
   

  

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   Int. J. Economics and Accounting, Vol. 9, No. 4, 2020 353    
 

   Copyright © 2020 Inderscience Enterprises Ltd. 
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Challenges and lessons from conducting audit 
research using social media 

Ahmed Saadeh* 
Centre for Business and Enterprise, 
Wintec, 
Private Bag 3036, Waikato Mail Centre, 
Hamilton 3240, New Zealand 
Email: ahmed.saadeh@wintec.ac.nz 
*Corresponding author 

Jackie Allen 
School of Accounting, Finance and Economics, 
Faculty of Management, 
University of Waikato, 
Hamilton, New Zealand 
Email: jnallen@waikato.ac.nz 

Abstract: Social media play an increasingly important role as both a means of 
communication and a source of information. Furthermore, social media provide 
a variety of time and cost-efficient, as well as participant-friendly, 
communication and networking channels, which expand the research repertoire 
in terms of recruitment and conducting interviews. The purpose of this paper is 
to broaden researchers’ understanding of the potential of using social media to 
facilitate qualitative research, and to guide them in the selection and use of 
social media channels considering the contextual differences. This paper adopts 
a qualitative methodology aimed at reflecting on the researcher’s experience of 
recruiting participants and conducting interviews using social media. The paper 
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1 Introduction 

In an August 2015 post on his personal page, Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s co-founder 
and CEO, stated: “For the first time ever, one billion people used Facebook in a single 
day…and it’s just the beginning of connecting the whole world.” 

Due to the exponential increase in internet use and advances in communication 
technology over the last decade, social media have become exceedingly popular (Acar, 
2008; Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Social media play an increasingly important role as 
both a means of communication and a source of information. According to Digital 
Statshot Report (2015), the number of worldwide active social media users passed  
2 billion in 2015, representing approximately third of the world’s population. 
Furthermore, GlobalWebIndex (2014) found that the average social media user spends  
2 ½ hours of his/her daily online time on social media websites. 

Increased focus on social media stimulated a flow of studies that investigate the 
impact of social media on different aspects of individuals’ lives in areas such as: health 
(Lee et al., 2014); behaviour (Mano, 2014); ethics (Ayres, 2013); relations (Williams and 
Merten, 2011); learning (Thomas and Thomas, 2012) and personal preferences (Bronner 
and de Hoog, 2014). While social media have drawn the attention of researchers in 
different fields, only a few of studies (e.g., Mangold and Faulds, 2009; Verkamp, 2013) 
explore the usage of social media in qualitative research. Research performed by 
Mangold and Faulds (2009) and Verkamp (2013) has shown that social media can foster 
participants’ involvement in research. Valkenburg et al.’s (2006) study evidences the 
positive effect social media usage can have on the quality of collected data, while 
Gustafson and Woodworth (2014) and Lunnay et al. (2015) examine the methodological 
and ethical issues in research using social media. 

According to Rosenbaum and Wong (2012), people are feeling increasingly more 
comfortable and familiar with communication technology, including social media. 
Lunnay et al. (2015) indicate that this level of confidence extends to research, which in 
order to accommodate modern day communication preferences requires recognising 
social media as a form of communication. Social media provide a variety of time and 
cost-efficient, as well as participant-friendly, communication and networking channels, 
such as instant messaging (IM) and digital media sharing, which expand the research 
repertoire in terms of recruitment and building rapport. Despite the potential advantages 
of social media, many researchers still focus primarily on traditional communication 
methods when engaging in qualitative research. 

To the best of our knowledge to-date, no research in audit has been conducted using 
social media as a tool. The purpose of this paper is to broaden researchers’ understanding 
of the potential of using social media to facilitate qualitative research, and to provide a 
guide in the selection and use of social media channels. Based on experiences in 
conducting 40 semi structured interviews as the primary data collection method for 
forensic audit research, this paper offers reflective insights into using social media in 
qualitative research. The challenges experienced while conducting in-depth interviews 
within a Jordanian context are explained and guidance is provided on how to address 
these challenges. 

This paper contains five further sections. The next section provides a brief description 
of the research project. Thereafter, the features and characteristics of the key social media 
communication channels are reviewed. In Section 4, criticisms against the face-to-face 
interviews are reviewed. Some contextual dilemmas that emerged during the study are 
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reflected on in Section 5, and some recommendations for using social media are 
presented. Section 6 provides a conclusion to the paper. 

