na
temat zachowan uczestnikéw badania, brak uogdlnionych wynikéw). Artykul moze
by¢ pomocny dla tych naukowcdw, ktorzy prowadza badania w obszarze gier online.
Poszerza on zakres wcze$niejszych prac, przedstawiajac metodologiczne i etyczne
problemy zwiazane z wykorzystaniem foréw i blogéw w naukach spotecznych. Mimo
ze prowadzenie badan za posrednictwem Sieci moze budzi¢ obawy zaréwno w odnie-
sieniu do rzetelnosci, jak i do jako$ci zebranych wynikdéw, to wykorzystanie i analiza
tresci zaczerpnietych z foréw i blogéw moze dostarczy¢ nowych, cennych informacji.
Zazwyczaj sg one niemozliwe do pozyskania droga innych metod badawczych stoso-
wanych w analizie gier online i badaniu ich uzytkownikoéw.

Stowa kluczowe: gry online, metodologia prowadzenia badan online, fora i blogi
internetowe

INTRODUCTION

Online data collection is a methodological phenomenon that is becoming a focus
of interest for an increasing number of researchers in the scientific community.
The Internet offers potentially new and interesting opportunities to collect data
and it has democratised data collection (Kraut, Olson, Banaji, et al., 2004). More
specifically, researchers in the social sciences are starting to use online methods
to gather their data, rather than using traditional offline research approaches
(Griffiths, 2010; Wood & Griffiths, 2007). One area that has seen a substantial
growth in research over the last decade is in the online gaming studies field
(including both online gambling and online video game playing).
Psychological research into online gaming that can be done on the Internet
includes correlational, cross-sectional, experimental, self-report, and/or ob-
servational research. A recent methodological review paper by Griffiths (2010)
examined seven different online data collection methods that he had personally
used for collecting data from gamblers and gamers including (i) online ques-
tionnaires, (ii) online forums, (iii) online participant observation, (iv) online
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secondary data, (v) online interviews, (vi) online exemplar websites, and (vii)
online evaluations (including online ‘mystery shopping’). He also argued in the
same paper that the Internet can be a very useful medium for eliciting rich and
detailed data in sensitive research areas such as gaming addictions. Two of the
least used methods in online gaming research are the collection of data from
(i) online forums and (ii) solicited online diary blogs.

Based on the authors’ online research expertise, this paper overviews these
innovative data collection methods examining both its advantages and dis-
advantages to aid those researchers working in the online gaming studies field.
Although there has been a lot of methodological attention devoted to blogs and
forums by educators, linguists, sociologists, it has been relatively unexplored
by social scientists and psychologists in the gaming studies field. Therefore, it
is argued that researchers in the gaming studies field would benefit by consid-
ering these two newer methods of online data collection in combination with
more ‘traditional’ online data collection methods (e.g., online surveys, online
interviews, online participant and nonparticipant observation, etc.).

THE CASE FOR ONLINE DATA COLLECTION

There are a number of reasons why the online medium is a good place to con-
duct social science research onto online gaming. This is because the Internet:
(i) is usually accessible to many (and specific) target populations (such as online
gamblers and online video game players), and such groups are usually proficient
in using it (Wood & Griffiths, 2007); (ii) allows for studies to be administered
to potentially large scale samples quickly and efficiently (Buchanan, 2000, 2007;
Wood, Griffiths, & Eatough, 2004); (iii) can facilitate automated data inputting
allowing large scale samples to be administered at a fraction of the cost and time
of ‘pen and paper’ equivalents (Buchanan, 2007); (iv) has a disinhibiting effect on
users and reduces social desirability, leading to increased levels of honesty (and
therefore higher validity in the case of self-reports) (Joinson, Paine, Buchanan, &
Reips, 2008); (v) has a potentially global pool of participants, therefore research-
ers are able to study extreme and uncommon behaviours (such as gambling
addiction) as well as make cross-cultural comparisons (Buchanan, 2000); (vi)
provides access to “socially unskilled” individuals who may not have taken part
in the research if it was offline because of social awkwardness and inhibition
(Wood et al., 2004; Wood & Griffiths, 2007); (vii) can aid targeted participant
recruitment through advertising on various and specific (e.g., gaming) bulletin
boards and websites (Wysocki, 1998); (viii) can aid researchers because they do
not have to be in the same geographical location as either the participants or
fellow research colleagues (e.g., Whitty, 2004a; Wood et al., 2004); and (ix) can
facilitate long-term research where participants interchange information in
arich variety of formats such as text, images, sound or video (Kraut et al., 2004).
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Despite these many advantages of online (over oftline) data collection, there
are a number of specific issues that researchers who collect gaming data in
online media - particularly with regards to online self-report methods - need
to be aware of. For instance, in the early days of online research, there was the
concern that data collected via online means might not be valid (e.g., Davies,
1999). Some of the main disadvantages of online methodologies (such as sam-
pling bias, selfselected samples, issues concerning reliability and validity) are
also encountered in more conventional offline research methodologies, although
online methodologies may give rise to different types of problems when com-
pared to traditional offline research (e.g., sampling bias where online populations
may look very different from offline populations, lack of researcher control,
lack of knowledge about participant behaviour, hardware/software variability)
(Buchanan, 2007).

