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Abstract

Blogs are a new and intriguing form of communicatamd personal expression. Researchers are
only just beginning to realise the value that threselia present as sources of data for research.
This paper begins to unveil the untapped potetiigtlthe blogosphere provides for research. The
paper begins by introducing blogs, explaining tleewlution and the important role they play in
society.

A major contribution to knowledge comes from th@gres analysis of the motivation behind
blogging — providing a framework of seven differemttivational schemes. Building on this, the
paper explores why blogs are a valuable and relisdlirce of data for analysis. The paper illus-
trates how blogs can be used for analysis, higtitigithe advantages and disadvantages of their
use. The paper concludes with a brief note on sufrttee ethical considerations of using blogs
for research.
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Introduction

Individual expression has evolved into a new arefuigorm. Blogs have become an important
form of emotional and informational release forravgng proportion of the population. Com-
mencing with an overview of the development ofltkag, this paper takes the reader through a
journey of understanding, explaining why blogsianportant, how they work, who writes, and
who reads them. Ultimately, the paper explains btngs can be used for research, the opportu-
nities of using blogs as research input, as wethagproblems this usage involves.

What is a Blog?

Blogs are commonly described as frequently modifveth pages in which dated entries are listed
in reverse chronological sequence (Bortree, 2008kBigham & Willett, 2006; Herring, Scheidt
et al. 2005; Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Schmidt, 2Q0Moreover, blogs are an amalgam between a
diary, a web site, and an online community (Emi2@§2). Typically, they are personal journals
which are published online, and are fre-
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— was coined by John Barger, editor of the Robadsin blog in 1997 (Blood, 2000). The con-
tracted term blog was first pronounced by Petertidierin 1999 (Merholz, 2002). Blogging be-
gan its incarnation in the late 1990s as a mearnisdéviduals to publish simple, online personal
diaries (Williams & Jacobs, 2004) as an alternatibvthe personal home-page (or web-page) — a
popular form of internet-based self expressiomattime. It has since evolved into a “killer app’
that has the capacity to engage people in colléiberactivity, knowledge sharing, reflection and
debate” (Hiler, 2002, p. 4). Blogs have developedarthrough convenience than through design.
As a result, blogs are akin to other forms of humammunication: they are unstructured, or-
ganic and opportunistic (Williams & Jacobs, 2004).

Blogs enable, in their writers, a freedom of expi@s which may not be as readily available in
other media (Hull, 2007). They cover a wide ranfysubject areas, both serious and fun, and at-
tract an eclectic array of readers (Hull, 2007)e®©hthe values of blogs lies in its versatility.
Schmidt (2007) lists various types of blogs, inahgd political blogs, corporate blogs, expert
blogs, and personal knowledge blogs. There areeslgoational blogs, creative writing blogs,
journalism blogs, medical blogs, drug blogs, albortilogs, car blogs, travel blogs, and the list
continues. In fact, any subject which generate@st among a reasonably sized group of people
has the potential to become a blog. In additidsipg is not necessarily an individual enterprise
(Williams & Jacobs, 2004), as shown by the existesfogroup blogs such as: “family blogs,
community blogs, and corporate blogs”. Other blagsdefined by their content: 'WarBlogs' (a
product of the Iraq War), and 'LibLogs' (librarydsd (Williams & Jacobs, 2004). However,
most blogs tend to be personal journals by singleas (Qian & Scott, 2007; Schmidt, 2007).

The proliferation of blogs over the internet is kegive. The actual count of the number of blogs
present on the internet at any one time variedsaditficult to estimate. Rebecca Blood, who has
published a comprehensive history of blogging estétat in 1999 only 23 blogs were known to
exist (Blood, 2000). There has since been an exp@hgrowth in blog development. ‘Tech-
norati’, one of many blog search engines, meaguregrowth, and in March 2006 counted 30
million bloggers on the internet. In July, 2007sthumber increased to 90 million (Pedersen &
Macafee, 2007). This rate of increase is plotteligure 1. ‘Technorati’ estimate there is a dou-
bling of blogs every six months (Macdonald & Our2806). Flynn (2006) states that a new blog
is opened every second.
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Figure 1. The increase in numbers of blogs — scakelogarithmic.
Compiled from (Blood, 2000; Bar-llan, 2005; Pedar&eMacafee, 2007)
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A number of factors contribute to this proliferatiof blogs. Firstly, the increased accessibility
and ubiquity of the internet creates an increaggubiaunity for people to record and broadcast
their personal thoughts and opinions (Wang, FiBd&k, 2005). Secondly, social software is
increasingly becoming available which assists bénggn creating a blog. This technology there-
fore permits people of almost any skill level teate a blog. The technologies also allow many
deviations and additions, including variations sash“Wikis, Moodle, collaboration systems,
shared spaces, and virtual worlds, where peopdedot, exchange, collaborate, or network”
(Wang et al., p. 1). Barriers to entry for thedger are small; therefore anyone with an opinion
can launch themselves on the world. “A blogger sesdy a computer, Internet access, and an
opinion. It also helps to have a personal obsessioitotal confidence in your own voice”
(Rosenbloom, 2004, p. 31). Thirdly, there is @adncreased acceptance of blogs both as a
communication tool and as a source of informati@hat was once considered a personal obses-
sion (Rosenbloom, 2004) is now mainstream and &edepven supported by the general public.

