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The paper presents a framework of different contexts, where the Internet can be used 
to refine existing research techniques and thereby provide the researcher with 
alternative methods to acquire knowledge. We will in detail explain and discuss how 
a continuum of different techniques together with the Internet can be used to research 
E-Business. The continuum consists of four different techniques e.g. Internet-based 
observation, surveys, e-mail interviews and action research. Each of the techniques 
will be discussed and explained in detail and cases will illustrate how they can be 
used in practice. The overall intent of this paper is to give the reader an insight into 
the situations where the Internet can be used as a proper research technique.  
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Introduction  
In the last decade the Internet has been introduced to consumers and businesses and 
the usage of the Internet has risen from a few percent users in the US to covering 
most of the world. The UNICTAD report concludes, “The Internet continues to grow 
rapidly” (UNCTAD, 2001). The report estimates the Internet to cover approximately 
10 percent of the worlds population, based upon findings made by different Internet 
research firms. More and more people are using the Internet, which is a prerequisite 
for the expansion of E-commerce. Not only the consumers have embraced the 
Internet as a communication and commerce platform. Today a majority of the 
companies around the world are using the Internet as an everyday tool.  In that way 
Internet is not only a technological innovation, it is a new type of technological 
innovation that express the essential of the technology because the technology do not 
only fulfill acknowledged needs and wants but also create new needs and wants. The 
Intrenet was originated as a communication tool for scientist. Now we know that the 
Internet is too comprehensive to understand the Internet as a technology that only 
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fulfill certain specific needs and wants (Dreyfus, 2001). 

The B2B access to the Internet is growing fast, and the companies are using 
basic Internet tools, like e-mail and homepages in their daily work. The time where 
companies, which used the Internet, are regarded as a pioneer is definitely over 
(Jarach, 2002). Not only the amount of business with access to the Internet is 
predicted to explode in the coming years. As more and more companies get access to 
the Internet, the amount of companies, which develop trust and familiarity with the 
Internet, also increases. This is one of the major reasons to the predicted increase in 
B2B E-Commerce.  

The Internet has gone through a rapid development and the total amount of 
Internet users, both B2B and B2C, is growing day by day. However, the 
understanding and predicted impact of the Internet have varied through the past 
years. We need only to go 10 years back before most business and consumers did not 
know the Internet. As it can be seen in figure below, the perception of the Internet 
has undertaken a rapid development in the past few years. 

The Hype Curve  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Source: Swedish Trade Council (2001) 

The Internet has gone through a regular “hype curve”. The understanding of 
the Internet has in few years gone from e-business forever to disillusion and 
pessimism, from being the second industrial revolution – business 2.0 in the Internet-
idealists eyes – to nothing at all. This change in understanding has evolved in less 
time than a typical PhD student might take to complete the literature study and 
fieldwork of his or her dissertation. The rapid, sometimes hectic, evolution, which 
the Internet has gone through, represents huge challenges and opportunities to 
management scholars and students.  
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As the article by Drew (2002) illustrates the study of electronic business 
presents unusual significant obstacles to academic study and high-quality research, 
including: 

• Its recent emergence; 
• The rapid change that has always characterized the domain; 
• The very substantial variation in behavior in apparently similar contexts;   
• The enormous attention paid by media and marketing interests, with 

inevitable distortion of terminology and data 
• The lack of familiarity with e-commerce technologies by many management 

scholars; and 
• The lack of established instruments and research approaches.   

These problems arise by the fact that the Internet and the perception of it have 
evolved rapidly in the past years, and this has influenced established research 
techniques. As Williams, Rice and Rogers (1988) noted 

 “The natural contexts of new media may limit how faithfully traditional research designs 
and methods may be applied … the nature of new media themselves may create limitations, 
as well as new opportunities”  

Many people think that Internet has been a revolution for doing research. 
However, Dreyfus (2001) goes against this trend when he criticize Internet search 
engines. It is not a question about finding a needle in a haystack it is about finding 
the right needle in a needle-stack because more and more web pages are published on 
the web so the real problem is information overload. 