To be more precise, if researchers decide to do research using the Internet,
they must be familiar with both the technology as well as the virtual environ-
ment that they use. First, researchers have to ensure that the web application they
use (i.e., the respective forum or solicited blog) is accessible and allows users to
act on and interact with it as well as with other users (Schmidt, 2007). Should
the data gathered vary because of the way in which it has been collected (i.e., via
the Internet) one speaks of ‘technical variance’ (Reips, 2002). There are a variety
of reasons why technical variance can occur. They include the properties and
settings of the user interface as well as the speed of the users’ (and researcher’s)
broadband connection (Krantz, 2000). In addition to this, accessibility may be
limited in case users need to become members of the respective forum or weblog
in order to use the data provided. In such cases, it is indispensable to contact
site administrators and moderators prior to data collection (Hine, 2005).

Secondly, only if the researchers are aware of the embedding of their data
within the respective virtual realm, can they make sense of it (Hine, 2000). This
topic is explored in more depth in the section on participant observation (below).
In addition to this, the researchers must be aware of the potentially limited qual-
ity of data that they gather via the Internet. They need to specifically ensure the
reliability of collected data especially if these data derive from online forums
and solicited blogs. Data can be of poor quality, irrelevant and redundant, and
it may stem from unreliable sources. In addition to this, data collected via these
online environments can be utilized both quantitatively as well as qualitatively.
There are a variety of approaches to be adopted in terms of data analysis. In
order to ensure high academic standards for scientific publications, researchers
are specifically advised to ensure inter-coder reliability. Because of this, online
research should preferably occur in a research team rather than just one person
(Jankowski & van Selm, 2005).

In summary, forums and solicited blogs offer a wide variety of potentialities
for researchers to assess manifold phenomena and they offer many advantages
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relative to offline research arenas and tools. Aslong as the researchers are aware
of the potential pitfalls associated with using these online methods and assess
their data critically with regards to the latter, working with online forums and
solicited blogs appears as an innovative, efficient and expedient scientific ap-
proach to assess online phenomena (such as online gaming and online gambling)
and beyond.

DATA COLLECTION VIA ONLINE FORUMS

One of the reasons that online forums can be so useful to social science research-
ers is that they can potentially contain a rich and complex resource of textual
material. This may include a person’s experiences, perceptions, beliefs and feel-
ings. Online forums typically include members and/or participants who share
a particular hobby or interest (e.g., playing video games or gambling), disability
(e.g., being deaf), and/or illness (e.g., breast cancer). For instance, the authors
of this paper make particular use of gaming forums as a way of collecting data
from players about very specific aspects such as ‘addiction’ (Chappell, Eatough,
Davies, & Griffiths, 2006) or particular experiences such as ‘Game Transfer
Phenomena’ (Ortiz de Gortari, Aronsson, & Griffiths, 2011).

Advantages of online forums for data collection

In general, the advantages of using online forums for gaming research lie in
their (i) cost-efficiency, (ii) time-efficiency, (iii) widened scope for targeted data
collection (i.e., regarding content and geographically dispersed samples), (iv)
increased access to specific populations (due to their asynchronous nature) that
are otherwise difficult to reach, (v) convenience and comfort of participation
from home, and (vi) participant anonymity and consequent openness (Edmunds,
1999). The Internet allows users (such as gamers) to voice their opinion freely
without being obstructed by potential physical, geographical and/or socio-
cultural factors that may otherwise hinder their participation in face-to-face
discussion groups or one-to-one interviews. Participants typically feel free to
discuss sensitive and personal topics, from menopausal symptom experience
(Im, Liu, Dormire, & Chee, 2008) through to gaming addiction (Chappell et al.,
2006). This indicates that online forums potentially provide their agents with
more perceived freedom than embodied situations could. Consequently, open-
ness and willingness of disclosure may be higher in online forum discussion
groups compared with face-to-face discussions.

