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How Can Resear chers M ake Sense of the I ssues|nvolved in
Collecting and I nterpreting Online and Offline Data?

Shani Orgad

In A. N. Markham & N. K. Baym (eds)nternet Inquiry: Conversations About
Method Thousand Oaks: Sage (pp. 33-53).

Before addressing the question that is the sulbjetitis chapter, | want to introduce
two working definitions: “qualitative Internet remeh” and “online and offline data”,
which, without being in any way prescriptive, retlany personal understanding of
these concepts. This understanding has been sgmify influenced by my own
research experience. Following a brief discussibthese concepts, | move on to
explain why | think consideration of online andliofé data is important in thinking
through our research projects. Next, | exploraaaitjunctures in the research process
when these issues might arise and become a prollgmut forward possible
justifications for doing research which combinesranand offline data. | also discuss
the implications of deciding not to obtain and gmaloffline and online data, but to
rely on one kind of data only. The paper concludés some thoughts about the
guestion of online and offline data in future qtalve Internet research, in light of
current technological trends which are increasirglyring the line between online
and offline communication, and recent debates atfminature of the research field

site in Internet studies.

Working definitions

Qualitative Internet research

Rather than being qualitative research that usemtiernet to facilitate data collection
or data analysis, qualitative Internet researcla igualitative inquiry into Internet
phenomena (Markham, 2003). More specifically, bg term “qualitative Internet
research” | refer to the study of the various aathglex meanings and experiences
that emerge around the Internet in a particularteodn These meanings and
experiences can relate to contexts of use (by iddals, organizations, networks
etc.), and/or to contexts of design and produgtiatesses. The task of a researcher



involved in a qualitative Internet research projscto inquire into those meanings
and experiences and explore their significance.

The question underlying a qualitative Interneteesh project would be: what
does “the Internet” stand for in a particular cemtdor particular agents? Clearly,
“the Internet” is not a monolithic thing. Part afyaqualitative exploration would have
to be articulating what research arenas “the letércomprises, and how they shape,
as well as being shaped by, participants’ and prexd experiences of use. For
example, my studyStorytelling Online: Talking Breast Cancer on thetekrnet
(Orgad, 2005) started by mapping ‘the landscapéreést cancer patients’ online
communication’, describing the kind online spacesl &nvironments participants
engage. This ‘landscape’ defined the arenas thatrélsearch focused on, which
included cancer-related message boards, persa@rasiiand e-mail.

Equally, ‘qualitative’ does not map onto one singleing. While |
acknowledge the difficulty, if not impossibilityp reach a clear definition of ‘online
gualitative research’ (see also Denzin, 2004: 4)pmn perspective leans towards the
interpretative as opposed to the more positivist aaturalistic conception of human
experience and its analysis. More specifically, aligative’ to me implies a
commitment for an interpretive understanding ofple® experiences of the Internet,
and of the texts (in the broad sense) they crealmeoand offline. Crucially, as
Denzin (2004: 7) usefully points out, “online irgestative work provide(s) the
foundations for social criticism and social actioRor instance, in my own study a
gualitative approach meant not just documentingdestribing patients’ practices of
telling their personal stories online — though thas a substantial part of the work —
but fundamentally also thinking about these prasticritically: whether, how and to
what extent women’s storytelling online transfortmeit experiences and the cultural

and social environments in which their experieraresembedded.

Online data and offline data

To investigate the above question and inquire angpecific Internet phenomenon, as
in any research, the researcher has to obtain @laéadata can be obtained from two
main types of sources: online and offline. They aaclude texts such as online
postings and textual elements such as threads nés, liface-to-face interview
accounts, or ethnographers’ field noteeagessuch as pictures from websites or

photos of spaces that are related to users’ exparief the Internet, ansbund,for



example online clips. In short, ‘data’ refers td #le information derived from
employing qualitative research procedur@sline dataare obtained using what have
been often described as “virtual methodologies "thodologies implemented by and
through the Internet. These include, for instarEaaticipant observation in online
spaces such as MUDs (see, for example, Baym’s/ sitidn online community of
soap opera fans, 2000; Kendall's study of BlueSR®02; Schaap’s online
ethnography of a role-playing MUD called New Cagba2002). The ethnographic
material that researchers reap from their onlihe@jraphy constitutes what | refer to
here as “online data”. Another example of onlindad&s texts of interviews with
research participants that are conducted onlimét{2005), for example, conducted
interviews with Internet users via e-mail, to expldheir use of the Internet for
seeking health information. She analyzed the ordiza she obtained, namely the e-
mail transcripts of the online interviews, to acebtéor users’ information seeking
practices on the Internet, and their sense-makitigi®information.

The other kind of data is obtained using “tradiibnmethodologies in
“traditional” offline settings. Here, in order tougly Internet-related phenomena, the
researcher employs methodological procedures ilneftontexts, which generate
offline data For example, in studying the integration of théeinet in the everyday
lives of users, researchers such as Bakardjievé&samth (2001), and Mackay (2005)
conducted ethnographic visits to and interviewshie domestic settings of Internet
users. Influenced by studies of television audienstudies of this kind are based on
offline data that consist of users’ accounts oladithrough interviews, participant
observation in users’ households, and in the ch84ackay, users’ diaries recording

their media use.

Why isit important to consider the question of online/offline data in thinking
through our research projects?

