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SAGE Research Methods: Undertaking 
Research Online 

What are SAGE Research Methods Case Studies? 

SAGE Research Methods Cases are used for teaching and learning social science research 
methods in more than 350 institutions worldwide. Cases are peer-reviewed and are . . . 

● Short and accessible accounts of research methods in the context of real research 
projects 

● Pedagogically focused to help students understand the practicalities of doing research 

● Introductory in tone: explanatory and jargon-free 

● Engaging: using examples and writing devices that reach out to the student reader 
and make research feel relevant, meaningful and useful 

What is the focus of Doing Research Online Cases? 

Main types of cases in the Doing Research Online collection include: 

● Cases highlighting challenges of specific steps of research e.g.  data collection from 
Twitter; recruiting participants online; getting ethics committee approval for an 
innovative methodology; creating, managing and storing digital data effectively;  

● Cases about using innovative digital methods e.g. the use of gaming techniques for 
social research, virtual ethnography 

● Cases highlighting challenges of redesigning research studies/adapting research 
plans for online and what methodological implications this presents  

● Cases highlighting challenges of online data analysis, including qual, quant and big 
data 

Please discuss the focus of your case study with your editorial contact before you start 
writing. If your case study deviates from the above topics this must be made clear to your 
editorial contact, who will be able to advice as to whether the focus is within the scope of this 
resource.   

Each case study should include a brief overview of the entire project, but focus in-depth on 
just one or two stages or aspects of the research, for example data collection or data analysis. 

Whilst each case study will be drawn from a specific research project, authors should seek to 
draw out lessons that are widely applicable. The aim of these case studies is to introduce the 
reader to the topic at hand and to provide methodological guidance and practical insights 
which can be employed in their own research.  
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Abstract 

Using online surveys to collate data in qualitative research has become increasingly popular, and 
especially so given the restrictions for face-to-face interaction imposed by the global pandemic. Based 
on a recent research study, this case explores the use of one such online survey undertaken to explore 
Mental Health Social Work in Europe. To begin, the reason for using this method will be discussed 
followed by a breakdown of its use and the challenges and benefits encountered. The discussion will 
focus on the practicalities including the creation and testing of the survey and its distribution. 
Consideration will be given to accessibility for the researcher and to the participant. Next, we will 
examine the experience of analysing the data that were gathered. Our applied experience includes a 
discussion about the use of English and the impact this might have in relation to understanding 
concepts when using an online survey in qualitative research. 
 

 

 

Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this guide, students should be able to: 

● Consider the benefits and challenges of creating and distributing an online survey to elicit 

data;  

● Examine the ethical challenges of conducting research using online surveys; 

● Explore the process of data analysis as collated through online surveys; 

● Understand the potential limitations of using online surveys to collate data when the data 

collection method is not in the participants' native language.  

 

 

Case Study 
 

Background 
 
Being interested in how social work is understood internationally, the research study upon which this 
case is based sought specifically to explore one aspect of social work, that of mental health social work 
(MHSW) in Europe. There has been very little previous research exploring this aspect of social work 
with the exception of Lorenz (1994, 2008). What does exist tends to focus on broader conceptual 
frameworks relating to social work such as that developed by Houston and Campbell (2001). Each of 
the study’s researchers (the team) has an in-depth understanding of MHSW as it is applied in each of 
the four nations of the United Kingdom (UK). Driven by a wish to expand this knowledge further, the 
team initiated and now lead a Special Interest Group on behalf of the European Social Work Research 
Association (ESWRA) about MHSW. Through this work the team decided to undertake an exploratory 
survey to try and understand whether and how MHSW is understood in other jurisdictions. The 



research received ethical approval from a University Ethics committee. We chose an online survey as 
the method for two reasons: first that it could be distributed electronically through already existing 
contacts and, in turn, their networks. Doing so online would ease this distribution, a factor that was 
particularly important in our study given the geographic spread of the research population. It would 
also mean that we could reach participants outside of our immediate networks. Second, at the outset 
of the study there was a global pandemic which meant that any face to face data collection was not 
possible.  

 
The use of online surveys to collate data is becoming increasingly popular in the social work research 
field. Recent examples specific to mental health social work include, in England, research 
commissioned by the social work regulator, Social Work England; for this research, the team designed, 
distributed and analysed data through the medium of an online survey in order to learn about two 
specialist mental health social work roles (the Approved Mental Health Professional (AMHP) and the 
Best Interest Assessor (BIA) and people’s experience of these roles (Hemmington et al., 2021). Other 
examples include Dixon et al.’s (2020) study of professional perspectives on the balancing of service 
users’ and carers’ rights, which used an online survey complemented with focus groups, and Cui et 
al.’s (2019) use of an online survey to explore how social workers, in different countries, conceptualise 
empowerment.  
 