Online forums also allow researchers to study interactions between forum
members by observing and analyzing patterns of communication and online
behaviours. Unlike traditional digital communication platforms such as email,
forums allow for two-way and reactive communication between users such as
gamers, or (more appropriately) agents in these virtual spheres.
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There are a number of factors that are significant for gaming researchers
studying phenomena using online forum posts. First, they can expect a relatively
homogenous group of agents interacting with one another (Schultz, 2000). Access
to the Internet is a pre-requirement and therefore it cannot be disregarded that
people who participate are actual Internet users, which already distinguishes
them from the rest of the world population that has no access (Rezabek, 2000).
Second, forums typically attract people sharing a common interest (such as
gambling and video game playing) and therefore the topic of discussion is rela-
tively contained. Third, forums are not only used as a knowledge base for people
who want to share information about specific topics (such as problematic play),
but they are also used as discursive tools. The possibility for vivid discourse in
online forums breeds interactions that can be analyzed for scientific purposes
(Schultz, 2000). It gives the researcher the possibility to get an in-depth insight
into people’s opinions, expectations, and motivations concerning the phenomena
(e.g., gaming) under study. Likewise, it allows for investigation of the dynamics
of public discussions and opinion forming. In this respect, using online forums
for research purposes may aid gaming researchers and practitioners from a wide
variety of natural and social science subjects in their research, including psy-
chologists, physicians, sociologists and political scientists.

There are also considerations around incentives for online populations to
participate in the research process. Previous experience in recruiting young
video game players in online forums by the third author suggests that offering
some type of incentive is reccommended. She observed that when gaming forum
participants were offered a reward (e.g., movie tickets), the participants were
more willing to show an interest in participation. However, she also noticed that
some video game players only took part in the study so that they could get the
reward on offer, and tended to provide limited information in comparison to
those players who were intrinsically motivated to participate in the first place
without a reward necessarily being offered.

Challenges for researchers collecting online forum data

Given the potentially never-ending source of data found in online forums (such
as gaming forums), another challenge when collecting data in such a medium
is deciding when to stop data collection. For this reason it is important for the
researcher to set pre-defined variable boundaries in terms of both time and
data collected. Some of the other limitations in online forum data collection are
potential misinterpretation of the words and sentences used by the participants.
Because the researchers do not always have total access to the complete com-
munication between participants, data analysis can sometimes occur without
knowing the full context. For instance, posts may have been deleted and/or
communication between participants may have taken place in other arenas
such as private emails (Sixsmith & Murray, 2001) or social networking sites.
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In their study of cancer pain experience, Im and Chee (2006) found that using
online forums as qualitative research method offered five issues that researchers
in any area (including those in the gaming studies field) should be aware of in
relation to data collection from online forums.

- Researchers should be aware that the credibility of data (i.e., the truthful-
ness) gathered through online forums is supported because this method
typically results in high response rates, high retention rates, and instantly
transcribed data. However, they contend that researchers need to be aware
that there are problems with theoretical sampling using online forums
(i.e., there is no saturation possible), and this particular method only fits
special research approaches.

— Researchers should be aware of the potential dependability of the sample
under investigation, specifically concerning populations of mentally and/
or physically handicapped populations.

- Researchers must ensure that the language and jargon they use is clearly
defined throughout their research. This is particularly important since
online language has its own particular vocabulary. Furthermore, it relies
exclusively on disembodied communication and may therefore be more
difficult to interpret accurately (Crystal, 2005; Thurlow, 2001).

— Researchers should be aware that there may be issues concerning transfer-
ability of the generated data because online forum posts are particularly
personal. However, this criticism not only applies to qualitative research
using online forums, but to qualitative research in general. Moreover,
generalizability in qualitative research cannot be equated with general-
izability in quantitative research. What is essential is the fit between the
data gathered and the population that is studied (Schofield, 1993).

- Researchers must be aware of potential security problems. These include
protecting the participants’ privacy, confidentiality of the data, integrity
of data, authentication of user, and availability of data (Kinkus, 2002).
The Internet changes every day because of new and updated content.
Therefore, it is important to ensure that each one of the security domains
that may potentially be endangered on the Internet is protected by the
research team.

Wood and Griffiths (2007) — who specifically examined online gambling
methodologies — note that online forum data are naturalistic and can be collected
without identifying oneself as a researcher or even acknowledging a researcher’s
presence. Gaming forums are typically in the public domain, and no usernames
or passwords are needed to access the sites. Furthermore, researchers do not
need to participate in any online communications to elicit data. This form of
Internet-based research approach has been described as both passive (Eysenbach
& Till, 2001) and unobtrusive (Paccagnella, 2006). The use of online forum
data allows researchers to carry out in-depth examinations of how individuals
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perceive, experience, and make sense of the topic under investigation. Despite
the clear advantages of using online forum data to study particular populations
(e.g., ease of data collection, costefficiency), the collection of addiction data by
‘lurking’ (i.e., observing without making presence known) raises interesting
ethical issues (Griffiths & Whitty, 2010). These issues are discussed in more
detail later in this paper.