2 Context of research 

In the aftermath of the recent global financial scandals, there has been a negative 
perception of auditors’ independence, and of the effectiveness of traditional audit 
procedures to protect users from fraudulent financial reporting (Hao, 2010; Huber, 2012). 
Shanikat and Khan (2013) emphasise the growing need for professional accountants to 
understand the area of financial statement fraud, while Siegel and Shim (2010) identify 
the need for accountants who have deeper understanding of fraud as forensic accountants. 

Despite the growing need for accountants with forensic accounting skills, limited 
background information exists with respect to forensic accounting education in the 
context of developing countries and in particular relating to Jordan (Elitas et al., 2011; 
Shanikat and Khan, 2013; Alabdullah et al., 2014). The way in which accounting 
practices are taught in developing countries, and the solutions to their unique problems, 
requires a different approach when compared to Western countries. Hence, business 
schools should consider cultural and contextual differences when developing and 
implementing a forensic accounting education programme. 

The overall objective of the base research is to develop a framework for a forensic 
accounting programme compatible with Jordan’s unique culture and business 
environment. This research provides a unique contribution by developing a forensic 
accounting education program, in an attempt to fill the gap between forensic accounting 
demand and supply in Jordan. Forty in-depth interviews were conducted, with accounting 
academics and practitioners, to capture experiences and viewpoints surrounding the 
development of a framework for teaching forensic accounting in Jordan. 

2.1 Constructing the interview questions 

In order to create effective research questions, the researchers, as suggested by Kvale and 
Brinkmann (2009) reviewed the literature and context theories relating to the topic. One 
of the researchers, a Jordanian Muslim, with bilateral experience first as an accounting 
student and then as an accountant and auditor in Jordan further enhanced familiarity with 
the topic. 

Although intended for Arabic speaking participants, interview questions were 
developed in English as English is widely spoken in Jordanian education institutions and 
the business environment. Participants were provided with a choice of responding in 
either Arabic or English. A ‘double back-translation process’ developed by Brislin (1980) 
was used, whereby questions were translated into Arabic by a translator and then 
translated back into English by another translator. The translation was then compared 
with the original English text to see if the two versions matched. Any changes were 
applied to the original translation and the final draft checked by an Arabic literature 
professor. 

The majority of the participants chose to conduct the interviews in Arabic, although 
switching between Arabic and English frequently happened in most of the interviews. 
Filep (2009) explains that the researcher and the participant may be more able to explain 
certain issues in one language rather than the other. Therefore, code-switching “should 
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not be regarded as a problem, but rather as a method that supports the communicative 
process” [Filep, (2009), p.64]. 

3 Literature review – social media 

There is no universally recognised definition of social media (Verkamp, 2013). Even the 
terminology remains unclear with some in the literature using the term ‘social network’ 
(e.g., Belew, 2014; Kent and Leaver, 2014) to refer to the same concept (Langmia et al., 
2013). Google Trends (2015) for ‘social media’ versus ‘social network’ show that use of 
the former term has steadily increased since 2012. For the purpose of this paper, the term 
‘social media’ is used and defined as “websites and applications that enable users to 
create and share content or to participate in social networking” (Oxford Dictionaries, 
2015b). In turn, ‘social networking’ is defined as the use of social media “to 
communicate with other users, or to find people with similar interests to one’s own” 
(Oxford Dictionaries, 2015c). 

Among the key functions social media have in common are networking, 
communicating, and sharing content (Lunnay et al., 2015). However, social media 
websites and applications exhibit (or assign) varying degrees of focus to these key 
functions (Digital Statshot Report, 2015). In general, the so-called IM applications such 
as WhatsApp, Viber, and WeChat are focused on communicating via messaging and 
calling, as well as sharing photos and videos (Statista, 2015). However, IM applications 
are not ideal for networking, as users usually need the mobile number or usernames of 
other users in order to add them to their contacts list (Social Compare, 2015). 

Conversely, social media websites such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn are 
centred on networking with family, friends, people with similar interests, and public 
figures, as well as the posting of comments, photos, and other media content (Mahan  
et al., 2015; Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Social media websites make it easy to find 
fellow users by providing several networking features, such as a search bar where the 
user can type in the name or e-mail address of the user he or she is looking for, and the 
ability to import contacts from e-mail accounts (Quan-Haase and Young, 2010). 

