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ABSTRACT 

The paper describes how qualitative data collection procedures 

can be enhanced by adding a second layer of data through log-

analysis/data collection via apps. Specifically, the paper describes 

how a plug-in was utilized to collect additional data that could 

help in providing a memory aid that would spark further 

discussion during the actual in person interview. The conclusion 

is that the extension did not provide the details the scholar was 

hoping. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
This paper is based on my dissertation that explores 

communicative practices on the Internet. Specifically, it addresses 

online content sharing, as a practice that defines users' 

relationships to technologies. Despite a growing literature on 

Internet usages, few studies offer in-depth analysis of the habits of 

ordinary users. Drawing inspiration from the work of Henri 

Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau, the thesis mobilizes the notion 

of daily life (the quotidien), a concept that highlights the 

processes through which people make sense of their lives. I 

developed an innovative multi-stage research design to compile a 

rich description of everyday life and video sharing, that I 

subsequently analyses using spatial metaphors derived from 

science and technology studies.   The dissertation draws attention 

to the complexity of everyday life, and how online and offline 

worlds intersect and how the Internet as a space is continually 

changing. Here, I will focus on the methodological implication to 

capture an online activity that is punctual, spontaneous and 

unmemorable. For this I did not based my methodology on 

previous approaches.   

This paper will present what to expect when using a browser’s 

Plug-in for extra data collection. Data collection for graduate 

students doing qualitative work can be limited in term of 

qualitative research apps available for free. For my thesis, I tried 

to bypass this limitation with an innovative methodology using 

navigation tracking extension1  to help participants remember 

                                                                 

1 A browser extension is a computer program that extends the 

functionality of a web browser in some way. Depending on the 

browser and the version, the term may be distinct from similar 

terms such as plug- in or add-on. (Definition found at 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Browser_extension) 

what they did online. Even though it did not produced the 

expected results, because of details not captured by the extension; 

the method still holds the potential to capture occasional activities 

that punctuate the daily lives of users. This paper describes my 

approach, and presents reflections on its potential and pitfalls, 

adopting a reflexive stance. 

2. THE METHODOLOGICAL PLAN 
 Inspired by ethnography, I gathered data by conducting three 

interviews per participant, allowing the construction of a dialogue. 

During the first interview, I asked participants to simply describe 

their everyday experiences related to online videos. A second 

interview allowed me to elaborate on some details. The last 

meeting was directly inspired by the notion of reflective practices 

[1], as researcher and participant discussed the initial 

interpretations and the research process. In my thesis I explored 

how people share online video in their everyday lives. The 

phenomenon of sharing content on social network sites has been 

widely explored in communication and Internet studies. Many 

authors recognize the importance of social connections between 

individuals, but they do not explain why and how users share 

content[2][3]. Sharing content online is mundane, hectic and done 

between other tasks. Remembering the content and how it was 

shared can be hard. Also, built-in browsing histories have limited 

search capacity. So, I asked participants to install a plug-in of 

their choice on their web browser. I hoped that with this tool, they 

would more easily recall what they were doing at the time, and 

how and why they shared a video. Because of the highly 

qualitative aspect of the research, I did not pre-tested the approach 

with a small number of participants. Also, I did not considered 

using a single tool for all participants since I wanted to feel free to 

capture their Internet activities as they wish.  

3. PARTICIPANTS’ REACTIONS AND 

CONTRIBUTIONS 
In the interviews following the installation of the extension, my 

participants used the results to discuss how much time they spend 

on different sites. Many were astonished by how much time they 

spent on Facebook. But, the extensions did not give details such 

as which sections of a site or what they did during their visit on 

the site. For example, the extension show they visited Facebook 

many time during the day, but it was up to the participants to 

remember exactly what they did exactly. On Facebook, they could 

have been reading news, chatting with friends, watching and 

sharing videos.  

Several participants were already using extensions to track how 

and what they did online. With more and more apps to help track 

every aspect of life, researchers can take advantage of those 

practices in their data collection. However, this type of tracking 

information does not give a complete picture of people’s use of 

social media. For example, extensions cannot differentiate 

between personal and professional use. One participant in my 



research is a community manager and thus spends a lot of time on 

social media, especially Facebook. As he pointed out, RescuTime 

does not make the distinction between work and distraction. The 

default setting of RescuTime is based on traditional work 

definition. Using Word is consider work whereas using Twitter is 

consider very distracting.  

Using an ordinary, not too demanding technology enabled a richer 

and thicker response from participants. Mostly because it helped 

them think about their past weeks. It showed them how they really 

spend time online. All the participants who installed an add-on 

were surprised by the proportion of their daily web browsing time 

that Facebook occupied. Participant learned about their own 

habits and practices and reflected on them.  

This approach, using tracking extension, requires a high level of 

self-awareness regarding technological usage. As my data 

collection progressed, I realized how I use my own practices as a 

model for everyone else. Since I personally use Chrome and 

Firefox, I did not consider to look up for add-ons or apps for other 

navigators like Internet Explorer and Safari. Also, since I rarely 

erase my own historic, I forget to ask participants to postpone 

their automatic cleaning of browsing history.  

4. CONCLUSION 
I learned that even what looks like a simple and straightforward 

methodological design has many small details. Since I was 

dealing with the mundane, even I fell into the trap of overlooking 

some of those small and invisible aspects of our own habits. In the 

future, with this kind of approach, I will be more flexible with 

participants. It is easier to let people use their own tools in their 

own ways. Firstly, this flexibility will eliminate wasting time 

thinking about all the different web browsers, their configurations 

and usages. My participants were creative in their use of 

technology. For instance, one participant took notes on his cell 

phone and sent me the pdf. Another reason to let participant 

decide is due to the potential of mobile devices such as cell 

phones, laptops and tablets. Many people carry their devices with 

them. I did not think that so many participant would bring their 

own devices to show what they did. One participant brought his 

laptop, and we scroll through his YouTube history. And he would 

tell me, “a friend sent me this one, this one we were talking about 

having a party, so I sent him this video as a joke.” Another one 

brought her Ipad, and showed me the videos she shared and the 

comments she made on others. I recommend to embrace the 

mobility of technology while doing qualitative research on social 

media. The paper concludes by suggesting that free apps and other 

browser extension may not be the most precise tools available to 

gather data on social media usage, but with the help of 

participants, they can lead to new questioning during data 

collection and thematic analysis during the interpretation of those 

data.  
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