In addition to this, Marra, Moore and Klimczak (2004) specified two proto-
cols that can be used to comparatively analyse data qualitatively using online
discussion forums. The first paradigm, the Interaction Analysis Model (IAM),
is when data coding occurs in segments and it includes five phases. In the first
phase, data are shared and compared. Next, inconsistencies in data are identi-
fied. In the third phase, meaning is negotiated, whereas in the fourth phase, the
new knowledge is tested. Finally, agreements are synthesized. In sum, the IAM
gives an in-depth insight into the dynamics of discourse and the production of
knowledge (Marra et al., 2004).

Alternatively, the Newman scheme utilizes sentence coding where short
codes are used prior to and following every sentence of gathered data. It is dis-
tinguished between agreements and disagreements between participants and
a rationale is provided for labeling participants’ statements as agreements or
disagreements and cross-checked with the original code definitions until the
point where there is a unitary agreement between raters as to whether a dis-
agreement occurred within the participants’ statements. Based on this coding
scheme, researchers are able to discern critical thinking that is present among
the agents within online discussion forums (Marra et al., 2004). The examples
of IAM and the Newman scheme provide valuable tools for researchers who
aim to use content analysis for investigating data from online discussion fo-
rums. These are specific qualitative research methods that can provide insights
into very different phenomena to be investigated. On the one hand, knowledge
production and distribution can be studied. On the other hand, critical think-
ing can become the focus of investigation. Depending on the researchers’ aim,
they are able to discern the appropriate methodological tool that fits their own
research ambitions and requirements.

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION IN ONLINE FORUMS

In offline situations, many social science researchers have employed ethno-
graphic methods as a means of understanding and describing different cultures.
However, ethnographic methods can also be used online. Griffiths (2010) has
argued that by being online, gaming researchers have the capacity to become
a part of the phenomenon that is being studied. Ethnography focuses on ac-
counting for the actions and intentions of the studied social agents, and outlining
how such behaviour is rationalized and understood by the wider group (Ley,
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1988). Traditionally derived from anthropology, ethnography aims at studying
people and their behaviours and cultures within their socio-cultural contexts.
Behaviours and communications are engulfed with meaning by being situated
within the field site. What is needed on behalf of the researcher is to produce
a “thick description” of what takes place in these field sites to discern the latter’s
contextualized meaning (Geertz, 1973).

When it comes to virtual (i.e., online) ethnography, it is important to notice
that while in-person ethnography is constrained by the laws of the physical world
where the researcher needs to interact with the participants, online ethnography
or as Kozinets (2010) calls it, “netnography” can be done in a more unobtrusive
way without the need to interact with the participants. Lurking (discussed later
in the paper) is a possibility that opens a “window into naturally occurring
behaviour” without the interference of the researcher (Kozinets, 2010; p. 56).

Virtual ethnography takes the idea of participant observation a step further
by challenging the notion of a geographically bound and relatively stagnant field
site by replacing it with the virtual sphere that has no set boundaries. In this
respect, virtual ethnography is “ethnography in, of and through the virtual”
(Hine, 2000, p. 65). The Internet is used as place, topic and means of research.
It is an important qualitative online methodology and has been used in a variety
of different research endeavours, including the studies of people’s explorations
of multi-layered identities on the Internet (Turkle, 1995), different levels of on-
line experience (Markham, 1998), and playing Massively Multiplayer Online
Role-Playing Games such as Everquest (Taylor, 2006).

There are a number of principles that underlie virtual ethnography.
Ethnographers must immerse themselves in the (virtual) field site in order to
gain an in depth insight into why and how interactions take place and what they
mean within the context of the respective virtual sphere. However, the relation-
ship of the latter’s agents to their real (embodied) lives cannot be disregarded.
The online space is a space “in between” that is connected to the world outside
of the Internet. Therefore, virtual ethnography is but a partial study and can-
not deliver a full account of what it sets out to study. It can never be a holistic
approach. Nevertheless, this is aided by the researchers who must be reflexive
about what they experience, and about the method they use. The involvement
of the researcher and the researcher’s interpretation of the actions and com-
munications that occur within the virtual field site are integral to this type of
research. In addition to this, the technology of the Internet itself is essential
because it provides the tools for, the objects and the context of analysis.

Given the wide variety of advantages of and important insights virtual eth-
nography can offer for the researcher, potential disadvantages also need to
be taken into consideration. The researchers’” active participation in the field
site offers them the possibility of in-depth insights that would not be possible
without their involvement. However, at the same time, they might lose their
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critical distance towards the object of their study. Sacrificing some critical dis-
tance therefore is a trade-off for the collection of invaluable and profound data.
These data are necessarily biased by the researchers’ experience and perception
of online interactions in the respective realm that, due to their immersion, is
knowledgeable and familiar (Hine, 2000).