Maybe the problem in an Internet research context is not so essential as 
Dreyfus states it. First, Internet research is not at all only about looking for 
secondary data. Secondly using the most popular web site, namely Google (2002a) 
the problems for finding the right document is not so difficult. Together we the fact 
that most of the literature about Internet research have been focused on searching for 
secondary on the Internet we see a need of understanding: 

The essentials of Internet-based research techniques to create primary data in a 
global e-business context: 

What is the context? 
• Global E-business and the meaning of distances 

What are the possible research techniques for creating primary data? 
• E-mail Dialog, News group queries, Web-based surveys, the 

firm is the web-site and Web-stats 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of the research techniques 
in scholarly research and market analysis? 

The rest of the paper is structure as follows. First will define e-business as the 
context for Internet-based research techniques and we will next discuss the 
meaning of distances in that perspective. Next we will describe the possible 
research techniques for creating primary data and discussing the advantages 
and disadvantages of the research techniques in scholarly research and market 
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analysis. In the end we will conclude by a discussion of the essentials of 
Internet-based research techniques to create primary data in a global e-business 
context. 

Before you research E-Business you have to define it  
As stated above one of the obstacles researchers have to overcome when they want to 
research E-Business is the distortion of the terminology. In the last couple of years 
there has been introduced numerous definitions of the term e-business and e-
commerce. The different definitions have varied a lot in what they covered – what e-
business was and what was not. However, when it comes to research it is essential to 
define what e-business is and then explain how and when Internet-based techniques 
can be used in the research of e-business. The figure below defines what we 
understand by e-business.   

What is E-Business 

Source: Whinston, Stahl, & Choi (1997) 

Basically E-business is a matter of digitalization (Rask, 2003). The above 
figure consists of three basic elements in business, the actor (the company), the 
product and the process. Within this framework e-business can take many forms 
depending on the degree of digitalization of the product or service sold, the process 
and the actor. The most pure form of e-commerce is the case in the upper right 
corner, where all elements are digitalized. In the lower left corner there is no 
digitalization of the three elements actor, product or process and therefore in this 
case one cannot use the term e-business about the situation. However, between these 
extremes there are many different combinations of e-commerce. In basic we regard 
everything where at least one of the dimensions (actor, process or product) is 
digitalized as being e-business.  

This framework of digitalization offers a roadmap to the researcher when he 
has to choose which Internet-based research techniques to use. Dependent on the 
degree of digitalization different research techniques can be used. In the situation 
where all the three elements (process, product or actor) is physical and there is no 
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digitalization, the Internet can only be used as a tool for gathering secondary data, as 
in collecting articles and other written material on the object under investigation. It is 
not possible for the researcher to go in to any form of Internet-based contact with the 
object under investigation and therefore Internet-based research techniques does not 
offer any significant advantages to the researcher.       

When the object under investigation is digitalized on one of the three 
dimensions (process, product or actor) the researcher has the possibility to go into 
interaction with the object under investigation via the Internet and therefore Internet-
based research techniques begins to make sense. 

Distances  
The Internet alters the perception of distances and thus directly influences a 
company’s internationalization process. Negroponte (1995) claims that firms with 
digital products, processes and relations do not care about distances anymore. Evans 
and Wurster (1997; 2000) focus on distances as the trade-off between information 
richness and information reach, essentially deciding the borders of organization that 
is being seriously challenged by the Internet. Slevin (2000) notes that globalisation is 
to taking action across distances. 

Earlier, physical distances in time and space were key dimensions in defining 
what international business was all about – a company became international when it 
began to transact with customers across national borders. Today, even for companies 
that do not (or do not want to) do cross-border transactions, the reality of 
globalization is inescapable: the Web knows no boundaries. Furthermore, because 
collecting market information at a low cost is now feasible; knowledge about 
promising markets outside the home market is created, thereby leading to an increase 
in international transactions. Distances, however, are not merely geographic. Cultural 
differences and different national regulations also create “distances”, even when two 
countries are in geographic proximity (as in the case of USA and Mexico, or Italy 
and Slovenia). Such borders do not disappear when Internet enters the scene. The 
psychic distances in terms of differences in language and cultural background and 
differences in political-economical contexts continue to remain as barriers to 
Internet-based internationalization. Even in the age of the Internet, international 
actors have to understand such differences in order to manage the company’s 
internationalization process.   