A distinction between online and offline has nelbeen made in qualitative research
concerning different communication media. For ins&g researchers do not discuss
the use of “television data” versus “offine datadr “telephone data” versus
“everyday data”. More generally, beyond the methaogical context, we do not tend
to talk about the *“television world” versus the ftofe world”, or about “radio
contexts” versus “offline contexts” in the same way we refer to “online” and

“offline” in relation to the Internet. This distition between the online and the



offline, and consequently between online and défldata in the research context, is
rooted in an interrelated distinction that has #medly characterized common
thinking about the Internet. Hine (2000) usefullgsdribes this distinction as that
between the view of the Internet as a “culturafact” and as a “culture”. On the one
hand, the Internet, like other communication medtias been seen as a medium.
Researchers working within this premise have expldrow it is used as a means of
communication within our social lives. As with stesl of other communication
technologies, they have studied the Internet wigpecific bounded social settings,
for example, in the home. The focus therefore tmaglly been on offline contexts,
and thus research has reliedaifiine data On the other hand, the Internet has been
commonly viewed as a communicative social spac#sirown right. Unlike other
media such as the television or the telephonerratespaces have been often studied
as self-contained social spaces which encompaatored and practices of their own
(Slater, 2002). These spaces have commonly beenasedistinct and separate from
“offline”, “real” social life. In research termshis view established cyberspace as a
plausible research field site (Hine, 2000, p. 9 advanced investigations of online
social spaces independently of offline social retet (Slater, 2002, p. 535). Such
studies, which are mainly versions of online ethrapfy, rested on the assumption
that online sociality has an inherent cultural gehee which is internally meaningful
and understandable in its own terms (Slater, 2p0%42). Consequently, study of
these online contexts was predominantly conducte@mdine sites, relying mainly,
and often exclusively, oonline data

The distinction between the online and offline e®n constitutive of the
understanding of the Internet, from the earliestysdaof Internet research.
Methodologically, the distinction has led to a lEmxtent to a separation between the
use of offline and online data. Large-scale survefydnternet use such as those
conducted by Pew Internet & American Life Projesyrtheir analyses of online life
mainly on offline data such as information elicitegg phone surveys or tracking
surveys of Internet activities (see for example v et. al., 2001). Other
researchers, such as Bakardjieva and Smith (2@8®@d)gh working from a different
perspective to the study of the use of the Interrmdso rely their analysis
predominantly on offline data including interview#h domestic users, a tour of the
computer and Internet-related spaces in resporideoises, and a group interview

with respondents’ family membetsOn the other side there have been numerous



studies, especially in the early days of Interretearch, drawing exclusively on
online data. For example, Donath’s (1999) studydehtity deception in an online
community, Reid’s (1999) exploration of social qohtin MUDs, and Danet. et. al's
(1997) study of language use in computer mediareléd on analysis of online texts
and interactions.

More recently, however, this separation is beirggaasingly deconstructed. It
has become clear that the separation between theeoand offline cannot be
sustained. Researchers have consistently arguedeareed to frame the online both
in its own right, and in relation to other conteatsd realities (Slater, 2002). That is,
in Hine’s terms, to take account of the Internebath culture and cultural artifact.
This recognition clearly undermines the assumptibat only things that happen on
the Internet were relevant to understanding thermt” (Haythornthwaite and
Wellman, 2002, p. 5).

Recognition of the complex relationship betweenimanland offline has
profound methodological implications. In particylavo key questions arise at two
critical junctures of the research, in relationdoline and offline data. The first
guestion arises at the stage of designing an erapneésearch: do we need offline data
in order to make sense of online phenomena? Ifitqtigé Internet research is the
study of the complex meanings and experiencesetingrge around the Internet in a
particular context, do we necessarily need offlifermation to be able to adequately
account for these meanings and experiences? Orwearproduce high quality,
persuasive and grounded qualitative research dhi@nnet-phenomenon that draws
merely on online data? As Slater points out (2q02%543), these questions become
even more of an issue in a context which is notwridor identity playing and
deception on the part of participants with few negaconsequences. What claims
can a study relying only on data retrieved onlireke? The “opposite” question is as
intriguing: if the Internet is treated as simplyn@ans of communication that is used
in an everyday social context, can it thereforestuglied as such, that is, merely by
using methodological procedures in offline contewtishout any online data?

The second key question arises at the stage ofathaigsis and concerns the
actual use and interpretation of online and/orrdfldata. If it was decided to obtain
both online and offline data, a researcher hasrapge with the triangulation
between the sets of data: are the two kinds of dataparable? Can they be

integrated, and if so, how? If a decision has bede to rely on only onliner



offline data, at the stage of analysis researcimerst confront the adequacy, validity
and limitations of their analysis. This problem calarises, of course, for those
researchers who usethonline and offline data.

| now turn to the two questions that | presentedeiation to the issue of
online and offline data in conducting and evaluatgqualitative Internet research. |
discuss each question in the context of the paatiawsearch junctures at which it
may arise, highlighting possible ways of tacklihgGrucially, my intention is not to
provide prescriptive answers, but rather to demratestwhat | regard as useful,

sensible, ethical and context-sensitive approatthésese questions.

| s obtaining offline and online data necessary? If so, when? If not, why?

As mentioned earlier, the question of, and thus dbeision about, whether it is
necessary to obtain online and offline data arsdbe very early stages of designing
the empirical research. The answer to the quesigaems simple: “it depends on the
guestion you ask and on the context you study”. &l@w, in what follows | want to
unpack this seemingly straightforward answer, byingoog to particular
considerations that might be involved, and by gdig the discussion in specific
examples from my own study and that of others.