Parke and Griffiths (2011) applied online ethnography to the study of poker
skill development within online poker forums. The study used a virtual eth-
nographical research design looking at how poker gamblers utilize computer-
-mediated communication (CMC) to develop their poker skill and profitability,
and to examine the factors associated with problem gambling. Their study
comprised a six-month participant observational analysis of two independent
online poker forums. One member of the research team participated in poker
gambling during the entire study period and used strategies proposed from
forum members to develop poker ability. This approach provided an insider’s
perspective into how skill development through CMC affects poker gambling
behaviour.

The researchers generated forum discussions regarding specific behavioural
concepts and cognitive processes based on accumulative analysis of emergent
data. Forum interaction was observed, monitored and analyzed through tradi-
tional content analytic methods. Membership and participation in such online
community forums provided poker players the opportunity to benefit from
the consequences of reporting gambling experience and acquiring both poker
gambling structural knowledge and skill.

One of the key advantages of data collection via online forums is that it can
provide a detailed record of events that can be revisited after the event itself has
finished. Furthermore, screen captures can be taken and used as examples or
related back to the data collected — something that has been used in the gaming
studies field (Wood & Griffiths, 2007). Study findings can be posted on bulletin
boards and study participants have the opportunity to comment on their accu-
racy or comment on any other observations that they may have. This also helps
to empower the participant and can prevent misrepresentation.

DATA COLLECTION VIA SOLICITED ONLINE DIARY BLOGGING

Blog is a portmanteau of “web log” and refers to a popular method of self-pub-
lication on the World Wide Web that provides the writer/creator with a flexible
and interactive platform for sharing content and interacting with potential
readers (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, & Wright, 2005). Since 2004, Technorati.
com, a blog search engine and directory, has published a report on the state
of the blogosphere, collecting statistics on how frequently blogs are updated,
categorising the general content and purpose of blogs, how they have evolved
over time, their use of multimedia content (including photos, video, and audio),
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and the prevalence of blogging software used. In the most recent report from
survey results of 7,205 bloggers from around the world, Technorati Media (2011)
described blogs as a thriving ecosystem with bloggers updating their blogs more
frequently than ever and spending more time blogging.

The report highlighted that the majority of respondents (60%) were “hobby-
ist” bloggers and “blog for fun” or to express their “personal musings,” with the
main motivation being able to “speak their minds.” In terms of research on the
blogosphere from a social science perspective, Herring et al. (2006) conducted
a longitudinal study of 457 blogs where they reviewed filter blogs that ‘filter’
information from other sources on the web such as news, personal journal blogs
that functioned as online diaries, and knowledge-logs (k-logs) that focus on
a highly specific topic or that are more technical in the orientation of content.
The researchers gathered their sample of blogs randomly, excluding any blogs
that focused on photo or audio sharing, and any blogs with less than two entries.

Accordingly, it has been found that the embedding of blogs within other sites,
such as online social networking sites, does not have an impact on the ways
blogs are used as personal diaries (Fullwood, 2009). Their results showed that
although blogs can be used for many purposes and cross-purposes, the major-
ity of blogs were singleauthored personal diaries and so blogs as a genre were
mostly reflective of personal content. Furthermore, Serfaty (2004) categorised
blogs as self-representational writing and positioned them as online diaries that,
similar to traditional pen and paper diaries, are used to share personal thoughts
and experiences, with the option of allowing others to read and comment on
the entries. Social scientists have considered blogs in research, however, the
methodology of such studies tends to focus on analysing or surveying the content
of pre-existing blogs on the Internet (see Enoch & Grossman, 2010; Hookway,
2008; Miura & Yamashita, 2001; Kraut et al., 2004; Papacharissi, 2007) and often
raises ethical issues around anonymity and awareness of self-disclosure (Kraut
et al., 2004; Qian & Scott, 2007).

A recent approach has been to use blogs as a methodological tool for qualita-
tive research purposes. Kaun (2010) highlighted the challenges and benefits of
using blogs and focused on the analysis of content from solicited online diaries
or blogs in qualitative research versus that of non-solicited, pre-existing diaries
published online. Kaun (2010) argued that solicited content should be analyzed
differently because the topics are directed by the researcher and consciously
controlled by the participant, who is aware the content will be used for analysis.
However, Kaun (2010) goes on to argue that solicited diaries — whether online
or offline — can be particularly useful when attempting to capture “subjective
states and perceptions of participants” (p. 137).

Cohen et al. (2006) reported that online diaries were considered a useful
tool in project implementation for qualitative evaluations in the education sec-
tor. In addition, blogs have been explored as a tool for learning in educational
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research (Williams & Jacobs, 2004). Blogs have also been used as a successful
method of data collection in public health studies. For example, Lim et al. (2010)
evaluated the best platform (i.e., SMS, online, or paper) method when using
diaries in sexual behaviour research. The researchers found that 51% of par-
ticipants preferred the online platform, and while 3.9% of the SMS and 3.1% of
paper diaries were incomplete, only 0.5% of the online diaries were incomplete.
The researchers concluded that online data collection for diaries was the most
preferable for participants and was also more likely to lead to completed entries.

