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Abstract

During the last decade, new social realities, ltke social networks, urged social
research methodology to reconsider many techniouesler to face the new reality. As
a consequence, a new kind of survey has been gmetlexploiting the Net's power and
involving internet users: the “e-survey”. One oftmain challenges of e-surveys is
represented by the sampling procedure: this onésnte be reconsidered in order to
avoid the risk of being biased and the lack of redie accountability. Our work will
concentrate on Facebook, one among the most fagomied networks.

In the first part, the paper provides a reviewhs thajor available sampling techniques,
by highlighting and underlining their strengths ameaknesses, especially in Facebook
perspective. Afterwards, the paper illustrates sqgmaposal of Facebook sampling
techniques.

First of all, Facebook sampling techniques canibeled into two groups:

1) techniques aimed at sampling the whole Facepopllation

2) techniques aimed at sampling known groups (Famebubpopulation).

In our opinion, one of the most problematic issnasFacebook surveys concerns the
contact strategy that should be adopted in ordem&ximize the response rate. In
particular, the difficulty arises in the first cawt strategy: different strategies can be
identified. The respondent can be contacted through

- an individual researcher’s profile, created &oe;

- an impersonal profile regarding the Researchturstor the survey title.

Despite all, we would like to do a very importasimark. We can use a Facebook
sampling method when the respondent populationtfatarget Facebook population are
guite the same.
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1. The context

The global diffusion of Internet involves econompglitical, cultural and geographical
factors and it is interesting for sociologists guadicy makers. In the last few years, big
changes in internet usage have occurred. In p&ticduring the last decade, new social
realities, like the social networks, urged socesearch methodology to reconsider many
techniques in order to face the new reality.



As a consequence, a new kind of survey has beeglapmd, exploiting the Net's power
and involving Internet users: the “e-survey”.

This happened also with reference to sampling nasthavhich can rely on new
techniques.

As well-known, social networks developed from tleénp of view of functionalities and
reached a vast population of consumers. The woide web is full of this kind of sites,
like Twitter, Netlog, Myspace, but one of the mfashous social networks is Facebook.
The use of the Facebook platform improves the piatires of e-surveys, because it
allows researchers to access and more easily samgieiduals from a reference
population. Facebook has now [Facebook statis?i@$0] more than 500 million users,
and the 50% of them are active [an active userpsraon who logs on to Facebook at
least once a day]. The Facebook average user HadrieBds, is connected to 80
community pages, groups and/or events, createseg@gpof content each month. People
spend over 700 billion minutes per month on Facklmoa more than 30 billion pieces
of content (web links, news stories, blog postsesiophoto albums, etc.) are shared each
month. According to the web statistics site “ExpariHitwise” [Experian Hitwise
Statistics, 2011], Facebook ranks at third plac@dO and at ninth place in 2008 and it
became the most popular site on the Internet #mas, yumping to the top spot in Internet
searches (10,4% of unique visitors, against 7,4%najue visitors of Google, 3,09% of
Yahoo Mail and 3,04% of Youtube).

One of the main challenges of e-surveys is repteddsy the sampling procedure, which
needs to be reconsidered in order to avoid the ofskeing biased and the lack of
scientific accountability. Are the classic samplesthods, like random sampling,
systematic sampling, stratified sampling, quota@arg or snowball sampling effective
to investigate new web realities?

The key question of this paper is about one ottitecal issues regarding samples drawn
from Facebook: their representativeness. Biases arteme because of difficulties in
defining the reference population. Can Facebooksube representative of internet
users?

For example, examination of US data from comSchmvs that Facebook reported 112
million unique visitors in December 2009. Giventtlize estimated active US Internet
population consists of 205 million, that means tBd% of all Internet users visited
Facebook in December [Prescott, 2010].

2. The inefficiency of traditional sampling methods in a Facebook
per spective

The most common form of probability sampling is Bam sampling; with this kind of
sampling method each member of the population hesaace (not equal to zero) of
being selected. In the Simple Random Sampling ewstiiidual has the same probability
of being chosen at any stage during the samplioggss. The Simple Random Sampling
is highly representative if all subjects particgatut it is not applicable without complete
list of population members and it is a method pioédig uneconomical to achieve. In a
Facebook perspective, this kind of Sampling Teammigannot be used because there
isn’t a complete list of the population. Only irethase of researches aimed at sampling



the whole Facebook population, the researcher daptaa similar technique, called
“random walk sampling technique* (par. 3).