Section summary 
 

● In this section we have outlined the context and rationale for the research, and its substantive 
focus which is to explore how Mental Health Social Work is understood in different European  
jurisdictions; 

 
● We have discussed reasons for choice of method including use in qualitative research in social 

work and especially MHSW and give examples of the use of online surveys in this field.  
 

 
Research Design 

 
Type of survey 
 
The study used a qualitative online survey developed specifically by the team using a University 
supplied software package. Its aim was to collate qualitative data to examine how MHSW is 
conceptualised, practised and understood across Europe. To achieve this the whole team created and 
agreed 5 closed questions and 10 open questions, preceded by initial welcome pages and progressive 
participant information, consent and privacy notice sheets. The latter had to be ticked as read before 
participants gained access to the survey. From the outset, respondents were asked where they were 
geographically located, followed by questions about MHSW roles in their country, if any, and the 
context in which they practiced. This could include any legal frameworks and the theoretical and 
practice models which underpinned this. Open for an eight month period the survey was distributed 
online through the team’s established communication channels (and in turn their networks), social 
media and direct contact with known contacts in higher education institutions in Europe.   



 
Given the targeted approach to distribution the survey was exploratory rather than representative. 
Deciding upon the design of any survey involves being clear about  its purpose. Online surveys are an 
excellent approach to collect data from sufficiently large samples to suggest that the findings may be 
generalisable to the whole population. However, in order to do this, it is necessary to have access to 
the total number that are in the whole population, in this case all mental health social workers in 
Europe, which enables the required sample size to be calculated. It is also necessary to have some 
means of contacting everyone in the selected sample, in this case their email address. Unfortunately 
there is no list of all the mental health social workers in Europe, in many cases not even for individual 
countries, and no accessible contact details. Even when an online representative survey is possible, it 
is still important to acknowledge the limitations of this approach which include potential bias from the 
design of the survey questionnaire, the use of an online format, and crucially, the often low response 
rate (Vehovar and Manfreda, 2017). 
 
In this instance the team set out to explore MHSW in Europe and therefore undertook an exploratory 
survey and this had two purposes: to gain an initial indication about what MHSW in Europe entails 
and also to make contact with participants whom we would also seek permission to interview 
subsequently. The follow up interviews have yet to be undertaken but will have a view to gaining a 
more in-depth understanding of the MHSW role. So, the purpose of the survey was not to provide a 
representative overview of all MHSW work in Europe but to collect data from a range of perspectives 
and countries to identify some of the key themes relevant to MHSW, which could then be further 
explored in interviews and possibly eventually, in a more comprehensive and representative survey.  

  
Section summary 
 

● In this section we have described different online survey methods and the exploratory one 
that was used in the study with reasons. We describe how it was created including types of 
questions, along with how it was distributed; 
 

● We have discussed the difference between an exploratory and representative survey. 
 
 
Research Practicalities 
 
Online surveys: questionnaire design 
 
Prior to creation, the team agreed that the survey would need to be an online      to afford access. 
They also agreed that it would have a mixture of, first, closed questions in order to be able to identify, 
for instance, quantitative data involving demographic description such as geographic location and 
second, open questions which would enable the respondent to provide free text. Examples of each 
are provided below.  
 
The free text from the answers to the open questions provided the qualitative data that was 
subsequently analysed thematically      (Braun and Clarke 2006 ). The survey was piloted to ensure 
that it was engaging, that the questions followed logically based upon the answer to previous 
questions and that there were no factual errors. 



 
Examples of questions used in the survey: 
 
Closed  
 

● In your country, are there social workers who specialise in mental health?  
Yes or No 

● Do social workers who work in mental health need to be formally registered to practice?  
Yes or No 

 
Open 
 

● In your country, what specific roles are there for social workers to work with those who 
experience mental health challenges? 

● What law(s) underpins mental health social work in your country? 
 
 
Online survey:  data collection and analysis 
 
Open for eight months, the survey attracted 191 responses, 33 of which did not move beyond the 
page where consent was sought and which had not been given. Gaining valid consent from 
participants is a vital initial step in all human research. The online survey structure moved participants 
through a page containing an information sheet and privacy statement. This led to a consent page, 
where participants, if they were choosing to complete the survey, were required to confirm that they 
had understood what was written and were consenting to continue with it     .       
 