In their study of young people’s cultural life asalcial resistance, the question
Wilson and Atkinson (2005) asked was: “what is tk&tionship between young
people’s online (activist) activities and offlinecsal action?” The emphasis in the
guestion is on an understanding of this group’sucel) and the ways its online and
offline contexts inform and enable each other. énmis of empirical design, it
therefore seems clear that the research must dnavoth online and offline data. In
other words, the theoretical concern over the icelahip between online and offline
contexts, in terms of a specific group’s activitiesd practices, informs a
methodology that would aim at capturing the onlitneg, offline and the connections
between them. Wilson and Atkinson’s study did irdleeclude both online and
offline components. It was based on an analysighef contents of twenty-eight
webpages, in-depth face-to-face interviews with sitebproducers and organizers,
fieldwork that involved attending events that werganized by the groups involved,
and a study of the media coverage of the groupsitsy

Similarly, in my research into the online commutima of women suffering

from breast cancer (Orgad, 2005), obtaining botmerand offline data regarding the



participants’ lives and experiences was crucial rimaking sense of the Internet
context that | studied. The aim of the research twamquire into the meanings of
online engagement for women with breast canceiefat online participation and

their use of the Internet are deeply embeddedadir #veryday experience of chronic
illness. Therefore, if we are to understand patiemnline contexts, we clearly have to
have knowledge of their offline contexts, thatasthe everyday life aspects of their
coping with breast cancer. By the same token, tkens@nse of patients’ experience
of breast cancer (offline), it is necessary totgegrips with their online engagement,
which is a significant part of their experiencecoiping with their iliness. In short,

since at the heart of this inquiry stood the cotinas between participants’ online
and offline experiences, how patients’ online pgvtation affects and enables their
life offline, and vice versa, it seemed crucialaccess both the offline and online
environments of participants. So as early as atstage of designing an empirical
study | made a decision about the need to obtdineoand offline data, on the basis
of which | would build my analysis.

As we can see, in both these examples the dedwiobtain online and offline
data is situated in the context of the specifieaesh goals. It might seem that it
would always be more sensible and context-sengiiseek access to both online and
offline data. However, this is not necessarily ttase. Eichhorn’s (2001) study
demonstrates how the researcher’s decision to pgharily on online data, and
deliberately avoid the study of participants initheffline environments was an
informed context-sensitive decision, which stemrfredh a careful understanding of
the phenomenon being studied.

Eichhorn (2001) explains that in her study of gitéxtual online community
(“zines”), which she carried out primarily onlinéwas unlikely that the tactics and
practices that she aimed to examine would have bemttered visible had she opted
to carry out a study within an offline environmestich as a school or a classroom.
Notwithstanding the fact that the practices of picicbn of ‘zines, on which
Eichhorn’s study focused, may sometimes be repmdiut school-based settings, for
various contextual reasons, studying them in thesttings would have been an
obstacle rather than a facilitator (see p. 573-574)

More generally, Eichhorn (2001) challenges the mgdion that ethnographic
research of an online-based phenomenon has nebessdre dependent on face-to-

face relationships with the study’s participantdie Sshows that in her work,



participating in informants’ everyday lives did no¢écessarily mean accessing their
offline environments. On the contrary, Eichhornistss that “understanding people’s
lives, particularly in the technologically driven éatern world, may sometimes
require ethnographers to do what the people thek ¢e study do, even if it
necessitates staying at home” (p. 566).

A related argument against the use of offline éathat in seeking to combine
online and offline data, particularly when the dattate to participants’ lives and
activities, researchers run the risk of implyingttbnline data are not as authentic as
offline data. That being said, employing procedut@sstudy participants in their
offine environments could be a fruitful way of dertualizing and adding
authenticity to the findings obtained online (Hirg900, p. 48). Turkle (1996), for
example, in her infamous studyfe on the Screemeflects on the significance of
conducting face-to-face in-depth interviews withr baline informants, as a way to
further “explore an individual's life history anedse out the roles technology has
played” (p. 324). She goes so far as only to ineldohdings on those online
informants whom she also met in person, a methgitbdecision she justifies with
her concern with the relationship between userngegrnces in online reality and real
life.

In my study, the transition from e-mail correspamek2with my informants, to
face-to-face meetings, proved extremely signifidantunderstanding the experience
of breast cancer patients’ online engagement. $iden this transition to have been a
key turning point in my understanding of the relathip between patients’ lives and
their online experience. In hindsight, | realizattlso long as | only had access to
participants’ construction of their online expegerthrough their e-mail accounts, the
relationship between patients’ lives and their mmkexperience seemed fairly palpable
and straightforward. In most of the e-mail accouritstially received from patients,
“the Internet” is described in a fairly idealizedayv either as a “dazzling” and
“empowering” “miracle” (reproducing popular emaraipry constructions of the
Internet) or in a reductive way, as being nothing &nother source of information
about cancer. Participants’ e-mail accounts foregued the role of the Internet in
their experience of coping with the illness. Altatinely, the offline data, which |
obtained later through face-to-face interviews,igitttned much more complex
connections between patients’ online and offlinpegiences. These accounts were

primarily personal narratives about how they copstth their illness. Respondents’



reflections on the Internet and the role it playetheir experience of coping were far
more subtle and implicit. Rather than being abbat Internet, patients’ face-to-face
accounts were about their lives and selves. Rdlttaer foregrounding the experience
of using the Internet (as in the e-mail accounits)the face-to-face accounts this
experience was embedded in their stories. The tfaface interviews also enabled
respondents to move away from utopian or dystopianourses and clichés about
“the Internet”. Instead, in their face-to-face aacts, “the Internet” was usually
disaggregated into its different components, inglgicular contexts where it played
a role in their coping. While in the e-mail accaufithe Internet” appeared a pretty
much singular “thing”, the face-to-face intervieweslealed its various facets and
situated contexts.

Even Eichhorn (2001), who persuasively explains wbyducting research
relationships online and offline is not always agprate and does not necessarily fit
the context and goals of the research, reflectsheninvaluable significance of the
only face-to-face meeting she had with one of tletigpants of the online
community she studied. She describes this meesngnamportant turning point in
her understanding of this community, and as présgnan opportunity to ask
guestions she had previously failed to recognizbeasg relevant to her research (p.
571).

Crucially however, in all these examples, the redesxrs do not treat the
offline data on participants’ lives and experienassmore “truthful” or “authentic”
than the data obtained online. In obtaining offldaa their aim was not to introduce
some external criterion for judging whether it &festo believe what informants say
(Hine, 2000, p. 49). Rather than validating theacéy of the data obtained online,
their rationale for deciding to gather offline datas the need to add context, to
enhance information, and to yield insights intoeasp that would have otherwise
remained invisible, but which were consequentiathe research. More generally,
rather than being led by some general rules ofilggwhat guided the researchers in
the above examples were the particular researctextsnand the demands of their
research goals.

