Social media as a data collection tool: the impact of Facebook in behavioural research

Abstract
Internet-related technologies are often used in various stages of behavioural research, particularly data collection. For example, the Internet allows researchers to collect data via online surveys, synchronous focus groups, and email interviews. Although they do have their limitations, these methods allow researchers to collect data in a timely and cost-effective manner. Additionally, these methods can often minimise any potential sensitivity or confidentiality issues by offering increased anonymity. With the advent and proliferation of social media platforms such as Facebook, researchers are now able to capitalise on another possible method of online data collection. In this paper, the potential uses of Facebook in various stages of data collection are discussed. These include using the site as a recruitment tool via group notices and paid advertising, and also using the site to collect observational and ethnographical data. This paper will conclude with suggestions on how best to utilise the site in the research process given the potential limitations and ethical considerations associated with its use.

Introduction
Prompted by the widespread saturation of home Internet use in Western societies, in the early 21st Century researchers began turning to online research to access difficult to reach samples and improve survey response rates (Balter and Brunet 2012). Researchers utilised the Internet in a number of different ways, including: using the Internet as a sampling frame (Balter and Brunet 2012); using the Internet to gather anonymous responses from sensitive samples (e.g. Duncan et al. 2003); and using the Internet to conduct online focus groups (Fox et al. 2007). These examples represent an attempt by researchers to provide alternative means of participation for individuals either not willing or not able to participate in a conventional research setting (Fox et al. 2007). However, the Internet platform that was utilised in much of this online research – e-mail – is no longer the dominant form of communication over the Internet. Instead, a new platform now dominates Internet use: social media.
Social media – Internet-based applications that allow users to create and share media content (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010) – can refer to many types of Internet-based applications including social networking sites such as Facebook and online personal writing spaces known as blogs. Facebook, the most popular social networking site on the Internet, currently has over 800 million active users worldwide (Check Facebook 2012). However, despite the widespread use and proliferation of the site – even in 2006 the site was labelled “a mass social phenomenon” (Acquisti and Gross 2006: 2) – very little research has capitalised on Facebook as a research tool (Brickman-Bhutta 2009).  
In this paper, two possible uses of Facebook in behavioural research are discussed: Facebook as ethnographical data and Facebook as a recruitment tool. Studies adopting these uses are reviewed, and the ethical considerations and limitations inherent in using Facebook as a tool of research are then discussed. This paper concludes with recommendations on how best to utilise the site in behavioural research. 

Why Facebook?
The impacts of social networking sites like Facebook are evident in a multitude of ways. These impacts can be seen politically, where candidates use Facebook and other similar sites to aid their campaigns, culturally and linguistically, where the term ‘to friend’ is now used as a verb, and socially, where it can be difficult for people to organise social activities without use of such sites (Rosen 2007). In behavioural research, however, the impacts of social networking sites like Facebook are not well-explored as social networking sites are yet to be extensively employed in behavioural research.
The social networking site Facebook – currently the largest and the most popular social networking site on the Internet in terms of membership – has many features that may prove useful to researchers. Firstly, researchers can capitalise on the sheer size of the site’s membership, which offers researchers access to diverse racial communities, comprising various socioeconomic standings (Lenhart et al. 2010). 
Secondly, Facebook allows users to articulate a ‘Friends list’ of other site users with whom they share a connection, and view the Friends lists of other users (most commonly, the lists of their Friends) (boyd and Ellison 2008). This articulation of a Friends list allows researchers to utilise the snowball method of recruitment in a way like never before. The snowball method of recruitment builds on the active social networks of participants (Browne 2005; Hardey 2008) and relies on the sharing of positive recommendations (Liamputtong 2010; Schneider et al. 2007). The Friends list feature on Facebook makes it easier for researchers to build on their participants’ social networks, and makes it easier for participants to share URL links and project information with the people in their networks.
Lastly, Facebook users are able to create or join existing social groups that reflect their personal and social interests (Balter and Brunet 2012). Researchers can use these groups to ‘target’ eligible research participants by locating groups reflecting their research area, and then publicising their research in – and to – these groups. For example, researchers can post notices and/or individually contact group members to promote their research, thereby recruiting eligible participants.