Wright (2005) indicates that each communication channel has advantages and 
disadvantages, and that there is no one best communication channel for all situations. 
Consequently, the features and characteristics of each communication channel should be 
clearly understood by the researcher so that the best channel for each particular context 
can be selected, enabling more effective communication. In the following subsections, 
the features and characteristics of the key social media communication channels are 
reviewed in the light of the observations obtained through conducting research. 

3.1 IM applications 

The developers of IM applications work on creating all-in-one applications where users 
can stay connected through a user-friendly, cost-efficient, and high quality service 
(Parsons and Woolley, 2013). As the world becomes more digital, people are gravitating 
toward instant, interactive conversations that take place on keyboards rather than to voice 
and video calls (Kim et al., 2008; Suki et al., 2011). IM and free audio and video calling 
have become common forms of communication, replacing traditional communication 
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channels such as e-mails, SMS, and phone calls as preferred forms of communication 
(Church and de Oliveira, 2013; Gungl et al., 2014). 

3.1.1 Instant messaging 
IM is a text-based communicating service that enables individuals to communicate in  
real-time over the Internet through a software application (Yoon et al., 2014). IM falls 
somewhere in the middle between e-mail or SMS, and voice conversation. IM combines 
the advantages of e-mail, in that it is non-intrusive, versatile, and cost-efficient, with 
those of SMS, which is time-efficient and accessible, and the interactive conversational 
nature of the voice conversation (Peslak et al., 2010). 

IM allows the person talking to interact with the listener in an immediate back-and-
forth discussion. However, unlike in traditional conversation, partners in IM can 
disconnect and reconnect without a need to apologise or feel disconnected (Garrett and 
Danziger, 2007). IM also enables the user to conduct multiple, separate chats at the same 
time, as well as to create a group conversation between several people (Schwarz, 2011). 
Moreover, unlike e-mails and SMS, the users of IM will usually be able to get check 
marks that indicate that the message has been successfully sent, received, and read. These 
checks help to make IM more interactive. Users can also indicate whether they are 
‘available, ‘busy’, ‘away’, or ask that others ‘do not disturb’ via a status setting (Garrett 
and Danziger, 2007). The status setting functions as a kind of answering machine, which 
enables the user to respond when he/she feels it is convenient. 

The ‘typing’ indicator is another feature that creates a high-involvement 
communication mode in IM (Buchenscheit et al., 2014). In oral communication, the 
listener senses whether others have finished making a point as their voices and intonation 
go down, and they usually leave a pause to let the other person talk. This information is 
missing in other text-based communication channels such as e-mails and SMS. However, 
an indicator in IM compensates for this missing feature (Lancaster et al., 2007), as a 
‘typing’ indicator appears whenever the other party is typing an instant message, thus 
pacing the conversation. 

One of the main criticisms levelled at qualitative data gathered via online1 and 
telephone research is the lack of visual cues (Shuy, 2003). This deficit also results in the 
loss of a number of other elements: non-verbal data such as facial expressions and body 
language (Groves, 1990; Novick, 2008); contextual data such as the physical features of 
the respondent and the environment (Patton, 1990); and, verbal data and spoken words 
(Herzog and Rodgers, 1988). These types of data loss or distortion create challenges in 
the communication process which in turn may harm data quality (Carr and Worth, 2001). 
However, proponents of qualitative telephone and online research argue that many ways 
of compensating for the absence of non-verbal responses are available, such as intonation 
(Opdenakker, 2006); hesitations and sighs (Sturges and Hanrahan, 2004); and, emoticons 
(Elsbach and Bechky, 2009). 

The ability to share emoticons is another unique feature of IM. Emoticons (see  
Figure 1), also known as smileys and emoji, have attracted considerable attention as a 
visual digital language to express emotion and intentions (Jibril and Abdullah, 2013). 
Users believe that emoticons can be richly expressive and compensate for the missing 
visual cues in online communication (Hsieh and Tseng, 2015; Skovholt et al., 2014). 
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Figure 1 A sample of commonly used emoticons on social platforms (see online version  
for colours) 

  

Source: WhatsApp Inc. (2015) 

Finally, compared to other text-based communication channels, IM supports the quick 
and efficient transmission of texts and other types of files such as photos and videos 
(Church and de Oliveira, 2013; Lancaster et al., 2007). IM by its nature implies instant 
connection by encouraging people to skip greetings, introductions, and niceties usually 
required with e-mails and voice and video calls (Kemp et al., 2014). Furthermore, with 
IM the listener does not have to wait for a slow speaker to get around to his or her point, 
or manage a talker who speaks for longer than necessary 

3.1.2 Free voice- and video-calls 
In addition to the text based messaging, most IM applications are equipped with free 
voice- and video-calling features. Free voice- and video-call features allow users to make 
and receive calls over the Internet, rather than via a landline or traditional mobile network 
(Yoon et al., 2014). Furthermore, with the Internet connection, users of IM applications at 
both ends of the communication must have the same IM application installed on their 
devices (Gan and Li, 2015). 

