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Abstract

This article presents design principles and practical steps for web-based Q
methodology surveys. Drawing on the experience of two online Q studies, we
discuss theoretical concerns, sort and survey design, software programs, and
issues in researcher—participant engagement. We argue that opening Q
methodology to online modes of data collection is important to capture
greater diversity in social perspectives and geographies.

Introduction

Since 2000, social scientists have increasingly used Q methodology as a tool
to investigate social perspectives and human subjectivity. Q methodology
(hereafter Q) is a mixed-methods technique that seeks to identify shared
affinities or divergences about a particular topic (Brown 1980; Eden at al.
2005; Ramlo 2016; Watts and Stenner 2012). Despite the growth of online
surveys in general, Q methodologists tend to emphasize face-to-face methods
of data collection (known as the “Q sort”), which potentially limits its uptake
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as a social science methodology. We ask: What does it mean—theoretically
and practically—to collect Q sort data at a distance?

Our goal here is to present design principles and practical steps for im-
plementing an online Q sort, the data collection technique at the heart of Q
methodology. We note theoretical concerns, sort and survey design, software
programs, and issues in researcher—participant engagement. Ultimately, we
argue that opening Q methodology to online modes of data collection is
important to capture greater diversity in social perspectives and participant
geographies.

We discuss insights based on our combined experience with two separate
studies that utilized online Q sorts (Table 1). The first study, conducted in
2014, examined the subjectivity of people with interests in planned potable
water reuse in the southwestern United States. The second study, conducted in
2018, queried participants from across North and South America about in-
ternational collaboration in global change science. This article also benefits
from insights gained at two Q annual conferences (in 2016 and 2018) and the
ISSS/Q Methodology discussion list (q-method@]listserv.kent.edu).

Theoretical Concerns and Survey Design

Early examples of distance-based Q data collection include postal surveys
(Watts and Stenner 2012:87). In general, the Q community strongly en-
courages face-to-face Q sorts, which they argue facilitates “engagement with
the items” and allows direct observation and interaction with the researcher
(Besika et al. 2018; Jeffares and Dickinson 2016; Watts and Stenner 2012;
Wolf2020). In a Q method training workshop at the 2018 ISSS conference, for
example, we received the advice to “do Q in person, because that human
connection is imperative.” Online data collection is gaining acceptance by
some Q practitioners (Besika et al. 2018; Jeffares and Dickinson 2016; Watts
and Stenner 2012), but it tends to be the exception and not the norm.

In part, the face-to-face preference is rooted in how Q methodologists
theorize and measure subjectivity, reflecting its epistemological origins in the

Table I. Details of Q Methodology Studies by Authors.

Study | Study 2
Number of statements (Items) 30 43
Number of participants 41 29
Survey method Online, POET Q Online, QsorTouch
Questionnaire (Before or after survey)  Before and after After
Analysis package PQMethod PQMethod

Number of factors 2 4
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discipline of psychology. Subjectivity, in Q terms, is the sum of behavioral
activities that constitutes a person’s point of view, which is revealed in the act
of the “Q sort” (Watts and Stenner 2012). The sorting procedure asks par-
ticipants to rank-order selected stimuli (typically statements) relative to all
others, resulting in a Q sort grid. Researchers then use completed sorts to
“measure individuals’ affinities with those views, as well as similarities and
divergences amongst individuals” (Eden et al. 2005:414; see also O’Neill
et al. 2013; Robbins and Krueger 2000).

In our experience, the online Q sort holds true to the underlying principles
of Q—including adhering to an ontological commitment of holism and rela-
tional interpretation—while providing strategic advantages for research design
and broader uptake of the methodology. First, we retained the structured form of
the Q sort, which satisfies the methodological assumption that the act of holistic
sorting captures a snapshot of human subjectivity (Sneegas 2020). In our
studies, participants independently sorted and ranked statements within the
typical grid structure using web-based software (Table 2). During the sorting
process, participants could visualize their grid, reflect on their rankings, and
discuss their impressions in a post-survey questionnaire—which, alternatively,
could be completed in a remote video call or face-to-face.

Second, there is evidence to suggest that asynchronous online sorts may
result in a more honest expression of subjective preferences, since participants
are not under the direct gaze of the researcher (Besika et al. 2018). Third,
previous validation studies demonstrate that computer-based Q sorts are
equally reliable and valid as traditional paper methods (Exel et al. 2015; Reber
et al. 2000).

Fourth, in instances where privacy and confidentiality are concerns, online
sorting may allow for greater anonymity. Fifth, online sorts may be more
convenient for participants, especially if they allow participants to pause and
return at their own schedule. Finally, online Q sorts may reduce the costs of
data collection (e.g. labor time, travel), which opens the method to researchers
with less funding support. Despite these advantages, we recognize limitations
and necessary adjustments, which we discuss below.