Collecting Ethnographical Data and Recruiting Participants from Facebook
While a number of features of the social networking site Facebook render the site an appealing and useful tool for behavioural research, to date the site has predominantly been used as a research tool in two ways: as a site for the collection of ethnographical data and as a recruitment tool via group notices and paid advertising. This section presents a review of these two methods, including a discussion of what they are, how they are used, and how researchers can benefit from them.

Ethnography
In social and behavioural research, ethnography is a popular qualitative research method concerned with interpreting behaviour and communal phenomenon within its own cultural and meaningful context (Fetterman 2010; Kozinets 2010). In order to tell “a credible, rigorous and authentic story” (Fetterman 2010: 1), ethnographers collect data from a range of methods, including participant observation, formal and informal interviews and historical case analysis, and usually participate to some extent in the daily lives of the people and communities they are researching (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). 
Since the advent of the Internet this form of participant-observation research has moved online, resulting in a research method known as virtual ethnography. Virtual ethnography, also known as e-ethnography or netnography, seeks to interpret and understand behaviour and communal phenomenon using computer-mediated communication as the data source (Kozinets 2010). Considering the data that is available on Facebook, researchers have turned to the site to research personal and social attributes such as “friendships, personal identity, self-esteem, notions of popularity, courting behaviour, collection action, and even attitudes about such controversial issues as race, religion, and politics” (Ferraro and Andreatta 2009: 113). While the information users post on Facebook is considered to be more reliable than information posted elsewhere on the Internet (such as chat rooms) because of the site’s real-world ties (Ferraro and Andreatta 2009), access to user’s personal information and interactions depends on the privacy controls maintained by the user.
Mariann Hardey’s work concerning interactions, connectivity and Facebook provides a useful example with which to examine how Facebook can be used in virtual ethnography. In ‘Ubiquitous Connectivity: User-Generated data and the Role of the Researcher’ (2011), Hardey recounts how during the time of her own data collection ranging from 2005-2008, there was little to no guidance for researching Facebook interactions on the site itself. Instead, she worked to develop her own approach to data collection which was based on earlier studies of online/virtual communities (Hardey 2011). According to Hardey, her method was both ‘collaborative’ in that it recognised personal and social networks on Facebook emerged through the interactions had with other users and ‘collective’ in that it collected shared data. She also recounts her decision to maintain a personal Facebook profile which was open to her research participants so that both parties (Hardey and her participants) were able to “share the same resources and social networks” (Hardey 2011: 114). Although a discussion of other virtual ethnographical studies using Facebook is beyond the scope of this paper, Hardey’s (2011) account does demonstrate some of the issues that researchers doing a virtual ethnography with Facebook need to consider
Facebook as a recruitment tool
The second way that the social networking site Facebook has been used in behavioural research is as a participant recruitment tool via Facebook groups and paid advertising. As mentioned earlier, the snowball method of recruitment is especially relevant to Facebook given the ability for users to join interest-based groups. A successful example of this is provided by Brickman-Bhutta (2009), who was one of the first researchers to write about her experiences using Facebook groups to recruit participants. She recounts how she created a religious-based group on Facebook in order to recruit participants for her questionnaire-based study. The description of the group “explained the purpose of the group, outlined eligibility requirements, and provided instructions on how to be involved” (2009: 7). The group was open to any Facebook user who found it, and she then invited these members to invite their Facebook Friends to join as well. After approximately one month, Brickman-Bhutta posted a link to the online questionnaire and within 5 days she received 2,788 completed questionnaires. At the conclusion of data collection, she had a total of 3,988 completed (and usable) questionnaire responses (Brickman-Bhutta 2009). 