Blog Writers, Blog Contents, and Motivation

Kumar, Novak, Raghavan and Tomkins (2004) studi8driillion bloggers in an endeavour to
profile the blogosphere. They found that 75% ofjgkers were aged 16-24 years. They also
found that bloggers tended to focus on core themitbsn their age groups. Table 1 illustrates
these findings and groupings of interests, found$blogs.

In addition to covering a large spectrum of intesés their blogs, bloggers take a very narrow,
and in-depth, focus on the issues that interest thBloggers can work faster and communicate
in greater depth than can regular media. Formegtabloggers were the first to alert the world to
the Iraqi prisoner abuse (Rosenbloom, 2004), aaddle of bloggers played a large part in the
recent resignation of US Senator Trent Lott, duki$dll-placed comments (Yang, 2007). Blogs,
therefore, have an underestimated level of poweriEfuence. At the same time blogs have the
ability to dramatically decrease “the power andhatity of the traditional general-interest inter-
mediaries, notably newspapers, magazines, and dastis” (Rosenbloom, 2004, p. 33).

Table 1. Classification of blog types according tage and interests.
From (Kumar et al., 2004, p. 37)

Age % Blog Types Themes
13 05 Diary Morr_\my, D_addy, Nappies, Catnip, Purring,
Playing, Mice
Jeremy Sumper, Emma Watson, TV, Web

13-15 3.5 Diary, Interests (Celebrities)Olesgining Mall

Dream Street, High school, Talking on the

16-18 25.2 | Diary, Interests (TV shows phone, Brave New Girl, Drama club

19-21 32.8 | Diary, Interests Dorm, College life, kagtoo, Pre-med

Interests (Entertainment), | Dumbeldore’s army, Long Island iced tea, bar
22-24 18.7 | . ) :

Diary hopping, fraternity, He-Man

Interests (Various), Diary, | Catherine Wheel, Dive bars, Grad school,
25-27 8.4 Y s

Consumers’ Critique Good beer

28-30 4.4 Interests (Various), Diary Hal Hartlegpgaching, Motherhood, SQL

Diary (Family), Interests, My kids, Parenting, Doctor Who, geocaching
Consumers’ Critique Good eat, Herbalism

31-33 24

Parenting, Role-playing games, Bicycling,

34-36 15 Diary (Family), Interests Shamanism, Thelema, tivo
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Age % Blog Types Themes

Pagan, Gradening, Star Trek, Hogwarts, Ma-

37-45 1.6 Interests chintosh, Zen, Tarot

Interests, Consumers’ Cri- | Science fiction, Travel, Cooking, History, Pg-

46-57 0.5 tique etry, Reading, Walking, Hiking, Wine

>57 0.2 Interests Death, Cheese, Photography, Bagtry

Motivations to Blog

A relatively large amount of research has beensteekin an effort to discover why bloggers blog
(Bar-llan, 2005). As the growth trends of bloggindicate, research about bloggers is still
emerging and requires frequent updates. None#hetestivations for blogging remain stable
over time, as blogging satisfies basic human ne@ds.do not distinguish between motivations
to open blogs and motivation to maintain blogsi@such distinction appears in literature, how-
ever we are aware that the two may not be identi€atther research on this subject is required.

Our analysis revealed seven needs blogging ans(@@nseed for self expression, (2) need for
recognition, (3) need for social contact, (4) needntrospection, (5) academic needs for knowl-
edge and interests, (6) need for documentation(@nukeed for artistic activity. These motiva-
tions are exhibited in Figure 2 below.