The question of whether there is a need to enhantiee data with offline
data can arise at later stages of the researckagbrdgutter and Smith (2005), for
instance, undertook research on the “RumCom” nemggionline. They sought to

discover how sociability is discursively construtten this text-based online



environment. The major component of data usedeir 8tudy was the messages that
were published on “RumCom”. However, this kind ataldid not seem on its own to
be sufficient. “We also wanted to add some deptyobe what we could discover
through the analysis of messages. We felt thabaline ethnography had to do more
than merely observe and collect textual data” {f). Fhey therefore complemented
the online data they had initially obtained, by eaies of phone and face-to-face
interviews with some of their online informants.iJoffline data allowed them to
inquire into the ways in which online participatscame involved in the RumCom
newsgroup and what they got out of it, informatibat had remained obscure as long
as they obtained only online data.

| have so far discussed the relationship betwedéneoand offline data only in
one direction, that is, as the research moves @woine to offline. One can, however,
picture a research situation that starts offlimel tnen moves to obtaining online data.
The rationale for such a move might be similar ttatM described in relation to the
move in the opposite direction. That is, the neeédd depth to the phenomenon
being studied, contextualize and enhance the eftiata.

Bakardjieva and Smith (2001) designed a quasi-gftapdic study that aimed
to explore computer networking from the standpahtthe domestic user. They
sought to devise a methodology that would allownthe investigate “both the real-
life contexts and actions of our [their] subjeatsd their exploits in cyberspace” (p.
69). Influenced by studies of the domesticatioomeidia and technology in people’s
everyday lives, the researchers deliberately fatuse the offline environment of
users’ homes, as the sites in which they studiadedtic practices of Internet use.
The offline data they obtained included interviemith domestic users, a tour of the
computer and Internet-related spaces in resporideoises, and a group interview
with respondents’ family members. These data weoeptemented by one
component of online data, which they describe &muaof users’ “computer space”,
that is, the traces of Internet use that were saveelspondents’ computers, or in their
accounts on the provider’s server (p. 70). Arguablynore elaborate use of online
data, such as, for example, the ethnography ofatiteal Internet spaces in which
these domestic users participated, could have durtugmented the researchers’
understanding of the ways in which the Interneniegrated into users’ everyday life

situations, and tied in to specific social-biogriaphsituations.
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In this context, Sanders’ (2005) research is qiiteninating, as it uses a
multi-layered research design, consisting of bathne and offline components. In
studying the sex work community in Britain, Sand&erted her ethnography offline,
observing indoor sex markets and street prostiiuoo ten months. She later found it
necessary to explore the impact of CMC on the argéion of sex economies, to
which end she turned to the Internet to collectnrentlata, mainly through instances
of lurking. The main focus of her online observatwwasPunterNeta popular site for
male clients and female sex workers in the UK. @bsg forums such as message
boards and live chat sessions where sex workerslads interact (textually) gave
Sanders insights into how commercial sex was adeert discussed, selected and
negotiated online between clients, sex workers @nders of establishments. The
researcher then realized that in order to fullyarsthnd the role of the Internet in
sustaining the identities of sex workers, she ngdédemove back offline: to recruit
online participants for face-to-face interviews the same way that sex workers and
clients inevitably transfer their relationship froomline to real encounters”, she
reflects, “questions relating risks and managersaategies led me to move beyond
the screen to face-to-face relationships” (p.71).

Sanders’ study reveals other important consideratibat need to be taken
into account when making decisions about the useordine and offline data,
particularly when the latter involves moving redeuship with participants from online
to offline, and even more particularly when semsitior high-risk groups are
concerned. The nature of these considerations eagthical, involving questions of
the researcher’s trustworthiness and rapport wathihformants. One of the lessons
Sanders and other researchers (e.g. Kendall, 2088n and Stewart, 2000; Orgad,
2005) learned, is that it is highly problematicndt impossible, to move from online
to offline with informants without establishingona fide status, trust and rapport.
Obtaining offline information on online participantcould also simply prove
infeasible, particularly where hard-to-reach popafes, such as sex workers, are
concerned.

Another aspect that the researcher has to consglehe sample of
respondents. As long as we rely on online methagesoour access is limited only to
those who actively participate (e.g. who post mgasshp and therefore are visible.
However, there are many online participants who andy lurkers, but whose

participation and practices can be extremely sigguiit and highly consequential for
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understanding an Internet-related context. Yet fieprdiscursive point of view, the
“silent” are difficult to incorporate into the amals, as they leave no observable
traces (Hine, 2000, p. 25).

Let me give an example from my study of breast eargatients’ online

communication. A breast cancer patient writes toféléow-sufferers’ mailing list:

[1]f you want to...post as much as you want...eadot in one day. If you want to, stay silent
and get support without posting. If you want tiaysaway for a while and come back. We
have some members who come and go. AND wow, sdrmeranembers "graduate” and feel
they are not in need of support ...if those memlyesist to come back...they are always

welcome.
Staying in the background--only reading messagesstha patient cited above
describes it, can play a significant role in howigras’ cope with their illness.
Lurking enables patients to learn about others’eeepces, to relate their own
situation to that of others, without having to reszeily expose themselves and their
feelings. Similarly, another patient reflects ore thaluable therapeutic effect of

putting her experience into text by typing it —dref actually interacting online:

Probably the best part of the internet is that gead to type your question or feeling before

you can share it and sometimes just writing it dasva therapy of its owh.

To be able to inquire into these highly meaningfuhctices, such as lurking, or
simply typing out one’s experience (without necagsaublishing it online), | had to
go beyond the screen, that is, | had to gain acttesbose participants and their
activities, which would have otherwise remainedisible. Relying only on the
observable representational level of online adéisi(i.e. texts) was not sufficient on
its own to explain the significance and capturedtplexity of these activities.