Another common method is the Stratified Samplings la commonly used probability
method that is superior to random sampling becduseluces sampling error. A stratum
is a subset of the population that shares at @stcommon characteristic. First of all,
the researcher identifies the relevant strata dradr tactual representation in the
population of interest. Random sampling is thenduseselect a sufficient number of
subjects from each stratum. The principal advantdgais kind of sampling method is
that it can ensure that specific groups are reptedeeven proportionally, in the sample,
by selecting individuals from strata list. On thihey hand, the disadvantages lie in the
fact that it is a very complex method, it requiggsater effort than the simple random
sampling and strata must be carefully defined. Baimpling technique is very complex
in a Facebook perspective, because identifyingtiata could be very difficult.

The Quota sampling is a non-probabilistic methamhsesting in selecting individuals as
they come to fill a quota by characteristics projpoal to the population. The principal
advantage of this kind of sampling method is tha&nsures the selection of an adequate
number of subjects with appropriate characterisBgsthe way, a disadvantage of Quota
Sampling is that is not possible to prove thatsaeple is representative of a designated
population. In Facebook, the researcher can seldtiduals following a quota scheme
but he will never know the real distributions oéthacebook users.

Another non-probabilistic method is named “snowlsampling”: it is used when the
desired sample characteristic is rare and it magxieemely difficult or prohibitively
costly to locate respondents in these situationshis kind of sampling method, subjects
will refer the researcher to people they know wlawenthe same characteristics. An
advantage is that it is possible to include membégoups where no lists or identifiable
clusters even exist (e.g., drug abusers, criminAlsjisadvantage is that there is no way
of knowing whether the sample is representativihefpopulation. Snowball sampling is
applicable in Facebook but, since there is not smhminteraction on the web, it is
difficult that the respondent refers you to anotiespondent.

Convenience sampling is another nonprobability ethit consists in asking for
volunteers to participate in the survey. It is aahway of ensuring sufficient numbers of
a study, but it can be highly unrepresentative.

Snowball sampling and convenience sampling shoalddopted in a Facebook survey,
with the recommendations exposed in the next papdgr

3. Facebook sampling techniques

Facebook sampling techniques can be distinguish&sd groups:

1) techniques aimed at sampling the whole Facebopklation

2) techniques aimed at sampling known groups (Famebubpopulation).

If the research project aims at surveying attituded opinions of Facebook users, the
technigues belonging to the first group can beiegple.g., an explorative survey about
the time spent reading e-zines).

The techniques belonging to the second group carsée in exploring specific groups of

people showing a common interest (e.g.: a survegeming online role play gamers).



These people can be identified looking at theirsstption to Facebook fan pages or
groups.

When the research is focused on the whole populato random walk sampling
technigue on Facebook profiles can be used, pmyidn unbiased random sample
[Gjoka et al, 2010].

One of the techniques proposed by Gjoka et al.qR6dnsists in modeling the Facebook
social graph as an undirected graph G = (V,E), whérs a set of nodes (users) and E is
a set of edges (mutual friendship relationshipsleyrsuggest some methods based on
random walk. These consist, basically, in choosamguser to start from and then
randomly select a friend of him/her. The friendezatthe sample and he/she becomes the
starting point for the next step. The proceduresamdden the needed quantity of subjects
is reached.

Instead, when the research is focused on subgrgupsgps and fanpages belonging to the
research field (not forgetting to translate seaschrethe main languages) should be
identified.

Once the sampling technique has been chosen acgotaithe population of interest,
another problem lies in trying to maximize the sge rate by urging users to answer
the survey. In the following table (which, howevernot exhaustive) we suggest some
different contact strategies, according to the iadpdurvey approach.

Population Contact type Strategy

Whole facebook population User by user Personal  skigs Withou
Friendship Request (PMWOFR)

Personal Message With Friendship
Request (PMWFR)

Known Group User by user Personal Message Without
Friendship Request (PMWOFR)

Personal Message With Friendship
Request (PMWFR)

Massive Group Email Message (GEM)

Fanpage Status Change (FSC)

d

—

Wall Message in [Groups ali
Fanpages] (WMG — WMF)

2 stage: Friendship and request (2S)

Table 1 — Different contact strategies

Even though the table is not exhaustive, the preghadassification tries to supply a
review of the principal approaches allowing the gkselection and it illustrates the
available strategies aiming at minimizing the ngpanse rate.