The length of time the survey was opened allowed an opportunity for wider distribution including the 
chance to send reminders. Of those who did confirm their consent      to provide information and for 
this information to be part of the data collection and subsequent analysis (158 responses), 76 
completed the full survey with the remaining providing responses to one or more of the questions, all 
of which were included in the analysis.  One last challenge to consider, therefore, which applies to all 
surveys to some degree, is that of incomplete responses or attrition. The free text responses in the 
open questions were divided equally among two team members for analysis and sense checked later 
with the remaining team before being written up as findings (Stone et al. 2021).  
 
Online survey: ethics 
 
As with all research projects that use tools to collate data from human subjects, ethical considerations 
are core. Our study applied for and received university ethical approval. This proved to be a 
straightforward process firstly, because the study was not deemed by the University ethics committee 
to be ethically sensitive as it was asking participants about their roles as MHSWs rather than questions 
about their own mental health. Secondly, the online format facilitated a clear ethics engagement 
process before the survey could be completed and submitted.  As previously noted, it is possible on 
an online survey to insert a Participant Information Sheet and data privacy notice at the beginning. 
Participants have to indicate that they have read the sheet and give their consent. Unless they do so 
they are unable to proceed with the survey.  
 



Section summary 
 

In this section: 
● We have focused on practical considerations when undertaking research through an online 

survey. These included questionnaire design, with examples of questions used, data collection 
and analysis.  

● We have also discussed the fact that ethical approval is still needed, perhaps more so for 
online questionnaires due to the reach that they can have through distribution.  

 
Method in Action 
 
In practice using an online survey had benefits and challenges These will be discussed in terms of 
accessibility, the data analysis process, ethics, validity and generalisability: 

 
Accessibility  
 
Using online surveys affords accessibility in several ways: 

 
For the researcher: The team was able to create an online survey using a broadly available software 
package, Qualtrics, provided by their host universities. One member of the team was able to set up 
the questions based on suggestions from the whole team which they then all tested and piloted. 
Whilst relatively straightforward, there is a degree of technical know-how required to create and test 
a survey in this way. Our team had this person. In addition, we all had access to the software. Arguably 
this method is therefore an accessible one. It also enabled the researchers to view responses prior to 
the survey closing to monitor if the survey was working as intended.  

 
Using an online survey is also cost effective; once designed, a link to the survey can be created and in 
turn distributed electronically. This link can be embedded in an email and also in a tag line for social 
media. Distribution costs are therefore minimal. Similarly once the survey is completed by the 
participant the anonymous data is stored online awaiting analysis. 

 
For the participant: Being able to distribute the survey electronically meant that the team was able to 
access participants with ease. In essence, once created we were able to send a link by email and also 
place it on social media. The practical matters of seeking postal addresses or relying wholly on 
gatekeepers to distribute hard copies was therefore overcome. However, there are matters which 
need consideration and challenge this aspect of online survey use. For example, the survey was 
created and distributed in the English language only. For those whose first language is not English this 
will have proved a barrier to response rate and completion. Similarly, for a subject matter as complex 
as mental health there are concepts and use of language that may be specific to certain contexts. It 
was certainly the case that with one of our questions, responses were such that the team had to 
acknowledge that the question may not have been wholly understood conceptually and this was a 
limitation. On reflection, our advice is to provide definitions of key terms and to undertake testing 
using subjects demographically similar to the target population. 

 



Perhaps the most obvious matter concerning accessibility is the use of internet-based communication. 
In order to have access to an online survey participants need to be able to access and use it. Not all 
potential participants do have this access and this is a clear obstacle. Nonetheless, given that the 
survey was online, respondents could engage with it using text to speech software and other software 
to manipulate the text to overcome any visual adaptations that need to be made. On this occasion we 
did not translate the text into sign language which is not to imply that people who use sign language 
are unable to read text but is to acknowledge that their first language. Not to have done so is an 
obvious limitation for participants for whom this is a first language. This matter is one which the team 
recommends is considered in other research that uses this tool to elicit data. 

 
 

Data analysis: the process 
 

Collected by the online survey tool, data, whilst received with relative speed still required manual 
analysis. To enable this, data were exported using the survey’s ‘report’ function. At this stage there 
are two choices: one is to import into a software package for managing qualitative coding of text. The 
second is to create a word document containing all text, read and reread to look for emerging themes. 
Data analysis was undertaken in this instance initially by two members of the team, using  the Word 
document option.  Thematic analysis was used to search for common ‘codes’ across participants’ 
responses (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  These were then grouped into themes and were checked at 
agreed points by both researchers, and subsequently with the remaining two team members. On the 
surface, the export of data and subsequent process of analysis may appear cumbersome. However, as 
with data management tools they are just that, tools to enable collection and storage. Neither do the 
analysis!  