But how do you do this? How do you access the b8 To tackle this, |
recruited some interviewees by snowballing offlihexploited initial contacts with
women whom | met online in order to recruit theggaaintances as interviewees who
participated online, but not necessarily activeid &isibly. This enabled access to an
appropriate range of participants engaged in differlevels of involvement, in
different kinds of online activities in relation tioeir illness.

Researchers may also be interested in studhioge who are not online,
those who “fail” or refuse to engage online. Thasi®de an interesting phenomenon to
study in itself. It can also shed light on the studf Internet use and online
participation. For example, in my study one of therviewees was a patient who
initially visited breast cancer patients’ forum&wever after a short time became

12



very critical of these sites and stopped partigigain them. Nor did she reply to my
online request for women willing to participatetire study. “You would have never
found me online”, she told me in our face-to-face intervidmdeed, | recruited her
through snowballing (another patient referred méeo, rather than online, as | did
with the majority of the interviewees. Though mgearch focused on the experience
of women who participated online in the contexttloéir illness, rather than non-
participants, the experience of this woman and obaple of other non-users | met
proved invaluable. They illuminated some of thengigant constraints of the spaces
in which patients were actively participating arelged me think critically about the
phenomenon | studied: to what extent are thesen@rdpaces inclusive, allowing
‘people from all walks of life’ (as one forum deb@s its mission) to share their
experience?

Clearly, if we wish to study those who are notirgy relying on online data is
not sufficient. We need to gain access to inforrsiaotfline contexts and retrieve
offline data. Indeed, driven primarily by the dajidivide agenda, researchers have
recently recognized that studying those who areonbhe can be a significant aspect
of understanding Internet phenomena (e.g. Leni20®1, based on a telephone
survey). | suggest that exploring participants vare excluded from certain CMC
contexts, or have “failed” to engage in CMC, canMeey fruitful for qualitative
studies of Internet phenomena, and not just intioglao the digital divide. In my
study, for example, although my primary concern wéh those patients who were
“successfully” engaging online, exploring casepafients who for different reasons
“failed” to participate in breast cancer online ags proved highly enlightening. For
instance, two of my interviewees, despite having tlechnical capacity and
competence for engaging in CMC, found the breasicera Internet sites they
encountered inappropriate and unsatisfactory. Tlegjperience of rejecting the
Internet as a communicative space in coping wig tliness was extremely telling —
not only in terms of the specificity of their exparce, but also in terms of the light it
threw on the majority of the “successful” casesedétwo patients were looking for a
forum that would allow a critical and rational dission on breast cancer whereas the
majority of the forums they found online focusedpatients’ experiential, subjective
and personal stories. This distinction helped mdeustand the centrality of the
subjective, experiential and confessional discouls® governs many patients’

Internet spaces, and in particular the significan€estorytelling as a key social
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activity in which breast cancer patients engag@er(see Orgad, 2005). Clearly, if |
had not recruited interviewees offline (rather th#mough the Internet), and
interviewed them face-to-face, | would not havengdithe insights yielded by these
valuable accounts, nor recognised the complexitysgecificity of the phenomenon |
was studying.

Whereas | started online, and then moved offlinehwmny research
participants, Eichhorn (2001) decided to locateresearch almost exclusively in an
online site, relying primarily on online data. Situng her research online, rather than
in an offline setting such as school or classroengbled her to examine a group of

young women not always visible in the school systamshe reflects:

Significantly, many of these young women wrote dlfesling either invisible or even at risk
in the school environment...In contrast with the latkisibility many of these young women
experienced in their schools, the textual commubityzines was a space in which these

young women, many not ‘out’ in their local commimst could have their identities and
experiences recognized and validatéd. 574).
So Eichhorn’s decision to locate her research imm@ime site, relying primarily on
online data, opened up the possibility of studyitgs often unaccounted for group of
young people” (Eichhorn, 2001, p. 574). Whatevarigien is made, the crucial point
is that it should be sensitive to the context bestgdied, and situated within the

demands of the research question.

How to use and analyze online and offline data?

The other critical juncture at which the issue aofie and online data arises is the
stage of analysis and interpretation of the ddttnel researcher has decided to obtain
online and offline data, she may find herself padzt this stage in the analysis about
how to integrate the two sets of data. Do theyaspond? Are the two sets of data
comparable, and if so, how?

Such questions become an issue particularly if ret®nale for obtaining
online and offline data was to break down the @ibffline distinction conceptually.
In regarding the data obtained as “online” versoflihe”, i.e. as two sets of
distinctively different and separate data, we fhum risk of reproducing the very idea
that we aimed to challenge, that is, that the enind the offline are two separate

distinguished realms.
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Thus, a rule of thumb for analysis of the datén&t an attempt to break down
the distinction between online and offline cannetpgursued only in theory; it is a
project substantially implicated in methodologydam this context, particularly in the
way the data are treated. In what follows | wi} #to demonstrate some of the
implications of adopting this rule of thumb, inlexfting upon the data analysis in my
research on breast cancer patients’ online comratiorc

My data analysis involved three different typegeoits: (1) e-mail accounts;
(2) online texts from breast cancer websites; a@)dfgce-to-face interviews. The
analysis attempted to combine these different testher than treating them
separately based on “online” (1 and 2) and “offli{®). Crucially, no hierarchy was
implied among the different texts; the three typese treated equally in terms of
their contribution to the data analysis. In additicather than organizing the
analytical discussion by kinds of data, and theorimation elicited from each, |
organized it by three thematic dimensions that atterized what | described as
participants’ “storytelling online”. The differerkinds of data (twelve face-to-face
interviews, twenty-eight e-mail accounts and orieeteand various texts from breast
cancer websites) were coded according to the tfireensions. When analyzing the
data, the aim was to identify participants’ undamsiings of their online experience in
relation to each of the three thematic categoriedooked for the different
manifestations, as well as absences of each ahtke aspects in patients’ accounts
(e-mail and face-to-face) and in texts on breasicea websites (e.g. a website’s
instructions for how to post a message). In reatlegvarious texts, | asked myself:
what do they say is significant about the exchahdg&$at do they emphasize and
what do they omit or understate? What is surprisibgut what they say about their
online interactions? What is problematic? In ligiitthese questions, | examined
differences and similarities between the differsegts of data, and tried to make sense
of them.