Motivation to Blog

- need to publish
- letting the world know about you

Neec for self - need to share
expression - exhibitionism/voyeurism
- expression of opinions/ideas
- need to promote ideology
Neec for _
recognition | - need to publish
- need to publish
Within existing {- need to update friends
Neec for R - reciprocal obliaatio
social contact Within new - spcialising o _
relationship - virtual meetings/introductions
- social exploration
Neec for - need to explore own beliefs
introspection| - need to deepen personal insight

- need to gain expert advise

- need to gain mutual understanding
- need to share information

- need for news and updates

- circumventing media bias

Academicneeds fo
knowledge & interests

Neec for o
documentation! - need to chronicle life

Neec for - need to channel creativity
artistic activity | - need to articulate ideas

Figure 2. The various schema of motivation to blog.
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Need for Self Expression

Self-expression is a basic and strong human neleidhvas characterised humanity from the
dawn of human existence. This need leads indilsdwashare their opinions, thoughts, experi-
ences and views with others. This need for expmegs part of an individual's “need to pub-
lish”, identified by Graham (2002). The audienoethis self-expression may be either familiar
to the blogger, or anonymous.

This need for self expression is a recurring themmaost blog-motivation research, and encom-
passes various topics for self-expression. Onembapic is ‘the inner self’ - “letting the world
know about you” (Turgeon, 2004) as well as “expressgeeply felt emotions” (Nardi, Schiano et
al. 2004). This expression provide a means ofatath and a type of relief valve permitting peo-
ple to express their feelings in a safe environmenith the hope that someone, somewhere out
there, will understand them or their problem. “Bidgelped explore issues the authors felt “ob-
sessive” or “passionate” about. Blogs gave peoplaee to “shout,” or express themselves by
writing to an audience of sometimes total strangarmetimes their best friends and colleagues
and family members” (Nardi, Schiano, Gumbrecht, a8z, 2004, 44). Frequent examples of
this motive are blogs by people who are sufferingllaess or who have significant member of
their family suffering and illness, as well as lgegs telling the story of a traumatic experience.
Exposure of the painful issue is a motivator ielits In these cases, blogs also provide an impor-
tant channel of support and mutual condolenceexptained by Jacobs: “The very interactive
nature of blogging makes it innately supportivéboth exhibitionistic and voyeuristic behaviours
and ensures its continued growth at least in theddiate future” (Jacobs, 2003, p. 2).

Another major topic expressed in blogs is the béstggopinions and ideas. The blog then serves
as a platform “to embrace a cause, or to promotdewlogy” (Anastasi & Cochrane, 2006, p. 1),
to express the blogger’s idea of the truth (Las2€#2), and to provide commentary and opin-
ions: “Blogging provided an outlet for expressingant of view on topics the authors considered
much more than just chatter” (Nardi et al., 200444).

Need for Recognition

The need for recognition and acknowledgement afdividual explains why bloggers publish
even to an anonymous audience. As described HiaWivd and Jacobs, a blog is ‘a means of
reaching a wider audience; an unknown mass okl ready and willing to respond to the
opinions and commentaries of bloggers’ (2004, @)2%raham’s “need to publish” (2002) also
applies to this need, as well as Turgeon’s the feedleeling heard, and sometimes understood”
(2004). This need drives blogging which providesIblogger with feedback, which is attained
through comments left by readers, as well as welniews indicating number of visits to the
webpage. Links to the blogger’s web page is amabeght after form of recognition, as links to
a blog increase its exposure to potential readers.

Need for Social Contact

This is another repeating theme in literature fotiwations to blog. This need encompasses
many sub-types of motivation.

Social Contact within Existing Relationships

Blogs are used to update friends, family and actadiabout the bloggers’ life events. Graham
(2002) reported this as motivation to reduce eh@den spam, since updating by email creates a
large volume of email traffic. In addition, maiimimg contact with existing friends is a motivator
to continue blogging activity, similar to what Me&yand Allen (1991) term normative commit-
ment. This is where the blogger continues to blecause in stopping they feel they would be
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letting others in their blog community down. A gréeal of the self perpetuation apparent in the
blogosphere results from shared feelings of ohbgab read and respond to ‘friends’ blogs and
this reciprocal cycle of felt obligation in partstains the blogosphere.