A wide range of free IM applications can be downloaded and installed from 
application stores such as Play Store, App Store and Windows Phone Store (West and 
Mace, 2010). Downloading is an easy and quick process that usually takes less than  
5 minutes. IM applications are not limited to tablets and mobile devices. Several 
applications, such as Skype and WhatsApp, provide web-based versions that allow users 
to install the program on desktops and laptops (Temkar et al., 2015). This feature has 
many advantageous. For example, users can easily copy and paste information from 
documents and websites and share it with contacts; using the computer or laptop 
keyboard is more convenient for many users than using a mobile device’s keyboard; 
users can switch quickly between their office work and chats or calls on computer or 
laptop; users do not have to worry about the mobile device battery; and, the call quality 
may be improved, as the user is more likely to have a wired connection to the Internet, 
which is usually better than wireless or mobile data connections (WhatsApp Inc., 2015). 

In general, IM applications can provide a higher quality connection in comparison to 
landline and traditional cell networks (Prosser, 2015). However, the quality of calls 
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through IM applications depends a great deal on the speed of the internet connection 
(Prosser, 2015). Internet connection speed refers to the number of megabits per second at 
which data travels from the Internet to the user’s device (download), or vice versa 
(upload) (Salway, 2015). Among the key factors that can affect the internet speed are: the 
basic speed of the connection provided by the internet service provider (ISP); the range of 
the Wi-Fi router in the case of using a Wi-Fi connection; and, the type, age, and operating 
system of the hardware device used for the connection (Vodafone, 2015). 

Another significant factor that affects calling quality is the type of IM application 
used (Triggs, 2015). IM applications offer varying levels of calling quality (Gan and Li, 
2015), with the high-definition quality level (HD) offering the highest (Gungl et al., 
2014). HD refers to the expansion of the frequency range of audio and/or video signals 
transmitted over a call, resulting in a high quality call and background noise cancellation 
(Poynton, 2012). Nevertheless, as Triggs (2015) points out, HD is not always a user’s 
preferred mode of communication due to costs considerations. 

Although described as ‘free’, calls via IM applications are not completely free. Both 
parties in a call need to have access to the Internet and to consume data (Lin and Li, 
2014). This arrangement usually involves the payment of a periodical subscription fee as 
well as additional data consumption2-based charges. The average data consumption per 
minute varies considerably from one application to another. For example, the number of 
KBs a 1-minute voice call would consume when using Facebook Messenger is  
333.3 KBs, compared to 875.0 KBs when using Skype (Triggs, 2015). In addition, data 
consumption depends on the calling quality level, where higher quality usually implies 
more data consumption (Deloitte, 2014). 

However, regardless of the IM application used and the data quality level, making 
free calls via IM applications is generally more cost-efficient than making landline or 
regular phone calls (Deloitte, 2014). The cost of data per minute of call that most IM 
applications would consume is significantly less than the charge levied by telecom 
carriers, especially when making international calls (Eldridge, 2014). In addition, 
unlimited Internet broadband plans are common on most ISPs’ modern contracts, which 
allows users to consume unlimited data without restricting the connection speed or being 
charged extra fees (Wallsten and Riso, 2014). Furthermore, free Wi-Fi hotspots for 
wireless Internet access have become widely available around the globe. Many public 
places such as universities, libraries, coffee shops, parks, hospitals, and airports offer free 
Wi-Fi hotspots with high Internet connection speeds (Lambert et al., 2014; Strachan, 
2014). 

3.2 Social media websites 

The core principle of social media websites such as Facebook and Twitter is the ability to 
have easy access to others, to share content, and to communicate inexpensively (Langmia 
et al., 2013). Social media websites allow people to create a user page or profile, and to 
construct an online network of contacts. Users of these websites can communicate either 
on a one-to-one basis, or in a more public way, such as a comment or a photo posted for 
either contacts or anyone else to see (Quan-Haase and Young, 2010). 