| used discourse analysis of the website texts dotextualize patients’
accounts (both e-mail and face-to-face) of th&ieds and online experience, and vice
versa: patients’ accounts of their illness expe@eand Internet use were used to
make sense of breast cancer websites’ texts. Fonghe, a common feature of the
face-to-face interviews was that participants ustdded or even denied their
participation in exchanging personal stories onliwbereas examination of their e-

mail accounts and observation of the websites theyed showed that, often they
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were quite actively engaged. Also, the face-to-fascel e-mail accounts were
produced for me, the researcher: they were thdestasf these patients’ online
experience in relation to their illness. The onlit@xts taken from breast cancer
websites, on the other hand, were stories abougxperience of illness, and coping
with it, produced by patients and posted for themnline fellow-sufferers. The
significantly different audiences had crucial ingplions for the content and form of
these texts, an issue | took up in analyzing thea.danother difference between the
data obtained online and that gleaned from fadade-interviews derived from their
timing: the online accounts women posted on websitere often created when they
were going through the illness and undergoing ftineat. The e-mail accounts they
wrote for me were often still temporally close teeir actual experience (since |
recruited interviewees from the websites where fhested their stories, usually close
to the time of posting). The face-to-face interwewowever, were mostly conducted
at least a year later than this. Naturally, womfterohad a very different perspective
of their experience of illness and, inextricabliyJrdernet use. For all those reasons, it
appeared crucial to integrate the different kintlaazounts and perspectives from the
different sets of data into an understanding of ¢cbenmunicative context that |
studied.

Fundamentally, in reading and analyzing women’ants, my aim was not
to evaluate whether they were ‘truthful’ or not.tlRa, the aim was to get enhanced
understanding of women’s experiences of usingrikermet in relation to their illness.
So, for example, a woman told me in a face-to-faterview that the Internet played
a very limited role, if any, in her experience opig with breast cancer. However,
this was contradicted by the online data | gathewgrich included her various
postings and revealed her rather active parti@paiThere was also an online account
she wrote me two years earlier in reply to theuigrent message | posted on one of
the breast cancer boards, in which she recountedu$e of the Internet and its
significance as a tool for information seeking andpace for support. How do you
reconcile such differences between the same persmtounts? The principle that
guided me is rooted in the interpretative apprdachfe stories (Plummer, 2001): all
autobiographical memory is true. When people t&l@ua their lives they inevitably
forget, select, exaggerate, become confused argbifieetimes. It is the interpreter’s
task to identify these gaps and discern their nmgarivly interpretation of the case |

cited above was that the face-to-face interviewictwhiook place a year after that
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women was already cured, was part of her attempbitstruct herself as a healthy
person. She associated her online participatiotrgast cancer forums with her
iliness, a chapter she wanted to forget and puindelShe therefore tended to
marginalize and almost dismiss the significancthisf chapter, and the Internet’s part
in it, in her life. Marginalizing the role the Inteet played in coping with the illness
was a recurring phenomenon in women'’s accounts.nvéBked to reflect on the place
of the Internet in the experience of their illnesgerviewees often depicted their
online experience as insignificant. | found thatwas part of patients’ (often

unconscious) attempts to construct themselveseakei exclusive agent who ‘made
it’, reducing the role of other possible factoradls as the Internet) that might have
helped them in their battle against cancer.

The more general point | wish to draw from this repé&e is that in their
analysis, researchers should try to use the diffekends of data as mutually
contextualizing each other. There is a tendencylater (2002) rightly observes, to
interpret the relationship between online and wélias the relationship between
phenomenon and context. Hence “the offline is é@ats that which makes sense of,
or explains, the online” (p. 544). As far as thealgsis is concerned, such an
interpretation implies that one should use offldea in order to make sense of and
contextualize the online data. The danger herdnas ‘tPutting the online into the
offline reifies both: it assumes a thing called isbc or community, or social
relations, and at best investigates how one afteetsther” (ibid.).

The offline does not explain the online, nor ddesdnline explain the offline.
Rather, the aim should be to look at the ways iitlvieach configures the other. As |
have shown, in order to understand patients’ ordictévities in my study | had to get
to grips with their offline contexts, that is, theioping with breast cancer. The
opposite, however, was also fundamental: to makesesef patients’ experience of
breast cancer, and of breast cancer culture ireagmrary society more generally, |
had to understand the significance of their engagenmn related online spaces.
Therefore, the online data served to contextualtieeoffline data and vice versa.

Yet it can be argued that a qualitative researofept could aim at comparing
online and offline manifestations of a certain et In this case, to fit the method
and the analysis to the research question, it appeast sensible to treat the online
and offline data in a comparative fashion, analyzine against the other. Early CMC

research focusing on the ‘cues-filtered-out’ apphoamployed experimental studies
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of small groups to compare face-to-face and computsdiated group behavior (for a
review of these see Baym, 2002: 63-64). Discoungeliaguistic analysis have often
been used to compare CMC discourses and offlineodises, oral or written (e.g.
Baron, 2003). The assumption underlying these cosgss has often been that CMC
is a constrained version of face-to-face embodieraction. However, this is highly
problematic view. Theoretically, it fails to recogg CMC’s unique and varied
gualities, understanding how users draw on thastieg communicative capabilities
to construct social meaning within the challenged the opportunities posed by the
online medium Baym (2002: 66). Consequently, arlyaigawhich takes the face-to-
face as its starting point is unable to explaingpecificity of the online phenomenon
it aims to study; it can explain what is going aslionly in terms of face-to-face
gualities. In my study, if | were to treat the faoceface as a conceptual and analytical
point of departure for understanding the online cmmication of breast cancer
patients, | would have been unable to acknowledg#itees that are central to this
communicative context, such as anonymity and diselnbent, without implying that
they represent an ‘inferior’ version of patientsté-to-face communication.