Practical Steps for the Online Q Sort

Several design issues are paramount in online Q sorts. First, the number of
items to sort should be conservative, because the fixed screen size of computer
screens (or phones/tablets) can make the holistic arrangement of too many
stimuli frustrating or impractical for participants. A well-designed Q sort should
represent the sum of discourse on the research topic (Eden et al. 2005). In
practice, the number of stimuli selected depends on the study and can be as low
as 25 or high as 80 (Watts and Stenner 2012), but 35-40 is typical (Jeffares and
Dickinson 2016). Practically speaking, online Q sorts should not exceed 3640
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Table 2. Software Programs for Online Q Sorts (Trialed as of July 2018).

Program
name

Developer/

administrator Pros Cons

Q-SorTouch Alessio Pruneddu e Reasonable cost ¢ Difficulties providing on
® Good user interface  screen instructions

e Satisfactory user ® Interface has limited

experience
Straightforward
output method for
post-survey data
Accessible to
participants online
No IT experience
needed

capabilities with adjusting
to varying screen sizes
Does not support data
analysis

o Utilizes grid
POET Q Steven Jeffares  ® Free ® Closed software
® No IT experience requiring permission
needed from does the health
® User-friendly services management
interface centre at the University
e Utilizes grid of Birmingham
® Does not support data
analysis
Q-Assessor  Stan Kaufman ® Can perform data  ® High cost
analysis ® Limited subscription time
® Accessible to ® Limited user interface
participants online
® No IT experience
needed
o Utilizes grid
Flash Q Christian ® Free and open ® Requires computer
Hackert source programming knowledge
and Gernot ® No statement limits ® Limited program
Braehler documentation

Limited user interface
Set-up time can be
extensive

Requires additional steps
to make survey
accessible to participants
Does not support data
analysis
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stimuli (Jeffares 2015). In Study 2, for example, our pilot testers reported fatigue
and frustration in the sorting process. We reduced our item count (from 48 to 43
items in a 9-point Q grid) after two pilot rounds. In our experience, keeping sort
items minimal, pilot testing with a variety of users, and visualizing the Q grid in
different software programs were critical design steps.

Second, written instructions for online Q sorts must be clear, accessible,
and replicable (Watts and Stenner 2012). We found this step to be especially
important with self-administered online Q sorts (like ours), because the re-
searcher is not immediately available to explain procedures. Alternatively,
researchers could (1) provide short videos or animations that explain the steps
of Q sorting, including captions in different languages or to aid hearing-
impaired participants; or (2) arrange a synchronous meeting (e.g. using Zoom,
Skype, WebEx, telephone) to explain sorting procedures.

Third, after the initial correlation and factor analysis is complete, post-
analysis interviews with participants can improve internal validity of results, as
done in Study 1. Interviews allowed participants to elaborate on their reasoning
and provide alternative interpretations of factors in a way that does not rely only
on researcher knowledge or statistical norms and averages to evaluate factor
validity (Brown 1980; Ormerod 2017, 2019; Watts and Stenner 2012).

We expect Q sort software will evolve in terms of capabilities and cost.
Table 2 lists the programs we assessed and trialed as 0o 2018. When evaluating
Q sort software options, consider the following questions:

® How is the Q sort presented holistically? (e.g. forced or free distribu-
tion?) How easy is it to make changes? Can the participant see their rank-
order and make changes relative to other statements?

® What options exist for pre- or post-sorting questionnaires? (e.g. par-
ticipant reflections or demographic data)

® Which web browsers work best?

® What measures are used to protect participant identity?

* Who owns the rights to the sort data? Which programs comply with data
management guidelines?

® What is the cost? Language compatibility? Data output?

In sum, the online Q sort holds some strategic advantages. In our experience,
we recruited participants from very different geographies (68 people from eight
different countries and five U.S. states), an advantage in exploring diverse
discourse coalitions. Costs and environmental impact of data collection were
minimized; convenience was enhanced for participants. Data management was
streamlined: Sorts, demographics, comments, and metadata were immediately
recorded, reducing human error in manually collecting and inputting data.

At the same time, a major disadvantage is the inability to directly observe
the sorting process—a barrier that could be overcome with synchronous video
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conferencing (e.g. Skype, WebEx) and appropriate permission. Other con-
siderations include limited access to technology and internet service, additional
time needed in the pilot process, and data management/privacy compliance.

Conclusion

The use of online Q sorts is a promising approach to uphold Q methodology
principles while resolving some of the more persistent challenges of face-to-
face research: including cost, convenience, timing, researcher influence, and
the suspension of in-person data collection following COVID-19 public
health guidelines and university regulations.

In moving forward, we suggest that online Q methodology also demands
new reflexive strategies of research. A virtual Q sort cannot remove or eliminate
research bias; it simply implicates the researcher in new ways (Sneegas 2020).
Careful attention to recruitment, user instructions, software choice, piloting,
sorting, data privacy, and closing the loop of researcher—participant en-
gagement are important design considerations. Finally, the development of
open-source software for Q sorts should be a major priority, to remove cost
barriers and democratize uptake by the research community. Ultimately,
online data collection of Q sorts should not preclude the researcher’s ca-
pacity to engage with participants; and moving forward with online Q is an
individual choice aided by technologies that we hope benefit the research
community at large.
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