Along with breadth of global reach (Digital Statshot Report, 2015), social media 
websites also have many interactive features that heighten their potential to facilitate 
qualitative research (Quan-Haase and Young, 2010). For example, among the interactive 
tools that Facebook users may use are buttons such as ‘Friend’, ‘Follow’, ‘Like’, ‘Share’, 
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‘Post’, ‘Comment’, and ‘Tag’. These tools allow users to initiate, monitor, and join 
conversations creating a treasure chest full of raw, unprompted, and up-to-date data 
(Facebook, 2015). The use of social media websites in data collection comes in different 
forms, such as scraping data from online discussions, mining data from archives, and 
interviewing online. Moreover, researchers can employ these data to discover trends and 
identify research opportunities (Lunnay et al., 2015). 

Researchers, increasingly, consider using social media websites to communicate, 
recruit participants, and collect data. The communication nature of social media websites 
can be highly beneficial for researchers in terms of participant recruitment. For example, 
it is not usually necessary to know or contact users with public accounts before 
subscribing to their updates or reviewing their personal profiles (Quan-Haase and Young, 
2010). Personal profiles in social media websites contain basic personal and professional 
information (Zimmer, 2010) such as name, gender, relationships, hometown, work, 
education, and religious and political views. This feature enables the researcher to review 
a large number of potential participants’ profiles in a short time, making the participant 
recruitment process easier and more effective (Lunnay et al., 2015). 

4 Criticisms against the face-to-face interview method 

Despite the range of modern online communication options, traditional face-to-face 
interviews remain dominant (Nandi and Platt, 2016). Traditionalists view face-to-face 
interviews as a superior data collection instrument compared to telephone or online 
interviews (e.g., Gillham, 2005; Rubin and Rubin, 1995). However, several studies assess 
the differential effects of face-to-face and online and telephone interview modes suggest 
either slight or no effects on data quality (e.g., Jäckle et al., 2006; Shapka et al., 2016). 
Novick (2008, p.5), though, explains that “there is a need for additional well-designed 
studies comparing interview modalities in qualitative research. Given the lack of 
evidence, it is unwarranted to favour any particular interview mode for qualitative 
interviews”. 

The review of the literature reveals that critiques of face-to-face interviews are 
centred around three main issues. First, the cost and time associated with conducting  
in-person interviews can be high, especially if there is a need to travel long distances to 
interview participants (Opdenakker, 2006). Traveling to meet interviewees becomes 
extremely costly and time consuming when conducting research in an area with poor 
transport infrastructure or bad traffic. This can, in turn, affect the researcher’s ability to 
recruit a representative sample of participants in a timely and cost efficient manner 
(James and Busher, 2009). 

Second, limited geographical access due to factors other than cost, such as access to 
politically sensitive areas, war zones, military sites, or regions posing a risk to the 
researcher’s health (Gubrium and Holstein, 2002; Mosley, 2013). Multiple authorisations, 
from governments, ethics committees and/or private institutions are usually required for 
travel, or access, to such risky areas or sites. Such authorisations can be hard to gain due 
to political, security, health or ethical considerations (Wood, 2006). 

Third, the unsuitability of the face-to-face contact when researching sensitive topics. 
Sturges and Hanrahan (2004) argue that respondents being interviewed about sensitive 
topics, such as sexual experience, drug abuse or incidents of dishonesty, may feel 
uncomfortable being interviewed personally, and thus may not respond accurately. 
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McCosker et al. (2001) explain that potential risk associated with sensitive research may 
impact several participants such as the interviewer, interviewee, supervisor, and reader. 
This risk may be physical and/or psychological. Failing to consider, and protect, the 
physical and psychological safety of all participants involved in the research can impact 
negatively their objectivity and, therefore, the data validity. 

5 Discussion and reflection on conducting interviews in Jordan 

People’s habits, perceptions, and preferences regarding communication channels vary 
considerably (Donner, 2008; Jerzy, 2008). Many people perceive voice calls as more 
suited for urgent matters, or for personal communication with family and close friends 
(Ling and Campbell, 2011). Others even consider a phone call, without prior arrangement 
through an e-mail or a text message, as an interruption or as impolite (Toninelli et al., 
2008). In contrast, IM is usually perceived as a user-friendly communication channel that 
is more readily used by anybody, and for a variety of purposes. 