The possible digitalisation of actors can be put into perspective when digital 
interfaces are becoming the platform for interaction. Poster (1996) defines interface 
as “the face between faces”. Igbaria (1999) find that the term virtual society refers to 
all components that are part of a society's culture based on the functional rather than 
the physical. A culture once based exclusively on physical contact is in the process of 
being transformed to a culture where goods and services are accessible without the 
need for face-to-face contact with other people. Locke, Levine, Searls & Weinberger 
(2000) show how the Internet is turning business upside down. They proclaim that, 
thanks to conversations taking place on Web sites and message boards, and in e-mail 
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and chat rooms, employees and customers alike have found voices that undermine 
the traditional command-and-control hierarchy that organizes most corporate 
marketing groups. “Markets are conversations” the authors write, and those 
conversations are “getting smarter faster than most companies.” 

In order words, when we want to get an overview of Internet-based research 
techniques when global e-business is the focus, we want to investigate these 
“conversations” by using digital interfaces. Different types of interaction 
characteristics in dialog-, post and web-based interfaces can be identified.  These 
types of interfaces have different distance to the face-to-face meeting. 

The distances from Internet interfaces to face-to-face meetings 
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The above figure map the different interfaces based upon Castells (1996, p. 
470) description the size of distances as where intensity refers to the expression of a 
great concentration in and earnestness of the purpose with communication by the 
digital interface that can be more or less authentic, honest and personal (Levine et al., 
2000). The format of frequency refers to how big the actual time difference of the 
interaction between two social positions is as: Synchronous (real time), soon as 
possible and whenever. Neither the intensity nor the frequency can me measured in 
quantitative terms but can be understood as sequential elements. The discussion of 
the interfaces implies that these interfaces are suitable for different research 
activities.  

Research Techniques 
When we in this paper use the term research technique, it refers to a specific means, 
approach, or tool and its use, whereby data is gathered and analyzed and inferences 
are drawn (Clarke, 2000). The different research activities can be characterised by 
the type of data we want to create. The following figure gives an overview. 
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Types of Data Sources 
 Primary Data Sources Secondary Data Sources 
 Stimulus Non-stimulus  

Qualitative 

Non-structural and 
semi-structural 
interviews 
E-mail dialog 
News group queries 

Explorative 
observation 
studies 
The firm is the 
web-site 

Archives, records, documents, 
notes, memos, movies, images, 
sounds, articles in news papers and 
magazines, physical objects 
containing information, etc. 

Quantitative 
Structural interviews
Questionnaires 
Web based surveys 

Frequency 
observation 
studies 
Web statistics 

Public and private statistics  

 

In the above figure are the subjects we want to focus on emphasized in italic. 
However, before we go on with these subjects the collection of secondary data 
sources is discussed very briefly.  

Secondary Data Sources 
Secondary data are not created by the researcher him/her-self. Often are secondary 
data a key source because it is easy and fast to get at a low cost and can be very 
useful as background information for the current study. Most of the e-business 
textbooks (Bishop, 1999; Chaffey, 2002; Chaffey, Mayer, Johnston, & Ellis-
Chadwick, 2000; Choi & Whinston, 2000; Coupley, 2001; Cronin, 1996; Ellsworth 
& Ellsworth, 1997; Farhoomand & Lovelock, 2001; Hanson, 1999; Janal, 1998; 
Kalakota & Whinston, 1997; Komenar, 1997; Krishnamurthy, 2002; Laudon & 
Traver, 2002; O'Connor & Galvin, 2001; Rowley, 2002; Smith & Chaffey, 2001; 
Turban, King, Lee, Warketin, & Chung, 2002; Westland & Clark, 1999; Whinston et 
al., 1997) have sections or chapters that cover the area. 

However, it is important to emphasize that secondary data essential describes 
other’s meaning about something. Therefore it is important to distinguish between 
direct or indirect searching. The table below explains the differences. 