Brickman-Bhutta (2009) is not the only researcher who has successfully used Facebook as a recruitment tool; Balter and Brunet (2012) have also used Facebook groups as a recruitment tool, albeit in a slightly different way. In their article ‘Social research 2.0: virtual snowball sampling method using Facebook’ (2012) the authors recount how the characteristics of their research population (immigrant entrepreneurs living in Spain) made them difficult to reach through traditional recruitment methods. Subsequently they made the decision to use Facebook groups in an attempt to recruit eligible participants. Balter and Brunet (2012) identified Facebook groups of immigrants living in Spain, and individually contacted members of these groups on Facebook to assess their eligibility and interest in participating in the study. They also used a traditional (i.e. real world) snowball sampling frame and compared the results. Although the traditional technique was more efficient in targeting entrepreneurs, sampling via Facebook was more effective in increasing the sample size (Balter and Brunet 2012). This led the researchers to conclude that sampling via Facebook was cost-effective and time-effective, and was also able to extend the size and geographical scope of the research (Balter and Brunet 2012).
Lastly, researchers Ramo and Prochaska (2012) also used Facebook as a successful recruitment tool – however, they used paid advertising which targeted Facebook users who were eligible to participate in the study. The authors, who were researching tobacco and substance abuse amongst young adults, utilised the Facebook ad program in order to target their population (cigarette users aged 18-25 living in the United States) due to the site’s popularity with young adults (Lenhart et al. 2010). The ads created by the researchers included a headline, a thumbnail picture and a URL link to the online survey, and after they were approved by Facebook were then featured on the Facebook profiles of users meeting their eligibility criteria (Ramo and Prochaska 2012). Their 13-month Facebook ad campaign resulted in a total spend of US$6,628.24 and a total of 1,548 completed surveys (Ramo and Prochaska 2012). The researchers concluded that given the difficulties often associated with recruiting young adults for health research, Facebook ad campaigns proved a successful, cost-effective recruitment tool. 

Ethical Considerations and Limitations 
Despite the success of using Facebook in virtual ethnography and as a recruitment tool, there are a number of ethical issues associated with its use in behavioural research, particularly that of informed consent and confidentiality. Firstly, using social media as a research tool requires researchers to devise “new strategies to ensure that consent is truly informed” (Bull et al. 2011: 1). Transparent information in easy to understand language is a key feature of informed consent when online or in-person, however when accessing forms online the information needs to be easily accessible (Bull et al. 2011). Bull et al. (2011) suggest using both detailed informed consent information and a summary of that information in order to ensure the information is read. They also suggest making the information available in multiple outlets, including via email, in Facebook groups (if relevant) and at the beginning of the survey.
Another ethical issue is maintaining the confidentiality of participants, particularly in virtual ethnography. During discussions of their research participants, researchers need to be aware of what they publish. For example, as Mariann Hardey (2011: 116) notes:

“It may be possible that a direct quotation from content that they [participants] have written on the Web can be traced back to them through the simple expedient of entering some of the text into a Web search engine like Google” 
Researchers using content taken from the Internet, including for example wall posts on Facebook, can take precautions by paraphrasing the material, instead of directly citing it, in a way that still reflects the true meaning of the text (Hardey 2011). Relatedly, researchers also need to be aware that because of this, true anonymity in web and social media research is not possible (Joinson 2005), and as such, should not be offered to participants in the consent forms for this type of research.

Aside from ethical considerations, there are a number of factors that need to be considered when using social media as a research tool. Firstly, in terms of virtual ethnography, if researchers use publicly available material – such as an open Facebook profile that has no privacy restrictions – this material can become unavailable if the user decides to change their privacy controls, or in fact can disappear if the user decides to deactivate or delete their account. In terms of recruitment limitations, participants recruited via Facebook (whether through Facebook groups or paid advertisements) do not constitute a random or representative sample. Participants recruited over Facebook will also likely result in participants who are heavy users of the site (Farquhar 2009), an important factor to consider in any Internet, social media or Facebook studies. Furthermore, even when using targeted ads on Facebook, the ads do not reach every Facebook user (Ramo and Prochaska 2012).       
Conclusion
Using Facebook as a case study, this paper provides a brief review of how and why social networking sites can be used in behavioural research. While using Facebook as a research tool for virtual ethnography and participant recruitment can have ethical considerations and limitations, the site can help researchers sample diverse and difficult to reach populations, increase response rates and sample size, and prove more cost-effective than other research methods. Considering the sheer size of social networking sites, researchers can use Facebook as an effective research tool if its use is carefully considered (for instance by having steps in place to protect the confidentially of participants) and truly warranted (by considering whether the site will allow for richer data and/or a larger sample size than traditional approaches). 
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