Time is a central component of culture and communication (Hofstede, 1980). Each 
culture has its own perception of time (Samovar et al., 2012). Different interpretations of 
punctuality, meeting deadlines, and the ‘best use’ of time are some aspects of how time 
can be perceived differently across cultures (Macduff, 2006). These perceptions of time 
are determined by cultural, religious, social, and economic factors. Understanding 
people’s time orientations can help researchers to overcome some of the potential 
communication challenges they face when doing qualitative research. 

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997) distinguish cultural perceptions of time as 
either sequential or synchronic. In sequential cultures, such as in the USA and the UK, 
people tend to concentrate on one activity or project at a time, and place a high value on 
following schedules and plans, and meeting deadlines. In contrast, the followers of 
synchronic cultures, such as those found in the Middle East, including Jordan, prefer to 
work on several activities or projects at once, and consider plans and deadlines as flexible 
and appointment times as approximate. 

Social networks have grown rapidly in the Arab world over the last ten years, 
becoming more of a fixed presence in the people lives (Coulson, 2013). Likewise, a rise 
in social networks usage in Jordan followed a rise in overall internet and smartphones3 
penetration. According to the Pew Global Attitudes Survey, 47% of Jordanians have 
access to the internet, 97% own mobile phones, and 41% of mobile holders have 
smartphones (Pew Research Center, 2014). In the following subsections, we explain how 
our understanding of the cultural values and characteristics and the progress toward social 
media in Jordan have been considered and utilised through this research. 

5.1 Selecting and accessing participants 

Qualitative research may rely on strategies of purposeful sampling, or the selection of 
participants who can best enrich understanding of the phenomenon under study 
(Marshall, 1996). Decisions regarding selection of participants therefore requires 
significant attention and should be consistent with the research purposes and questions, 
theoretical paradigms, and evidence informing the study (Coyne, 1997; Seidman, 2013). 

Participants in this study were selected on the basis of two, complementary sampling 
techniques, namely, purposive sampling (Ritchie et al., 2014) and snowball sampling 
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(Noy, 2008). In purposive sampling, participant selection is based on a predetermined set 
of criteria such as personal characteristics and attributes, scientific degrees or certificates, 
and particular knowledge or experience (Merriam and Tisdell, 2009). This study’s 
participants included: practitioners from private audit firms, public control agencies and 
large firms and banks in Jordan; academics from schools of business and law; lawyers 
and legal experts; decision makers for the Jordanian Association of Certified Public 
Accountants and the Higher Education Accreditation Commission; and, Islamic 
theologians. 

Snowball sampling is a technique where existing participants direct the researcher 
towards others who meet the study’s criteria (Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981). In this study, 
snowball sampling was applied in two ways. One way was that participants nominated 
other people to be contacted, and after obtaining their permission passed on their contact 
details to the researcher. In the second case, participants recommended organisations to 
contact, without identifying a particular contact within the organisation, due to the 
knowledge base of the organisation identified. Atkinson and Flint (2001) claim that 
snowball sampling makes the data collection process into more of an investigation, where 
the interview of one person leads to another, forming a more comprehensive picture for 
the topic under study. 

This study involved semi-structured interviews with 40 individuals. Twenty-five of 
the interviews were undertaken using the voice mode, and 15 using the video mode. Most 
of the interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 1 hour, with an average time of  
55 minutes. Participants were always given the option to decide whether they would 
prefer a voice or video interview. Only 15 participants preferred video over voice 
interviews, although social platforms with a video call feature and reliable Internet 
connections that support video calls were available for at least 30 participants. Most 
interviews were conducted through free phone and video calls. However, international 
call costs had to be absorbed by the researchers when participants preferred to use 
landlines. A range of social media, such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Skype, 
WhatsApp, and Viber, were used to recruit and contact participants. 

Skype interviews were recorded using software that saves and records directly to the 
PC (Amolto Call Recorder, 2015). All the other interviews were recorded using either a 
smartphone or a built-in PC sound recorder. All were conducted in complete privacy; to 
protect the identity of the interviewees. 