 
Ethics 

 
Whilst the team is confident that no participant was under any undue pressure to complete the survey, 
it is probably the case that having no access to a researcher in real time might have meant that they 
were unable to clarify any matter of concern should they have any. This will be a point of consideration 
for research studies that explore more sensitive matters. It is increasingly argued that seeking ethical 
approval is not a static construct but requires researchers to constantly consider any ethical concerns 
throughout (Stone et al. 2020). In this instance we were careful to review such needs and will also do 
so in its next phase. The researchers were aware that, as this was an online survey, individual site 
permissions to collect data were not required, reducing the degree of procedural ethics approval that 
would be required for in-person qualitative interviews. Whilst participants remained anonymous 
throughout they could opt to provide contact email details towards the end of the survey completion. 
Doing so could potentially identify the data with the person providing it. Steps were therefore taken 
to analyse data prior to collating any email addresses provided and these were in turn stored 
separately. Including this option ensures that the person has provided consent for the team to use the 
email for future contact. Nonetheless, ethical considerations remain at the forefront. In this instance 
the team will need to consider the distinction between approaching people as social workers about 
their professional role, which would not usually require their employer’s permission, and approaching 
people as employees of providers of health and social care, which could require this additional step. 
 
Validity and generalisability 

 
In our study it became clear that one of the questions gave rise to ambiguity on the part of the 
participants. On reflection the team acknowledged that the original questions were based on their 
own understanding of MHSW as it is experienced in their own jurisdictional context. It was therefore 
important to acknowledge that our survey was based on UK perspectives. Similarly concepts around 



mental health have a cultural context which may not readily ‘translate’ into different languages. Our 
method for addressing this limitation, to some extent at least, was that the questions were sufficiently 
open for participants to elaborate freely including drawing on their own jurisdiction, use of language 
and terminology.  

 
As with much research, no monetary incentive was offered to potential participants. As a team we do 
not feel that this had much influence on the completion rate either way. Instead, from what is in 
essence a closed population, we felt that participants would be motivated to complete because they 
have an interest in the topic. They will have been sent the survey link by someone who has the same 
interest. There is also a possible danger with online surveys that once started participants become 
disinterested and do not complete. In addition, participants may also answer questions in a ‘false’ 
way. The team did not identify any indication that either of these issues were experienced. Whilst 
being able to reach a large population, it was not a representative sample and so it is the case that the 
data collected, and the analysis thereof, did not provide findings that could be generalised to all 
mental health social workers in Europe. However, as this was an exploratory survey such an outcome 
was not our goal.. 

 
 
Section summary 
 

● In this section we have discussed how using an online survey actually worked in practice, 
including its creation, distribution, how data was collated and analysed; 
 

● We have focussed on the benefits of being able to distribute electronically and especially the 
accessibility an online survey enables for researchers and participants;  
 

● We have also discussed ethics and our thoughts concerning validity and generalisability. 
 

Practical Lessons Learned 
 
Of the practical lessons learned, we offer the following: 

 
● Have a member of the team with some technical knowledge. For us we had this and it was 

extremely helpful. Whilst the software packages are reasonably intuitive having someone 
with this ability saved time and anxiety; 

● Understand the subject matter and consider the issues that might arise. We had not fully 
understood the conceptual challenges that can occur in exploring what mental health is, 
what social work in mental health is and the context of the jurisdiction; 

● Be wary of bias. Being mindful of bias is a consideration not unique to online analysis. 
However, on reflection there was one question that included prompts which in turn were 
used in a response by a participant. This is a weakness of question design which applies to all 
surveys and can cause bias, albeit unintentional; 

● Consider the use of language. Our survey relied on participants being able to use English. On 
the one hand, the online survey enabled us to reach out to countries beyond our own but on 
the other, we had to rely on the understanding of our questions from someone who would 
need to ‘translate’ into their own language, including theoretical and legal concepts. It also 



meant that the analysts in turn had to make decisions about use of language and translation 
of concepts by the respondent; 

● Despite the survey being distributed widely, response rates could have been higher. The team 
have subsequently considered when the best time to distribute the survey is and found that 
best time is to do so when you have a reasonable belief that potential participants would 
engage in social media and check their emails.   

