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Sample Characteristics of the Internet Population:
Web Survey Follow-up
and Personal Network Sampling Compared

Yang-chih Fu*

ABSTRACT

Online surveys challenge traditional social surveys with sev-
eral advantages. Due to non-probability sampling and low
response rates, however, most online surveys face fundamental
flaws. This paper reviews these flaws and limits by exploring key
characteristics of online samples. The study employs two sam-
pling designs to collect data. One design follows those who re-
sponded to an earlier web survey, while the other uses exclusive
snowball sampling by personal networks. The resulting “online
survey follow-up” sample (n=76) and “personal networks”

* Research Fellow of Institute of Sociology, Academia Sinica
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sample (n=107) contribute to a total of 4492 relationships with
alters in the email communication during the past 30 days, and
4674 incoming as well as 3504 outgoing one-on-one personal
emails during the past 14 days. These three sets of data are joined
and analyzed respectively at the individual, relationship, and con-
tact levels. Major findings suggest that the active respondents in
online surveys show distinctive attitudes and values toward the
use of online communication. To them the messages exchanged
online are important. But the transactions are so transient and
fleeting that most messages are not worth keeping. The differ-
ences between the two samples are significant and unique in that
no other sample characteristics show similar patterns, which fur-
ther indicates the idiosyncratic tendency among the samples col-
lected by online surveys.

Key Words: online survey, personal network sampling, follow-up
interview, email ties, sampling design
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