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ABSTRACT

Resear ch practices in Internet-mediated environments are influenced by the dynamic
interplay of online, onground and technical research spheres. This chapter illuminates
the different ways in which studies can be located within these spheres and explores
theresultingimplicationsfor researcher-participant rel ationships. | ssues of participant
recruitment, data collection, data use and ownership, trust and voice are discussed.
The author s suggest that to conduct ethical qualitative research online, the researcher
is required to develop and demonstrate awareness of the specific Internet-mediated
resear ch contexts, knowl edge of technol ogies used and of resear ch practices congruent
with the situatedness of the study.
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INTRODUCTION

Therapidadoption of thelnternet hasresulted in many recent changesin economic,
political, social and psychological spheres of human and social interactions (e.g.,
Castells, 1996; Gergen, 1991; Surratt, 2001; Turkle, 1995). From conducting e-business
to debating politicsto exploring multipleidentitiesonline, many peopleusing the Internet
areexperiencing humaninteractionsinvery different waysthanthey would in onground?
communities. The medium used, in this casethe I nternet, both shapes and forms human
and social interactionsand isshaped by human and social interactions(McL uhan, 1964).
Therefore, itisimportant to recognize how technical and social realmsare connected and
inform each other; and, more specifically, how research practices are shaped and being
shaped by technologies used.

Denzinand Lincoln (2000) define qualitativeresearch as:

“ ... a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of
inter pretive, material practicesthat maketheworld visible. These practicestransform
the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, including field notes,
interviews, conver sations, photographs, recor dings, and memosto the self. At thislevel
qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This
means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting
to make sense of or inter pret phenomenain terms of the meanings peoplebring to them”

(p. 3).

But in an Internet-mediated research setting what is the “natural setting” that
DenzinandLincolnrefer to? Thenatural setting could beconceptualized asbeinglocated
in the interplays of online, onground and technical research spheres. We suggest that
in order to conduct online research, awareness of the interplay of these three spheres
isimportant for thedevel opment of ethical, virtual research practices. Researchersneed
to expand their own traditional onground knowledge of research ethics to include the
understanding of technologies used and an awareness of their impact on human and
social interactions.

Fromthisinterplay, new conceptualizationsof research practicesmay arisethat go
beyond traditional research methods and ethics, creating research practices that are
congruent? within innovative Internet-mediated research environments. The intent of
this chapter is to add to the discussion of what constitutes ethical online qualitative
research by illuminating how the situatedness of both researchers and participantsin
technically-mediated environmentsactively shapesresearch processes. When conduct-
ing qualitative research online, it isimportant to ask the following questions: How are
thetechnical characteristicsof the Internet enabling research interactions? What arethe
human and social implicationsof using thisnew medium? Extended into the contexts of
conducting qualitative research online, the questions become: How do technical char-
acteristics of the Internet influence qualitative research? What social and ethical
implications do Internet-mediated forms of human and social interactions have on
qualitative research practices, specifically researcher-participant relationships?

First, thesocial andtechnical contextsof Internet-mediated research areilluminated
and the implications of the interplay of three research spheres, online, onground and
technical, for human and social interactions are discussed. How these changed cultural
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