Social Contact within New Relationships

Turgeon (2004) explains it as ‘meeting people isaty’, thus suggesting to use a blog to make
new acquaintances. Blogs also allow learning mbaut others, and deepening one’s under-
standing of ‘human nature’. Nardi et al. (2004 grdb this need as the need for forming and
maintaining community forums. Meeting new peoplerahe internet enables meeting with in-
dividuals with whom the blogger has pre-supposedmonalities, as the interests and opinions
of a blogger are embedded in the way they prekenmgelves online.

Need for Introspection

Curiosity about oneself also drives bloggers t@pbls exploring their own beliefs, views and
reactions provides the blogger with better insgjtiiut themselves. This need was described by
Turgeon as ‘getting to know yourself' as well aggiening the understanding of human nature
(2004), and by Graham in general as ‘explore apaxent’ (2002).

Need for Information and Skill Development

The proliferation of blogs discussing hobbies arghsa of interests is demonstrated in Table 2.
These blogs attract individuals with common intexés the same blogsphere, where they share
and collect information about these areas of istgfeurgeon, 2004). These blogs enable blog-
gers the opportunity of being occupied with the&as of interest, and provides them with greater
expertise in these interest areas.

Blogs also enable an ‘underground’ culture of infation sharing. Many individuals question

the truthfulness or objectiveness of the informatwailable to the public through official chan-
nels, from news and events to medical remediesgd#rs then strive to portray current events in
a less prejudiced way: “Even as their commentssacontroversy and scepticism, they've
[bloggers] added depth to the way the related save discussed and reported, especially by the
traditional mass-market media” (Rosenbloom, 20082). As Pedersen and Macafee (2007, p.
1484) put it: “they were redressing the distortiohthe media”. When Pedersen and Macafee
asked one of their respondents why he bloggedesmonded: “Rupert Murdoch” (2007, p.

1484). Although the credibility of information dnogs is often questioned (Yang, 2007), some
blogs are “created by experts in their subjectftel provide news and updates and sometimes to
create a community of interest around the blogyde&| 2006, p. 43).

In addition, bloggers reported the need to ‘leaebypublishing’ as a motivator for blogging
(Graham, 2002). This development of expertise n@ynecessarily be for commercial or voca-
tional needs, but develops the bloggers’ skills.
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Table 2. Bloggers interests — concurrent themes.
Modified from (Kumar et al., 2004, 37)
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Cluster Label Interest expressed Age Group Location
Zen, Metaphysics, Quantum physics, Bud:, -
New Age dhism, Philosophy, Theology 25-36 Seattle
Body Art Tattoos, Body Art, Body Piercing 25-39 Auadia
Coffee Coffee, Caffeine, Espresso 28-30 Seattle
Russian Hackers Java,_ Programming, Linux, FreeBSD, 22.39 Russia
Hacking, Open Source

Need for Documentation

The need to document ones life is also familianemkind since the early days of humanity.
Blogs provide a convenient platform for documentmgs life as it unfolds. The nature of a blog
enables dated entries of the blogger’'s experieasegll as photos, links and videos. Document-
ing one’s life is recognised by Nardi et al. (20@4)a major motivator to blog.

Need for Artistic Outlet

Bloggers use their blogs to channel their creatioitto find an audience for their scholarly ex-
pression. Articulating ideas through writing (Neetlal., 2004) is another motivator for blog-
ging. While a blog does not necessarily need ta teriting” blog (photoblogs are a common
form of blogs), the activity of writing is an attit#on in itself for bloggers. It provides bloggers
with an opportunity to gain experience in writirgyd the exposure to other writing styles en-
riches this experience.

Blogs provide an opportunity for individuals whaoshito bring out aspects of their personality
which are not dominant in their real life. The &nus able to construct an identity that they are
happy with and they feel reflects an important pathemselves for others to see (Anastasi &
Cochrane, 2006).

The motivation to blog has a strong influence anlitog’s contents. It is therefore expected
blogs will contain both genuine and biased contefitsese biases have to be taken into account,
in order to use blogs for research. The next@eakamines these influences and biases.

Blogs as Data Source

Blogs present a tempting source of qualitative .ddtais section explores the benefits and the
problems involved with using a blog as a data sofocresearch.