Normatively, regarding online communication as astained version of
face-to-face communication implies that online camroation is ‘less’ than face-to-
face communication: less authentic, less ‘real'ssleclose, and less truthful.
Methodologically, treating the online as a consiedi version of the offline limits the
tools and practices that researchers use to thasehey can apply to the offline. It
does not allow researchers to develop methodsatikeasensitive and specific to what
happens online. In my study, for example, if | wgteded by a need to compare the
online to the offline I would have probably beerable to analyze and account for the
significance of discursive forms such as threadghieh do not have straightforward
face-to-face parallels.

This is not to say that comparing online and offlidata cannot yield
interesting and important observations about thaliggs of CMC. However, one
needs to carefully account for the underlying tkéoal and conceptual framework
that invites such comparative treatment of the tathe first place.

Whether online and offline data are used in thelysigin an integrative
fashion, or in a comparative way, a key thing towsey of is making judgments
about the authenticity of the data. There is oftetendency to imply, explicitly or

implicitly, that the information the researcher mgred from online sources (e.g.
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websites, CMC interactions) is not as authentithasgenerated from offline ones. In
treating online and offline data, we should be iinfed by recognition of the distinct
character of online and offline contexts and intecms, and of their consequent texts,
while at the same time accounting for the inexbrieaconnections, similarities and

continuities between the two.

How to present our interpretations?

Lastly, an important issue of concern in the camdion of our analysis is the
presentation of the data. Do we differentiate anfrom offline data, or do we present
it as a coherent set of data? This may seem aitedtamd rather marginal aspect, but
it constitutes a significant feature of the treatimef data. In reporting my study, |
used different fonts to reflect the different smgdrom which | was quoting: (1)
academic or any other published text which is ndiract part of the ethnographic
material; (2) extracts from face-to-face interviewged to build my analysis; and (3)
extracts from online texts, whether e-mail accodrdm participants or texts posted
in public online forums. | was challenged by onader whose criticism was that in
identifying the different online and offline souscby different fonts | was not acting
in line with what | was advocating; i.e. that thaione and the offline should be seen
and treated as significantly separate rather thearwoven. While | do not think that
either point of view is right or wrong, | do thirtkat whatever decision researchers
may make about differentiation, they should beesafle of its possible implications.
In my case, my decision to use different fonts masle to help the reader identify the
different sources of the quotes (especially giviee prevalence of quotes in my
analysis), but in so doing, my intention was cettanot to imply that the online and
the offline should be or were being treated asdearate or isolated realms (see also
Markham, 2004 for further discussion of issuesrespntation).

Our responsibility to reflexively interrogate ourethods carries through all
stages of research design, analysis, interpretatnohpresentation of findings. This
applies whether researchers are relying on offtla, online data, or both. In the
same way that researchers using both online atideotfata are encouraged to reflect
on their choices, researchers should carefullyecefbn the merits and limitations of
building an account that draws only on one kinddafa. They should consider the
implications of their use of data for the claimsyimake about the Internet-context

that they are studying.
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Pitts (2004), for example, demonstrates a levalefiexivity in her study of
personal web pages of women with breast canceiké&Jnhy study, Pitts analyzed
only online data, namely the texts of fifty persomeeb sites of individual breast
cancer survivors. In presenting her analysis adelgata she reflects upon their limits:

| can make no claims about the off-line identitiéshe authors who wrote the web sites, and |
do not assume that cybersubjects’ on-line idestifiez necessarily identical to their off-line

identities...

| operate under the assumption that the web page;masome sense ‘truthful’, in that their

authors do indeed have breast cancer or know sameitim breast cancer...

That this assumption is not empirically verified shibe considered a limitation of this

research (p. 40).

While researchers should be encouraged to reflgxiugterrogate their
methods and analyses, | think that Pitts actuallis finto the trap that | discussed
earlier, that is, of treating online data as lesthentic or truthful than offline data.
Pitts seems to work with some absolute notion dlinef data as inherently more
“truthful” or “verified” than online data, and hemdo judge the online data upon
which she bases her analysis as limited and prghbab$ authentic than their offline
counterparts. Rather, standards of authenticityulshde seen as situationally
negotiated and sustained (Hine, 2000, p. 49). imdénse, Pitts’s later reflection on
her decision not to look for offline data on hefommants seems more context-
sensitive and sensible. It demonstrates an undelist of the perceptions of her
informants and the judgmentiey make about the online spaces in which they
participate:

| believe that this would go against the spiripefsonal web pages, which are intended to be

public but also to afford varying levels of anonyynand a choice about making personal

disclosures, such as one’s real name, locatioreaappce and so on, to readers (p. 41).
In short, whether the analysis is based on botmerdnd offline data, or only one
kind of data, the question of the authenticityjdif and adequacy of the analysis is

one that the researcher has to face, criticallyrafidxively.

Conclusions: Revisiting the online/offline distinction

The key argument in this chapter is that in thigkifrough their own research
projects or evaluating others’, researchers needitioally consider the data that they
obtain and interpret. It is not enough to recognikie complex nature of the
relationship between the online and the offlina abnceptual level, while ignoring its
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methodological implications. | find it striking theesearchers make claims about the
immersion of users’ experiences and practiceseir #averyday lives, while the data
they rely upon provide them with very limited graisnto adequately understand the
relationship between their participants’ online affline worlds. This does not, as |
have stressed, mean that it is only through offtia¢a that researchers can access
respondents’ everyday lives. Online data suchasgXample, online self-narratives,
can be rich, detailed, and illuminating about ination that could have not been
gained using offline methodologies. The key poistthat the data on which
researchers build their analyses, whether theserdiree, offline, or both, should be
high quality. That is, the data should be colle@ed generated after solid preparation
based on a clear rationale; should fit with the stjoe and the context; should
convincingly support the claims being made; shoodd used reflexively and be
context sensitive, and finally, should be ethicalfgunded.