The remainder of this section examines blogs as data sources in research
studies that are limited to solicited blogs (i.e., voluntarily written for research
purposes). The majority of the issues outlined (i.e., advantages, disadvantages,
ethical issues, data management) relates to researcher-driven online diary blogs
only.

To date there have been very few psychological studies using online solicited
diary blogs as a methodological tool for data collection in the gaming studies
field. A study by Lewis and Griffiths (2011) utilized this method with female
casual gamers (along with other qualitative methods of data collection for
a comprehensive understanding of participants’ motivations and experiences).
The design in the study was innovative because it diverged from traditional pen-
-paper diaries and in-person or phone based interview formats. It comprised: (i)
an introductory e-interview, (ii) a four-week online-focus-group that included
solicited diary blogging and forum discussions, and (iii) an exit e-interview.
All data (interviews and online focus group discussions) were conducted over
a six-week period.

The online focus group lasted four weeks and commenced after introductory
e-interviews were completed. The focus group was created and hosted on the
blogging and forum platform Ning.com and was limited to invited participants.
All content was private, so not discoverable by search engines like Google.
Participants created profiles with avatars and were instructed to write diary blog
entries daily. They were asked to reflect on game play, score, and motivation,
and encouraged to focus on emotions when writing. The online structure of the
focus group allowed for discussion in two ways. Firstly, participants were able to
read and comment on the blog entries of others. Secondly, participants created
and responded to discussion topics posted in the forum area. The researchers
posted several topics concerning gaming, gender and technology from current
literature, and participants started discussions on topics of their choosing.
Data collected from online blog diaries can be analysed both qualitatively (e.g.,
thematic analysis of the text) and (to some extent) quantitatively including the
total number of (i) posts made by the group, (ii) posts made by the individual
members, (iii) distinct topic discussions, (iv) discussion topics started by the
researcher (and the number of replies), and (v) discussion topics started by the
participants (and the number of replies).
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The asynchronous nature of all discussions in the study allowed the partici-
pants to respond and participate at their leisure. Ethical issues around consent,
privacy, anonymity, withdrawal from the study, and debriefing were handled
effectively using email and by posting all relevant study information, and par-
ticipant rights on the Ning.com site. Furthermore, since the content of the diary/
blog entries were already in text format, no transcription was necessary.

In an effort to control for reflexivity bias, the data were divided into two
groups: researcher-led topics from the interviews and discussion forum and
participant-led topics from the diaries and discussion forum. Also of note is that
the participants were far more informed about game genres, gaming culture,
and technical issues around gaming than the researcher. Similar to participa-
tory research schemes (Park, 2001), the participants were experts and were able
to introduce new topics of conversation to the study via the online diary blogs.

There were limitations associated with data collection because the online
solicited diary blog and online focus groups were new methods for the fe-
male gamers, and may not have been ideal formats for sharing and discussion.
Indeed, two gamers left the study early on citing an inability to use the ‘blog-
ging’ tool. In addition, three gamers mentioned experiencing some difficulty
in self-expression with the online blog format at the exit e-interview. While these
considerations will require adjustments to the method if used in the future,
overall the gamers shared a positive view of the format and made comments
that implied the online and anonymous nature allowed for greater convenience
and self-disclosure (Tidwell & Walther, 2002). A summary of advantages and
disadvantages of using solicited blogs as a methodological tool for data collec-
tion are briefly outlined in Table 1.

Table 1
Advantages versus disadvantages of using solicited blogs as a methodological
tool for data collection

Advantages Disadvantages

Ease of use for researchers in terms
of software set-up and integrating
participants online.

Blogs require some technical ability, so
it may exclude participants who are less
comfortable with online formats.

Self-report format eliminates need for
transcription and the online platform
allows for immediate and continuous
access to data.

Potential data loss when creating an
entry and losing the content before it
is published or if participants chose to
delete, or remove entries.

Convenience and flexibility of the
platform in terms of participants’ time
management and commitment to data
entry as blogs can be accessed at any
time via the Internet.

The potential for “digital fatigue” (Kaun,
2010) and information overload from
participants who might lose motivation
in the commitment of making entries,
finding it burdensome.
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Advantages Disadvantages

Ability to control participant anonymity Reduced researcher control over the
through the use of alias identities research environment and ensuring
(usernames, generic email addresses).  participant identity (Kraut et al., 2004).

Privacy controls in most blogging Content is solicited for research and is
software allow for varying levels of written with an understanding that it
privacy, so either the researcher or the  will be analysed. Therefore, the level of
participant can control who sees what  self-disclosure and the topics chosen
content. Participants can share with the may be highly regulated by participants.
group or only with the researcher.