Benefits

Convenience and ease of access to codified data

One of the major problems associated with collectibqualitative data is the synchronous, time-
consuming method of collection. Typically, quaiiatdata are collected via interviews, observa-
tion, or focus groups. These methods demand thaahatailability of both the subject(s) and
the interviewer. In addition, the interviewer asnaintain a high level of focus and sensitivity
throughout the collection in order to record theaas cues presented during data collection.
This poses additional constraints on the act ofitgtize data collection. Apart from data collec-
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tion, data also needs to be codified for analytieaposes, which in turn requires more time and
resources.

Blogs, which are readily available in a print fotmaffer an immediate availability of rich, codi-
fied data in an efficient package pre-preparedfalysis. Blogs do not require synchronization
between the researcher and the subject, and soagieeconvenient and less time and resource
demanding. Another source of convenience can coone the content of the blog which is often
categorised by the blogger according to their assent of topic, mood, or motivation. This en-
ables faster and easier access to informationeaftgst value.

Richness and depth of information available

Blogs provide rich and deep personal accounts. ritheess of this data is derived from the lon-
gitudinal nature of a blog, as well as the connégtbetween issues discussed in the blog and
links the blogger may provide relating to the issli@e depth is a result of the freedom in

writer’s topic selection. Since bloggers choogartbwn topics, it is natural their choices reflect
their areas of interest. Their writing of thesai&sis opinionated and often unbiased, as they are
free to express their own views, expecting no falegionsequences. In addition, as the need for
introspection is one of the motivator to blog, peed accounts in blogs are typically candid and
genuine, providing valuable insight into the isspessent on individuals’ minds.

Unbiased by research process

Blog data is by nature primary data which is ndgjsct to the influence or interference of the
researcher. It is therefore not fallible to manyhe weaknesses and biases of many other forms
of data collection, whether face-to-face or rempotelllected. Typical of these influences is that
of the Hawthorne Effect (Hartley, 2001). The HawtteEffect in particular causes respondents
to provide or accentuate data they think will pketige interviewer. Blog contents, however, are
unaffected by the researcher, assuming that trggetas not aware of the research when writing.

Sample constraints - Variety of subjects

The data sample available through blogs may be8jgmrticularly due to the medium type
which is a pre-requisite for bloggers. A bloggeed®to have an attraction to writing in general,
and to writing over a computerized medium in pattc. It is expected that ‘techno-phobes’ will
not be represented in the blogging populationdititeon there will be an uneven representation
in older age groups and in less developed econorilesvever, as discussed above, blogging is
proliferating at unprecedented rates in the pomiriatlt is also expected that with the growth of
technologically-native population, blogs will becerms common and ubiquitous as the mobile
phone. This abundance of personal data and itsezff availability means that there is a virtual
font of data available to researchers on a widegnading variety of subject areas.

Research on the different types of bloggers ikdgiteloping, however an increasing section of
the worlds’ population are taking to this activitifurther research to draw on the various types of
bloggers is required to better understand the despbics available in this medium.

Problems

Impurity of data

Blogs are not always well written, succinct, corais elaborate. The data offered by blogs can
be difficult to investigate as they may contairoesr poor phrasing, or lengthy and irrelevant con-
tent. However, this problem is not limited to ldpg@nd exists in most types of qualitative data.
Some interviewees are more articulate than otkerag are more passionate. Individuals will
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also have varying competence with writing and laguskills. The irrelevance of data is also
not a problem unique to blogs. It can contributprmblems with subject observation and docu-
ment analysis. Therefore, the analysis of blogeumnas with many other types of analysis, has
to be either treated as indicative, or triangulatétl other data sources.

Blogs can provide an added option for confirmatiod consistency. With a blog it is always
possible to interact with the blogger to ask fariication. This is common practice within the
blogging community, and often taken as a complerbgrthe blogger.

Reliability and validity of data — biases

Unlike errors or misinterpretations discussed abblags also present biases stemming from so-
cial endorsement. This important motivator makegdérs likely to avoid alienating their read-
ers, and attempt to appeal to them.

Attaining exposure and readers is another goalagfgers, which may lead them to sensational-
ise their issues, or even create fictitious issaedtract an audience. For example, a blogger may
embellish their experiences to present a moredstgrgy and attractive story for the readers, or
they may bias their topics to what they feel brilagger reading audience.

The researcher will need to account for these pialdrases, however they may not be different
to biased autobiographies or other forms of setbaats. In addition, the blogsphere has the po-
tential to limit these biases, since social intBoas resulting from blog interactions often trarsf
into the real world. This imposes a certain lefdhonesty.