Differences between searching for data and documents 
Searching for Data Searching for Documents 

1. Direct (“I wish to know X”) 1. Indirect (“I wish to know something 
about X”) 

2. Unambiguous relation between 
query and satisfactory answers 

2. Probability based relation between 
query and satisfactory documents  

3. Key success factor: correctness 3. Key success factor: utility value 
4. Increase in amount of data is not a 

big issue 
4. Increase in amount of documents is 

a big problem 

Dreyfus (2001) 
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New search technologies as Google covers over 3 billon web pages. Their 
unique PageRank technology relies on the uniquely democratic nature of the web by 
using its vast link structure as an indicator of an individual homepage's value. In 
essence, Google interprets a link from page A to page B as a vote, by page A, for 
page B. But, Google looks at more than the sheer volume of votes, or links a page 
receives; it also analyzes the page that casts the vote. Votes cast by pages that are 
themselves “important” weigh more heavily and help to make other pages 
“important” (Google, 2002b). In that way, Google tries to handle the issue of 
meaning with the assumption that if many users have linked to a certain page, the 
page is important.  This indirect search technology seems to improve searching for 
documents in a dramatically way. The probability based relation between query and 
satisfactory documents and the utility value are increased as the amount of 
documents increase. 

However, the search for data will be more problematic when using Google. It 
is not a direct search while other user’s meaning (in terms of links to homepages) are 
involved. There will not be an unambiguous relation between query and satisfactory 
answers and the correctness can be questioned. It not in itself the increase in amount 
of data, that is the problem. It is the increase of non-authoritative sources on the Web 
that is the problem. 

In other words if the key sources need to be authoritative because you need to 
know about some specific facts searching the web is so good an approach as if would 
want to know about others meaning about something. The following table elaborates 
on this issue. 

Contrasting old and new information searching systems 
The old library culture The hyperlink culture 
Classification 
Stabile 
Hierarchically organized 
Defined by interest 

Differentiation 
Flexible 
All at same level 
All possible associations are allowed 

Careful selection 
Quality of the edition 
Authenticity of the text 
Elimination of old material 

Access to everything 
Broadness and coverage 
Accessibility of the text 
Saving all material 

Permanent collections 
Preservation of fixed text 
Skimming by interest  

Dynamic collections 
Inter-textual evolution 
Surfing for fun 

Dreyfus (2001) 

Many textbooks (Fink, 1998; O'Dochartaigh, 2002; Pfaffenberger, 1996) 
specifically focused on Internet-based research techniques do a good job in 
explaining how create effective search strategies. However only O'Dochartaigh 
(2002) reflects on the thoughts that above table presented. O’Dochartaigh writes 
about data search in the old library perspective when it is about searching for books, 
articles, statistics and in archives and about document search in a hyperlink 
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perspective in chapters about searching by subject and searching in the keyword 
search engines. Also the book covers the important issue of authoritative data sources 
in how they should be classified, evaluated and cited. 

E-mail dialog 
A recent report shows that e-mail is an integral part of American workers’ lives. 
About 62% of all employed Americans have Internet access and virtually all of those 
(98%) use e-mail on the job. All in all few feel overwhelmed and most are pleased 
with the way email helps them do their jobs (Fallows, 2002). In Denmark the most 
used application of the internet is to send and receive e-mails (Ministeriet for 
Videnskab Teknologi og Udvikling, 2002). Three out of four Danes with access to 
the Internet use e-mail on job as well as in their private life on everyday basis. 

In other words, you might expect that it is possible to do research by using e-
mail. E-mail use as a research technique is similar to doing non-structural and semi-
structural interviews. The methodological thinking (Kvale, 1996) about interviews is 
similar. However, some unique features of e-mail dialog have to be stressed. First 
and foremost, e-mail dialog is not taking place in a face-to-face setting as “normal” 
interviews an it can be critical in some cases. Fallows (2002) finds that American 
workers perceive e-mail as for relaying facts, but bad for heart-to-heart 
communications where 85% of work e-mailers prefer to have conversations when 
they are dealing with workplace problems and fewer than 6% consider email 
effective in these cases. On the other hand, Hanson (1999) describes an investigation 
that found that the influence of dominant persons in product development teams 
when e-mail are in use instead of face-to-face meetings. When facts are in focus, e-
mail is the preferable medium is also the case among the group of Danish purchasing 
officers investigated (Rask, 2003). In this study it was also found some other unique 
benefits of using e-mail dialog in contrary to other types of interviews. E-mail dialog 
can covers a longer period of time and it is very easy to document using e-mail 
applications as MS Outlook, databases and spreadsheet. 