ETHICAL ISSUES IN ONLINE FORUM AND ONLINE SOLICITED
BLOG DATA COLLECTION

In online research, the lines have become blurred between ‘public’ and ‘private’
spaces (Griffiths, 2010; Griffiths & Whitty, 2010). It could perhaps be argued
that data collected from online blogs or forums are “public” unless specifically
designated and/or signposted by its users as “private”. Rather than the physical-
ity of the situation, some social scientists may argue that it is the participants’
and/or users’ perceptions that define whether the domain is viewed as public
or private (Wood & Griffiths, 2007). If the researcher is involved in online par-
ticipant observation, the issue of privacy may become even more complicated.
It has been the practice of the authors in their gaming research to make other
blog and/or forum users aware that they are collecting data unless there is good
reason to assume that this would adversely affect the quality and/or the type of
data collected. Arguably the most important issues regarding the ethics of col-
lecting online gaming data from blogs and forums include informed consent,
deception, private versus public space, lurking, and data use and ownership (e.g.,
Buchanan & Williams, 2010; Ess & Jones, 2004; Maczewski, Storey, and Hoskins,
2004; Sixsmith & Murray, 2001; Whitty, 2004b). These are now briefly examined
in specific relation to online data collection via forums and solicited blogs.

Informed consent

The issue of informed consent in research participation is considered one of
the ‘bedrocks’ of research ethics. However, there is a debate about whether
such consent is needed if the data are collected from public online forums or
blogs (Sveningsson, 2004). The present authors’ view is that online forum and
blog data provided by gamers and gamblers are essentially secondary data and
therefore informed consent is not an issue in the traditional sense. Issues such
as withdrawal of data are not really a problem as gamers and gamblers have
usually proactively posted on a gaming blog or forum (and by proxy) consented
to sharing their ‘data’ with anybody who happens to come across that particular
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webpage. Informed consent requires researchers to be honest and open about
the aims of their research and how they are going to utilize the data they collect.
If the researcher is participating in the research process itself (i.e., contributing
to the forum or blog) they should make their researcher status known to others
in the group as the participants are then aware that anything they write might
be used for research purposes.

In some instances, online forums are moderated. Here, it is appropriate for
the researcher to contact the moderators in advance of participating in the
forum under study. This is akin to contacting the head of an organisation and
seeking permission to collect data from its members, employees, clients, patients,
etc. Research examining ‘sensitive’ issues (such as gambling and gaming ad-
dictions) has the potential to cause distress for a participant — even when there
is no malice intended from the researcher. Griffiths and Whitty (2010) in their
review of ethical issues in online gambling research advise that safeguards need
to be put into place to ensure online gamblers have access to professional help
if for some reason the data collection process causes any psychological distress.

For some, using data from publicly accessible online forums or diary blogs has
the potential to interfere with the validity of the research process. While some
researchers criticise the use of forum participants’ data for research purposes
(King, 1996), the act of contacting participants to ask for consent about using
their posts and/or blogs in online websites may interfere with the participants’
desire to post on the forum in the future, and may potentially damage the
dynamics of the online forum. Ultimately, it is the researcher’s responsibility
to decide whether they should ask for consent to use the information and/or
do everything they reasonably can to protect the identity of the participants.
The authors’ experience with gamblers and gamers suggests this is not usually
a problem for this particular group.

Deception

The use of deception is one of the most serious ethical concerns for researchers
who collect their data online. Whitty (2004) contends that it is ethically unac-
ceptable to pose as another person in the category group under investigation
(e.g., an online gambler or gamer) rather than as a researcher, especially as there
are usually more ethical ways to collect such data. Therefore, practice of letting
participants know that a researcher is present in an online forum is paramount
from an ethical perspective.

Lurking

The issue of ‘lurking’ (i.e., being a passive observer in an online space) is a par-
ticular issue for those researchers collecting data from online forums and blogs.
Respect for a research participant’s right to privacy is a basic ethical require-
ment. In general, the basic rule of thumb is that researchers should only observe
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people in a situation where they would ordinarily expect to be observed, such
as a public space (Griffiths & Whitty, 2010). However, in online situations these
boundaries can become blurred (Wood & Griffiths, 2007). Researchers need
to consider if they have the right to lurk in gaming online forums and blogs in
order to learn more about the group under examination. Griffiths and Whitty
(2010) also note that there may be some topics (particularly concerning research
on sexual activity) where it is ethically desirable for researchers to use their in-
stitutions’ servers to lurk in online sites containing potentially illegal material.

