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Using the Internet for Data Collection in

Nursing Research

Richard Lakeman, RCompN, BN, DipNsg

This article examines how the Internet may be used as a tool for data collection in nursing research. An overview of
the demographic composition of the Internet population is outlined and discussed as a constraint on the type of re-
search that can be undertaken using the Internet. Methods of data collection such as e-mail and WWW question-
naires are discussed as well as the possibility of virtual focus groups. Some of the difficulties and advantages that
may confront the researcher wishing to undertake research using the Internet are outlined.
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Internet through e-mail discussion groups such

as Nursenet (see http://www.ualberta.
ca/~jrnorris/nursenet/nn.html), newsgroups such as
sci.med.nursing and on-line journals such as The
American Journal of Nursing (see http://www.ajn.
org). Nurses have been quick to point out the poten-
tial of electronic networks for enhancing collabora-
tion in international research'? and have published
guides to nursing resources on the Internet.**
However, it has been only relatively recently that
nurses have begun to use the Internet as a data col-
lection tool in formalized research.’* This article de-
scribes how the Internet can be used as such a tool
and some of the advantages and disadvantages of
Internet dara collection.

Nurses have established a presence on the

DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE INTERNET: THE ULTIMATE
CONVENIENCE SAMPLE?

A recent radio advertisement for an Internet provider
service claimed there are 97 million Internet users
worldwide. More conservative estimates put the fig-
ure at around 40 million. There were between 6 mil-
lion® and 10 million'® Internet users in the United
States at the beginning of 1996. Whatever the num-
ber, it is huge and by all accounts growing exponen-
tially, as illustrated in Figure 1. ;

It would be incorrect to assume that the stagger-
ing number of Internet users worldwide provide a
representative sample of the world population acces-
sible to the would-be researcher. Georgia Tech
Graphics Visualization and Usability Centre!'! sur-
veyed 15,000 WWW users, using nonprobabilistic
sampling that they claim provides an “interesting and
widely respected ‘snapshot’ of who’s using the giant
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computer network.” The majority of Internet users
are likely to be found in the United States or
Northern Europe. Consistent with other survey re-
sults'® only one third are women, who are more likely
than men to use the Internet at work and at academic
locations. The average age of the Internet user is 34.9
years. Most Internet users work in the computer in-
dustry, education, management, or other “profes-
sional” occupational group and enjoy an average
household income of $60,800 (US). Other US surveys
support the profile of the typical Internet user as
being young, male, white, educated, and wealthy.

English appears to be the dominant language on
the WWW, which is the fastest growing Internet ap-
plication. This is not surprising given that the Internet
was developed in the United States, which also boasts
sales of 20 million PCs each year. Baran'? points out
that the Internet, like most new technologies is used
primarily by industrialized countries (Fig. 2). Nearly
50 countries have fewer than one telephone line per
100 people and in China a $2000 computer costs
four times the average workers annual wage.!> For
most of the world’s population, driving on the “infor-
mation super highway™ or participation in a virtual
“global village” is an impossibility.

The demographic composition of Internet users
may be a constraining factor for the Internet re-
searcher. For example, a study on the experience of
poverty would be a challenging undertaking using
the Internet. This aside, the profile of the typical
Internet user belies the incredible diversity of inter-
ests, experience, values, and beliefs of those who use
the Internet. This is partly because many surveys are
commissioned by companies wishing to cash in on
the projected $2.5 billion of transactions'® to be
made over the Internet in 1998. Their interest is to
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