Here we have just discussed e-mail dialog on a superficial level where there is 
a need for further research regarding: How to approach people in the right way 
(Hambridge, 1995)? How to build up trust in the dialog? And other related questions 
in order to have a high level of participation in the dialog. 

News group queries 
A cousin to e-mail dialog is studying newsgroups; e-mail discussion groups lists and 
Internet communities where conversations are going on. The research can start out by 
research the discussions at Google Groups (2002).  

Turban et. al. (2002) have described a research strategy for news group queries: 
• Define the research issue and the target market 
• Identify newsgroups and Internet communities to study 
• Identify specific topics for discussion 
• Subscribe to pertinent groups, register in communities 
• Search discussion group topics and content lists to find the target market 
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• Search e-mail discussion groups lists 
• Subscribe to filtering services that monitor groups  

The research are the focused on interface-enabled dialog and do not have an 
off-line analogy. However, many of the raised issues in the above discussion about e-
mail dialog are also applicable here. An important question to rise is: what does it 
mean that the researcher does not participate? What are the ethical issues here? 

Web-based surveys 
Many books like Nesbary (1999) about creating web-based surveys are on the market 
and most of their focus is on creating forms in MS FrontPage. That is important to 
know because web-based surveys are a digital interface study based upon the idea 
that the research creates a web page where he/she collects the data by the 
respondents put the answers. The methodological thinking is similar to creating 
“normal” structural interviews and questionnaires. The main difference is found in 
the easiness in handling the data that can be analysed directly without retyping the 
answers. This also means that risk of mistyping is eliminated. However, more 
research have do be done in this area. What does it mean that the respondents have to 
do some of the researchers work – typing the data in a digital interface? How can it 
be that responses are coming fast but also decline over very short time period? What 
about the usability? Etc. 

The firm is the web-site 
Web-based interaction is a two-way street. Customers learn about the company, its 
products, and its policies. Simultaneously, the Web marketer learns what the 
customer learns while browsing the website. The research can play the role as a 
customer, competitor and supplier and do research that way by observe the company. 
He/she can also be helping the company by analyzing the web-statistics, which will 
be discussed in the next section. 

The most important issue when doing explorative observation studies is to 
analyze what we se and how we can believe what we see. This is not different with 
observing web sites. O'Dochartaigh (2002) have a found four elements in evaluation 
as important. These are authority, accuracy, objectivity and currency. Another and 
supplemental methods is to classify the web sites in a way so it says something about 
the firm behind the digital interface. An example is web strategy where the strategies 
Brochure, Manual and Shop (Rask, 1999; 2002) tells the researcher what kind of 
organizational development that have been need to follow the strategies. Another 
example is to observe and participate in the dealing that takes place on e-
marketplaces. In this case both the research and the firms are digital agents on digital 
markets where most of the processes also are digital. 

Two types of observation can be discussed; direct observation and participative 
observation.  

Eneroth (1984) define direct observation as: 
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In direct observation we are passive information consumers that observe others without 
influence and interaction with the phenomena under observation. Direct observation is the 
type of observation that gives us the biggest opportunities in distancing the phenomena. In 
this way we can to a certain degree relate to the observed in an objective manner. 

If this is possible in general is a methodological discussion we will not take up 
here. When Web sites are the case is it questionable that direct observation is 
possible because the Web is interactive by nature. Therefore we will argue that 
participative observation is the methodology when doing Internet based research 
focused on web sites. We participate in some processes and we collect data at the 
same time.  

The observation can take place in the present moment, but also in the past and 
in the future. The Internet Archives (2001) WayBack Machine is a digital tool where 
it is possible to surf pages stored in the Internet Archive's web archive. By this tool 
you can see how a current homepage was in the past and you can analyze its 
development. The ChangeDetection.com (2002) is another digital tool that gives you 
the possibility to enter the URL for any place on the Web and send you an e-mail 
when the Web page change and thereby make future observations. 