Opinions expressed in blogs offer a level of religbwhich is not greatly different from other
methods of data collection.

Reliability and validity — deception

There are no means to prevent fictitious blogsividdals can pretend to be of another social
status, another educational level, another age, @wether gender. While most blog templates
provide the option to make such details availatlieggers can choose not to do so, or to post
fictitious data. Researchers have no means téyvarivalidate such self-reported details.

However, since one of the strong drivers for blaggs the need for recognition, individuals are
more likely to expose their true details. Deceptind fictitious identities do not satisfy this dee
and most healthy individuals would not be ableustain it over time. A method researchers can
use to verify these blog details is to restricg@amples to only those which have endured over
time, i.e. those over a year ‘old’.

In addition, self-expression is a strong motivditarbloggers, which drive them to expose their
true-self. Therefore, although blogs may have liasmtent, they also contain genuine accounts.
This is no different to other self-evident data.

Another strong need answered by blogging is the faresocial contact. Many bloggers end up
meeting face-to-face. These meetings are oftenrdented and reflected upon in the blogs them-
selves. Some blogospheres have group events wizeng toggers of the same blogosphere
meet. These meetings are also reflected upon ibltigs. Evidence of such meetings enables
researcher to verify, to some degree, the cretiitdhd reliability of self-reported details, since
the likelihood of deception by many individualdagver. In addition, fictitious bloggers tend not
to meet with other bloggers.

This is not to say that deception or exaggeratmescot exist in blogs. However, simple meas-
ures can be taken by researchers to reduce thet extinis bias. Deception is not common, and
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is not sustainable over time. Most of the motivatimr blogging support genuine and truthful
self-accounts. Blogs therefore provide accessita dsable for research.

Type of Research

The most reliable information available over blaggdividual personal accounts. This presents
some useful data source for a first level analy3&da can be analysed for use in a pilot study to
determine key concepts, develop a research questi@mply a primary level of analysis. In
addition, the use of blogs can provide a concegnalysis for use in quantitative research for
survey design.

Conducting research using blogs serves varioustgpquestions. Appropriate types of research
methods are discussed below.

Content Analysis

An obvious way to use blogs is to analyse theiteainon a certain topic. This type of research
explores the various themes raised on that topag<Bprovide an insider view of what bloggers
feel and think about various social issues. Thitet is useful as primary data for publication or
used for comparison with other sources, eitherrdilog sites or other empirical data. For exam-
ple in preparation for this paper the authors dighigk analysis of the following social problem:
‘What do teenagers think about smoking’ and ‘wkatgir opinion of anti-smoking campaigns’.
Data were sought from three countries: Australialayisia, and the USA. After cursory investi-
gation sufficient information was found which wouddrmit a cross-cultural analysis of this prob-
lem. As is discussed above, there are many iskaéblbggers discuss in detail. The potential for
social research using blogs as an empirical safrdata is only limited by the time taken to col-
lect and analyse the data.

Public interest can also be estimated using blbigs.content of blogs is a reflection of the inter-
est areas of the writers. However, different togjeserate different levels of interest within the
reading community. The number of comments, as agetheir content and length can indicate
that level of interest. Comparison of the numbecahments generated by different topics can
indicate the level of public interest in these tspifor example, comparing the number of com-
ments generated by topics of a sexual nature assepo a political nature. Or the activity gen-
erated in a political campaign, and to which pamyst commentary is directed. An assumption
has to be made in such studies that the intentasfygost is to generate as many comments as
possible.

Discourse Analysis

Bloggers are often articulate individuals, someniighly developed writing skills, therefore
their choice of words and the language used cavigeansight into the value and depth of a par-
ticular topic. Access to blogs can, in some arpas/ide an abundance of material for analysis,
comparison and discussion.

Trend Analysis

Another style of research can be to determinedbel lof interest that a blog community, or vari-
ous communities, hold in a certain issue. This yfpesearch operates on the assumption that
bloggers, using their blogs as a voluntary medifiexpression, will only write about issues in
which they have a direct interest. Therefore, tet fhat a topic has been mentioned in a blog
suggests it is an area of interest. Looking inxastieg blogosphere, researchers can compare the
number of posts mentioning a certain topic. Fomngpla, a comparison of the number of blogs
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discussing the recent election results in Austi@iapared to other topics discussed in the same
blogosphere can indicate the level of public irdene national politics.