 
Section summary 
 
In this section:  

● We have listed the lessons learned: technical knowledge; conceptual challenges; bias and, 
particular to our survey which was seeking to explore the views of participants in different 
countries and therefore in a language other than English, use of language.  

● Last, we have considered the concept of response rates. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Online surveys are a relatively efficient and straightforward way of obtaining data from participants 
but still require a great deal of skill, preparation and design to be effective. In our survey whilst we 
were careful to prepare, jointly design and test the questionnaire which was the basis of the survey, 
one question proved less successful as it was clear that some respondents had not fully understood 
what was being asked. For example, this was seen through the repetition of prompts that were in the 
question itself. Online surveys also require researchers to have already established or accessible 
communication networks through which to distribute the survey. Whilst these can be added to it is 
probably impossible to reach a wider population without such access. Although our survey gained 
responses from across a number of European countries where English is not a first language, and 
therefore likely not to be of the person completing the survey, we nonetheless achieved a degree of 
success. However, communication in other languages needs to be considered as part of the survey 
design if there is a chance that participants’ first language is not English. This was not an externally 
funded survey and as such access to resources was limited to the time the team had available. Where 
a future survey is funded additional resources should be considered and applied to this area if needed, 
including to enable access for potential participants whose first language may be signed. Clearly this 
is potentially a significant resource issue as it would involve a range of translation services. It is 
however a potential barrier to accessibility. That said, for this survey the team were pleased by the 
response rate and now have a basis for future exploration; it attained a degree of accessibility that 
would have been difficult to achieve in a pre-electronic context.  

 
 
 

 
Discussion Questions 
 
 

1. Online surveys are one way of generating useful data: what are the advantages and 

disadvantages of researchers gathering data in this way? 



2. Our research study was conducted in a range of European countries: what might the 

limitations of a survey based on the English language be for respondents? 

3. What other methods might have been used to generate data from a geographically 

dispersed sample group? 

4. Use of online surveys can offer the opportunity to reach a more diverse pool of participants 

in an inclusive manner? What might be the enablers and barriers you will need to consider?  

 
 

 
Multiple Choice Quiz Questions 
Online surveys rely on access to and some understanding of technical knowledge needed to develop 
an engaging and logical survey: 

a. Yes. Whilst  intuitive software packages mostly enable researchers to create their 

own online surveys, researchers do require some technical knowledge. CORRECT 

b. No, online surveys can be intuitive and do not require some technical understanding 

c. It depends.  

 

2. Our online survey was designed to meet ethical standards for research with human subjects 

How was this achieved? 

a. The participant simply filled it in progressively;  

b. The participant was required to speak to the research team; 

c. The participant was required to read a Participant Information Sheet, Privacy Notice 

and tick a Consent Form before they could access the rest of the survey questions 

CORRECT. 

3. When undertaking analysis of data collected through an online survey which of the following 

applies: 

a. Be mindful of possible bias; 

b. Develop a coding frame to enable themes to be developed; 

c. All of the above. CORRECT 

 

Further Reading 
Johnson, K. (2017) The strengths and challenges of using online surveys: exploring the role of using 
community colleges in health professions education Sage Research Methods cases Part 2 DOI: 
https://dx-doi-org.libezproxy.open.ac.uk/10.4135/9781526424839 

https://dx-doi-org.libezproxy.open.ac.uk/10.4135/9781526424839


● Sue, V. M., Ritter, L. A.,(2016) Conducting online surveys DOI: https://dx-doi-
org.libezproxy.open.ac.uk/10.4135/9781506335186 

● Singh, S. and Sagar, R. 2021 A critical look at online survey or questionnaire-based research 
studies during COVID-19 Asian Journal of Psychiatry Vol 65 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2021.102850 

● Raclaw, J. Barchas-Lichtenstein, J. and Bajuniemi, A. (2020) Online surveys as discourse 
context: Response practices and recipient design Discourse, Context and Media Vol 8 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2020.100441 

● … 

Web Resources 

For representative survey designs there are a number of sample size calculators available free online 
including from: Qualtrics, which includes a good explanation of what to consider -  

 

o Qualtrics - www.qualtrics.com/blog/calculating-sample-size/; and; 

o Survey Monkey - www.surveymonkey.co.uk/mp/sample-size-calculator/; and;  

o Raosoft - www.raosoft.com/samplesize.html;  

 

To assist with thinking about how to develop online surveys, you could consider looking at: 
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/bitesize-guide-writing-an-effective-
questionnaire.pdf  
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