Web-stats 
In an international setting, effective Web-based marketing should encourage 
customers to learn about the company in a “proper” way. For example, an 
appropriate learning sequence for an international customer would be one where the 
she first reads about the company's profile, then learns about its products and 
services, and finally contacts the firm to set up a sales meeting. When we look at this 
process from the perspective of the company who establishes a website geared to its 
international markets the critical task is to learn what the customers have learned. 
This can be done by website traffic analysis. Such an analysis (Berthon, Pitt, & 
Prendergast, 1997) generates reports that provide information about the visitors of 
the website, answering questions such as When do they visit?, Where do they visit 
from?, and What do they do during the visit to the site? 

The researcher can use this quantitative frequency observation studies in order 
to get a better understanding of the e-commerce processes. 

Discussion 
The different research techniques can be divided by their degree of participation in 
the companies’ processes. In that way secondary data have the lowest degree of 
participation, then it is the observation techniques based upon web statistics and the 
idea that the firm is the website. Surveys require a higher degree because the 
respondents have to answer the questions. The highest degree of participation comes 
when news groups queries and e-mail dialog is the used research techniques. 

The research techniques are based on different Internet interfaces; post and 
web where it was argued that web-based interfaces are longer away from the face-to-
face setting than the post-based ones. 
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These to arguments make together the following figure. 

The map of research techniques and digital interfaces 
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The above figure can be used as the starting point for discussing the advantages 
and disadvantages of the research techniques in scholarly research and market 
analysis. Depending on the situation the research needs to be close to a face-to-face 
setting and it is reasonable and possible that the research technique has a high degree 
of participation or it can be the opposite situation.  

If it is possible to rely on respondent’s participation the discussion is then in 
what degree of closeness to the face-to-face setting are wanted. An example is that 
you want to understand the customer satisfaction. To create an e-mail dialog with 
selected customers will imply a higher degree of participation from both parties. 
However, maybe you as the research will not be willing to share your thoughts with 
the customer. Then news group queries where you monitor your customers’ 
discussions without participating is the case. Another possibility is web-based 
surveys where you count customers opinions. This will be a reasonable approach 
when neither of the parties wants to share their feeling, associations and reflections 
and there is no need for that. 

If it is not possible or wanted that the used interface have a high degree of 
closeness to the face-to-face setting the discussion is then in what degree it is 
possible to rely on respondent’s participation. In this case all the research techniques 
have a lower degree of participation than e-mail dialog, news group queries and web-
based surveys, though it is possible to distinguish between the possible research 
techniques. Secondary data have the lowest degree of respondent participation and 
degree of closeness to the face-to-face setting because there are not any respondents. 
Secondary data sources represents others meaning about others. Web-statistics have a 
higher degree of respondent participation and degree of closeness to the face-to-face 
setting than secondary data sources. Web-statistics represent footsteps of for example 
the customer. You can where and when the customer has been on your homepage 
and also where he/she came from but you do not know who it was and with which 
intension the customer came by you homepage. When you tries to understand you 
customer by analyzing his/her homepages you are closer to the face-to-face setting 
and you as a research participate by visiting the homepage and the respondent 
participate by creating the homepage. However, the participation is relatively low 
because there is no direct interaction between the parties. 
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More research is needed. In general experiences with the different research 
techniques are needed to know where is would be reasonable to think that time and 
money have an effect of the usages. Paradigmatic questions need also to be raised. 
What about reliability and validity? Does it differ from traditional research 
techniques and are there differences between the different Internet-based research 
techniques? Some of the answers can arrive from the literature about traditional off-
line research techniques where e-mail dialog and interviews; news group queries and 
focus groups, web-based and ordinary surveys; physical and digital observation; and 
physical and digital secondary data sources can me compared. More specific we need 
to know more about e-mail dialog in relation approaching people in the right way, 
build up trust in e-mail dialog. About news group querieswe do not know what it 
mean that the researcher does not participate. In web-based surveys the respondents 
have to do some of the researchers work, what kind of effect do it have? And how 
can it be that responses are coming fast but also decline over very short time period? 
When looking at the firm, as it is the web site, a lot of biased marketing information 
pollutes the field. How can we deal with that? 

Regardless of all these unknown issues the paper shows many situations where 
the Internet can be used as a proper research technique. When the researcher wants to 
use Internet-based research techniques he or she can hopeful benefit from the 
discussions in this paper in order to be more reflective and reason about choosing the 
right Internet-based research techniques. 
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