One of the main issues on Facebook surveys dwetlsel contact strategy to be adopted
in order to maximize the response rate. In pawuicitthe problem arises in the choice of
the first contact strategy. Different strategies ¢te identified: the respondent can be
contacted through:

- an individual researcher’s profile, created ad:ho

- an impersonal profile regarding the Researchturstor the survey title.

The latter strategy can appear more professiorigingg a sense of science to the
participation request.

A part from the adopted strategy, we suppose tuigeathe contacted person with a link

to an external e-survey platform.

If the survey concerns the whole Facebook populatiwo different contact strategies

can be identified:

- a personal message without friendship requesME¥R strategy);

- a personal message with friendship request (PM\AtFRegy).

In the first case, PMWOFR strategy, the contactst is selected randomly and he/she is
asked to participate in the survey through a peisaressage. The message illustrates the
survey’'s aim and reports the link to the questianena

In the latter case, PMWFR strategy, the user isam@d through a personal message and
the procedure will go on only if the friendship vegt is accepted. Very likely, the
respondents selected through this strategy ares thrmge prone to participate in the e-
survey.

If the e-survey is focused on a known group, a massontact approach can be adopted
(GEM strategy, FSC strategy, WMG — WMF strategy s &tegy).

In the case of GEM strategy, at first the facebgokups and fanpages concerning the
investigated topic should be identified. This candone through a simple research: the
researcher can use the Facebook search bar igsentirds related to the investigated
topic.

Subsequently, the administrators of these pagedearontacted and asked to promote
the survey with a personal message to all group beesn If this step is successfully
accomplished, the researcher can quickly reachga hmount of people. Otherwise, this
kind of contact might be problematic in the follogicases:

1) Multi admin groups: sometimes a group is adnhaied by several people; this
situation might cause troubles and represent atadesfor the research because the
participation request at the investigation willdiscussed by a large number of persons.
2) For profit groups: some groups are created fofitpand have commercial finality. In
this case the administrators might not be collalb@decause they already send email to
the subscribers but they aim at making profit,nesearch.

3) Groups without admin: a group may lack of adstnaitors, because they leaved the
platform or they log in it very rarely. It might k. obstacle for the research because the
request of participation in the investigation corgdhain unread for very long time.
Another strategy, FSC strategy, consists in:

- creating a fanpage

or

- requesting permission to an administrator



in order to promote the survey through the pageistd his kind of strategy presents a lot
of critical situations. In the first case, it coulglquire a lot of time to reach a sufficient
number of fans; in the latter case, there mightbeoth way to know the identity of the
fanpage administrators, so it could be impossibleontact them.

In both cases, the main trouble is that the paagestemains on the top of the home page
only for few minutes. Because of this problem, kb&s active users couldn’t read the
status. This kind of strategy may penalize the betsre users and could exclude them
from the research.

The 2S strategy consists in creating an ad hocil@reharing some interests with
potential respondents. When the profile achievesufficient number of friends, the
survey can be promoted by publishing it on the [gagrall status. Even though this kind
of strategy is time-consuming, it turns out to Héedive to maximize the survey
response rate.

The WMG — WMF strategy consists in publishing & lon the fanpages or groups’ wall
not directly controlled by the researchers. Thehteque has not a long-lasting visibility
and can be marked as spam by the group administrato

Like FSC, these strategies penalize less activisusgrcluding them ‘de facto’ from the
research.

Finally, if the population is stratified according the characteristics of interest,
contacting single persons can be managed in the say as described for the sampling
procedure on Facebook total population (PMWORFRMYVRF strategies).

4. Conclusions

In the end, we can highlight some points:

1) Facebook is an emergent web phenomenon. Incpkatj the surpass of Google
concerning the number of unique visitors makes ldagay Facebook population more
similar to the global internet population.

2) Despite all, the researcher can use Faceboolplisgnmethods only when the
respondent population and the target Facebook ptpualare quite the same.

3) The future (and the present too) of Social Syrgethe E-Survey. It's necessary to
investigate about Facebook from a methodologicattpaf view to obtain high quality
samples to use in E-Surveys.

4) The traditional sampling method are not appadprfor Facebook sampling (par. 2).
It's necessary to find new solutions concerningebaok sampling, like the ones we have
shown in this work.

5) It is necessary to experiment those techniqueshe field to collect empirical
evidences about the real usefulness of the proposgdments.
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