Longitudinal Studies

Longitudinal analyses can also be run to determémsmus social phenomena. For instance varia-
tions in blog uptake may indicate various charasties in societyHow do the growth rates
compare in a society where the youth are engagéskmleisurely activities compared to a soci-
ety where there is a larger amount of social fraedo the youth- for example Israel compared

to France. In addition, longitudinal research gatidate changes in social trends. For example:
are the youth focussing more or less on personaltiéssues like AIDS and drugs? Are family
values being reflected more or less in blogs® growth trends of a blogosphere can indicate
similar trends in society. The nature of the blag indicate the motivation for its opening: per-
sonal journal, business or other. For examplegmifegant growth in personal blogs dealing with
war stories in a war zone can indicate an increased to communicate and document. Increased
personal blog activities of teenagers during schotilays can indicate not only increased lei-
sure time, but also perhaps a lack of ability toi@xe outside the virtual world. A similar trend
analysis could be used to compare the growth igsdlo the growth and availability of IT re-
sources in host countries.

Participant Observation

Researchers can also adopt a participatory staageseudo ethnography or phenomenology — to
learn how comments and members are generated tidipatory method of blog-research in-
volves joining a blogosphere and participatingamieus activities (such as commenting to oth-
ers) and then testing various reactions to variopis, opinions, and behaviours. For example,
the type of readers the blog attracts with diffetepics

Conclusion and Further Issues

Technology has taken over many aspects of our éimésresearch is no exception. Blogs provide
a novel and rich resource for researchers to aggmipirical data on a wide range of topics. The
marked growth in the use and acceptance of blag®wely enhance its viability as a research in-
strument. Added to this, blog-based research pesvidany avenues of investigation; from pure
sociological to anthropological and psychologieeld from analysis of personal insight to under-
standing the strategic direction of the corporatg®.

This paper classified seven types of motivationglwkatisfy needs in bloggers promoting their
desire to blog: need for self expression, needdoognition, need for social contact, need for
introspection, academic needs for knowledge artests, need for documentation and need for
artistic activity. These needs dictate the condet reliability of blogs. The needs for self-
expression, documentation, and introspection suggesiine and candid personal accounts. The
need for recognition suggests reporting of trugattaristics of the blogger. The need for social
contact, as well as reported social interactiosslteg from blogging suggest imposed honesty
on self-reported accounts. The sustainability bliog over time provides an indication of the au-
thenticity of self-disclosed opinions and events.

One consideration not addressed in this papeeistue of ethics with regard to blog or cyber
research. As this type of research is still re&yinew, little has been tested with regards te eth
ics. However there seems to be two distinct schafaisought (Bassett & O’Riordan, 2002). On
one side of the issue researchers consider blegmasas being similar to any sociological re-
search, and as such participants should be codsartheir approval should be sought. The
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other approach sees these resources which arg &egdlable on the internet, which is a public
domain, as licence free (apart from copyright) ead be studied and reproduced.

Both of these stances are problematic. The populati the blogosphere is large, and many of its
inhabitants are anonymous. It would be difficdlpat impossible in some circumstances, to con-
tact and gain approval from a large proportiorhef $ample. The second argument also presents
problems. Firstly, as has been discussed above wha@onsider the reasons why people blog,
people often open up their hearts and minds throlugiin blogs, and it is unfair, if not dishonest,
to analyse these personal reflections without pesimin. Secondly, abuse of this medium may
result in it changing to the dissatisfaction oftbbtogger and researcher. It is therefore impera-
tive that researchers take steps to preserve #e dparacter of this medium.

To make better use of blogs for research purpdiseg,need to be better understood. This calls
for further research about blogs. For example hedilogs have a life cycle? What are the differ-
ences in content, frequency, writing quality andiwations along the life cycle of a blog? To
increase the reliability of data available on bldgsther research is required to uncover the char-
acteristics of the fictitious blog, such as it lfiean, number of reported social contacts, and-inte
actions with other bloggers. To better understaad $ample in blogs, further research is re-
quired to classify the types of individuals maintag long term blogs, as well as the weighting of
the different motivations answered by blogs andidgi the continuous use of blogs.

Blogs provide an excellent avenue for researcraabus kinds. We predict that the growth in the
utilisation of this resource will continue to gr@xponentially over the next decade or two. The
potential for researchers for tapping into thisowese is truly profound.
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