Private versus public space

As mentioned earlier in this paper, a concern that is arguably more salient to online
(compared to offline) research is the perception of space as ‘public’ or ‘private’.
Researchers have noted that private interactions can (and do) take place in public
spaces (Mann & Stewart, 2000). Although online interactions have the potential
to be observed by many people, those online may not perceive their interactions
as ‘public’ because peoples’ perceptions of ‘public’ are often based on events in the
offline world (i.e., a public space is more obvious in offline settings). Furthermore,
Sharf (1999) has also noted that “despite widely announced admonitions concerning
the potential for public exposure, there exists the paradox that writing to others via
e-mail often feels like a private ot, in the case of an online group, quasi-private act”
(p- 246). Researchers should acknowledge that there are different spaces and places
online, and that the perception of ‘public’ and ‘private’ may change depending
upon the type of online space. For example, a chat room or an online forum might
be deemed a more public space than (say) email. However, the demarcations are
not always clear-cut or obvious. For instance, Griffiths and Whitty (2010) asked
whether an online self-help support group for gamblers that can be accessed by
anyone online was a public or private space?

If, as we believe, most online spaces are public unless deemed otherwise, re-
searchers must acknowledge that the anonymity they afford can give the illusion
to the users that they are private spaces. Therefore, Griffiths and Whitty (2010)
have posed the question of whether researchers should ethically take advantage
of online users’ false sense of privacy and security? They also ask whether it is
ethically justifiable to lurk in online gambling sites and collect data without the
knowledge or consent of the individuals who inhabit these sites? It is assumed
that in online spaces such as forums or blogs, people are not aware of others’
presence unless they make themselves explicitly known to them, at which point
the situation becomes public, unless those being studied are under the impres-
sion that they are in a private correspondence with the researcher (Wood &
Griffiths, 2007). In other words, Griffiths and Whitty argue that it is the percep-
tions of the participant that define the domain as public or private, rather than
the physicality of the situation. Furthermore, Whitty (2004) rightly notes that
although online interactions arguably take place in public spaces, this does not
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mean that the intended audience is a researcher. Ultimately, researchers need to
empathise with the participant and view the online space from their perspective.

Data use and ownership

Issues in data ownership occur when researchers appropriate the material that
is in online forums and blogs for research purposes. Deciding the ownership of
communications that are collected online can be challenging. As suggested by
Sixsmith and Murray (2001), an important question to address is to whom do
the posts belong? Do they belong to the writer of the post or blog, the electronic
group (i.e., online community), or any online observer (including researchers)?
Although it is beyond the remit of this paper to answer these questions, there
are some recommended strategies that can be adopted by researchers to protect
participants’ integrity when collecting data online. These include:

- Confirming if the online forum or blog includes regulations about using
participants’ posts for research purposes.

- Removing identifiers such as nicknames or pseudonyms. Bechar-Israeli
(1995) surveyed 278 IRC users about the use of nickname choices and
found that only 7% used some part of their legal name but that 45% used
a nickname that was somehow related to them (e.g., age, gender, loca-
tion, etc.). Bechar-Israeli (1995) also noted that individuals usually cre-
ated one persona online and used it consistently. Given that reputation is
usually created around nicknames (Lawson, 2004; Kraut et al., 2004), this
means that the researchers should do all they reasonably can to protect
both individuals’ online and offline identity. This issue has become even
more important as many online forums and blogs allow users to post using
Facebook and/or Wordpress accounts. These accounts may subsequently
reveal a participant’s real life identity and facilitate the potential that they
could be traced.

- Being aware that digital data are easily stored and replicated. Simply giv-
ing participants’ pseudonyms may not be enough protection as search
engines can easily trace the source of a verbatim piece of text. Whether
or not a researcher should quote from an online conversation needs to
make careful consideration. For this reason, there could be a case for the
researchers make subtle modifications (e.g., correcting the person’s gram-
mar) without changing the sense of the original posts or blogs. However,
such changes might (in some situations) lead to problems with validity
and reliability.

- Removing any other identifiers that may provide information that allows
identification of the post or blog source (such as the names of the forum or
blog used). However, this may be impractical if the researcher has recruited
the participants in the online forum or blog site itself (i.e., the researcher
may have already left permanent information that is easy to track). The
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desire to protect the identity of participants in online forums and blogs can
be challenging as not specifying the forums or blogs where the data were
taken from and slightly modifying the text may then interfere with the
validity, replicability, and research reliability (Sixsmith & Murray, 2001).

CONCLUSION

The aim of this paper was to briefly overview two relatively new ways of collecting
data online, and to suggest that these would be particularly advantageous for
researchers who work in the game studies field (in studying gamblers and video
game players). More specifically, it outlined the advantages and disadvantages
of collecting data from online forums and online solicited diary blogs, mainly
based on the authors’ own published research in the area of gambling and
gaming. Although online data collection may raise concerns about the research
participants’ integrity and the quality of the data collected, it is concluded that
these new innovative research methods can provide new insights unavailable
to other online data collection methods.
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