Throughout the course of the research project, areeers must ask
themselves such questions as: does obtaining caideoffline data fit the questions
I'm asking and the context I'm studying? Would of data reveal something
significant about the context being studied thatl@¢aot be obtained from online
data? In what ways might the offline data enharmee interpretation of the online
data? It must also be borne in mind, as | haveeaargthat combining online and
offline data is not always an appropriate decisitinmight be insensitive to the
context being studied, it might involve problemagibical consequences, or it might
simply be impractical. Thus, an equally importaat ef questions includes: can |
make a persuasive case with only one of the twdskof data? What might possibly
be lost or risked in obtaining the two kinds of afatit must be remembered that
moving research relationships from online to o#fliand, more generally pursuing
offline data to complement online data, can celyaopen up research paths, but
could equally be counterproductive and close o§eaech routes (Eichhorn, 2001, p.
571).

Perhaps we should revisit the distinction betwedime and offline data, and
reconsider its usefulness. The increasing tren@idwhe convergence of technology,
particularly the mobility of wireless technologigsch as SMS, is already blurring the
line between online and offline communication (htegr 2004, p. 33; Slater, 2002, p.
544). The term *“online” itself does not map coreigly into a single media

technology. The mediascape becomes more hybridrauttitlayered, and “virtuality”

21



is not restricted to being online, but can embiaawe link several media (Slater, 2002,
p. 544), including what we would once have consideas “offline media”, for
instance the telephone. Furthermore, traditionadesaf CMC are increasingly being
used in order to establish face-to-face contacesr{kly, 2004, p. 33).

These changes challenge the methodological digtmdtetween online and
offline data, with which | opened this chaptersignificant ways. How, for instance,
do we define away messages in Instant Messagingethable their users to be
physically mobile in their physical absence frone tomputer? [see Baron et al.’s
(2005) recent study]. And what are the implicatiéorsour research and our analysis,
as the data become even messier and less stab&e€hof questioning connects to
a recent discussion on the need to move beyondcdneept of place-bounded
ethnography, and redefine the field and its bouedaiEichhorn, 2001; Hine, 2000;
Leander and McKim, 2003). Influenced by ideas sagiMarcus’s (1995) “multi-sited
ethnography” and Olwig and Hastrup’s (1997) viewtlod field as being a “field of
relations”, qualitative Internet researchers arekilog for ways to move beyond
bounded sites, to follow connections made meanirfgdn a specific setting (Hine,
2000, p. 60-61). For example, in their discussibmethodological approaches to the
analysis of adolescents’ Internet literacy prastickeander and McKim (2003)
propose replacing the notion of users’ everydate&siby that of “sitings® They
emphasize the need to develop methodologies thlatwfgarticipants’ practices of
moving and traveling between online and offlined avithin a far wider and hybrid
mediascape.

However, even if the line between “online data” doffline data” is blurring,
the issues discussed in this chapter still havevasice for any researcher who is
thinking through a qualitative Internet project,emaluating that of another. Take, for
example, Baron et al.’s (2005) recent study of haway messages in instant
messaging are used by American college studeritslpomanage their social spheres.
One set of data the researchers collected cordidt80 away messages. This might
not simply map onto what we have been used to tbinks “online data”. It has
similarities with the kind of textual data that wasudied in traditional CMC
environments, but at the same time has distinctnm-online” features. The other
kind of data the researchers used is traditiontilifie data”, derived from interviews
and a focus group with users. Although the disiimcbetween online and offline data

is not fully relevant to this research, some of kieg issues that | discussed in this
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chapter in relation to this distinction, may sétise and be relevant. For instance, the
guestion of triangulating different sets of dataing the face-to-face interviews with
participants to contextualize their instant megssggiractices; and vice versa: using
the data of the instant messaging to make sensehaf respondents said in their
interviews.

“Online social worlds are accessible to researclergays that few other
worlds are. If we want to understand them, we neebbok with rigor and detail”
(Baym, 2000, p. 198). Looking with rigor and detailay mean adopting very
different methodological strategies, and takingywdifferent decisions in the course
of the research project. In this chapter | havegboto discuss some of the questions,
dilemmas, strategies and decisions that may bdviegtan grappling with aspects of
online and offline data in qualitative Interneteasch. While there are no right or
wrong answers to any of the issues and the questimcussed, what is important is
that the decisions made should be grounded in déinkcplar context being studied,

and the specific questions being asked.

List of resources

For a collection of case studies and reviews tRploee methodological solutions to
understanding the social interactions mediatednigrimation and communications
technologies, see Hine’'s (2005) edited bodiktual Methods: Issues in Social
Research on the Interneffor particular discussions on the question oinenhnd

offline data see chapters by Mackay, Sanders, QagatiRutter and Smith.

For a critical review of key epistemological, copteal and methodological aspects
related to the relationship between online andraflsee Slater’s chapter on Social
Relationships and Identity Online and Offline inLlievrouw and S. Livingstone (eds)
(2002),The Handbook of New Mediaondon: Sage. pp. 534-547

For an ethnographic study of the Internet, thaérsffa sophisticated analysis of the
online/offline relationship in a situated contextrifidad), and draws on rich
ethnographic online and offline material, see Miad Slater’s (2000)he Internet:

An Ethnographic approacfLondon: Berg)
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For a collection of reflexive reports and shortagssson researchers’ experiences of
doing qualitative Internet research, including satiseussions of issues of online and
offline data, see Johns, Chen and Hall's (eds)4p@@ok Online Social Research:
Methods, Issues & Ethi¢gdlew York: Peter Lang)
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