The interviews were semi-structured, utilising a flexible interview guide to meet 
participants needs (Ritchie et al., 2005; Clifford et al., 2010). The questions asked ranged 
from questions about the demand for and supply of forensic accountants in Jordan, to 
potential advantages and disadvantages of and barriers to teaching forensic accounting, to 
which cultural and contextual requirements should be taken into account in relation to 
forensic accounting practice and education. Answers to the optimal structure, content, 
learning resources, materials, and assessment methods for a forensic accounting 
curriculum were also sought. Each interview commenced with putting participant at ease 
(Miles and Gilbert, 2005). The sequence of the interview questions, the way particular 
areas might be followed up, and the tone or terminology used in discussion varied across 
interviews depending on a participant’s answers (Clifford et al., 2010). For example, if 
the participant began the interview by talking about the culture and business environment 
in Jordan, the interviewer would skip ahead to related questions as appropriate. 
Remaining questions in the interview guide would be asked as and when they fitted the 
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discussion. Interviewees were provided with an opportunity at the end to add any 
additional information. 

5.1.1 Jordanian culture and communication choice 
As identified by Kim et al. (2008) and Suki et al. (2011), the majority of the interviewees 
in this study preferred instant interactive conversations and thus preferred IM as a 
communication channel. IM was useful in situations where it was difficult to predict how 
a participant would respond to a voice call. IM is less intrusive than a voice or a video 
conversation, especially for the first contact, because it allows the receiver to identify the 
sender, read the message, and, then, decide how and when to respond. 

IM proved to be an effective communication channel through which it was possible to 
provide potential participants with further information and provided the ability to 
interviewers to respond to any questions. As noted by Kemp et al. (2014), people tend to 
correspond over IM in terms of a quick, informal, and brief chat. The use of IM also 
provided potential interviewees with easy access to the interviewer regarding their 
concerns and questions. IM also allowed the interviewer to respond and to provide 
explanations in a simple and friendly manner. Given that the participants in the research 
were mainly academics, auditors, and upper level executives, often too busy to answer a 
phone call or even respond to an e-mail, using IM to access them created ease and 
convenience. 

Ritchie et al. (2014) identified the merits of achieving a successful first contact with 
potential participants. In addition to briefly introducing the researcher, first impressions 
had to be managed while also establishing a trusting relationship with the participant. 
After this initial level of trust was established a more detailed discussion could take place 
regarding: the purpose of the research and the interview; terms of confidentiality; length 
of time the interview would likely take; participant choice of interview mode (either 
video or voice); communication channel to be used for conducting the interview; and a 
suitable interview time. 

Achieving a successful first contact was challenging for two main reasons. The first 
was that Jordanians perceive e-mail communication as a lower priority. This perception is 
indicated by the low response rate to the e-mail invitation, compared to the responses 
received when they were followed up with phone calls to non-respondents. In the first 
month of data collection, 20 letters of invitation were sent via e-mail; however, only four 
responses were received. Even when initial invitations were followed up with a reminder 
e-mail, a phone call, or both, the response rate did not improve significantly. Responses 
in follow-up phone calls were: “I have not checked my email account this week”; “Your 
email may be marked as spam by mistake, I will double check”; “I have received your 
email, but I have not got a chance to open it yet”; “I have received your email but I 
cannot find it now; send it again please”; and, “I do not check my email address 
regularly, how can I help please?”. In a number of cases, the e-mail invitation was sent 
more than three times with no effect. The challenge presented by a non-response reaction 
to e-mail invitation was significant and indicated that a different strategy would be 
required. To overcome the identified challenge, communication channel preferences of 
each potential participant had to be understood. Facebook as a form of social media 
utilised to search for the accounts of interviewees who had not responded to e-mails. The 
majority of potential interviewees had public accounts on Facebook, which enabled 
checking their personal and professional details and updates without directly contacting 
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them (Mathiyalakan et al., 2013). Four potential participants were sent ‘friend requests’ 
along with an initial invitation message and three of these ‘accepted’ the ‘friend requests’ 
and replied to messages in less than 12 hours. The results obtained using other social 
media such as WhatsApp and Viber were equally successful. 

The nature of the research topic (perceived by interviewees as complex), address of 
origin of the interviewer (a knowledgeable expert from a Western university) also 
presented challenges. At first glance, some participants had reservations about their 
confidence and competence to participate in the study. This reticence is best exemplified 
by the following response from Hamza4, an audit manager: 

“I do not have an academic knowledge in forensic accounting; I just have 
practical experience…you are doing your PhD in forensic accounting in a 
Western university and I am sure you know much about this field…I don’t 
know if I will be able to provide you with valuable information!” 

After Hamza was provided with further information about the research addressing his 
concerns, and clarifying how sharing his professional experience could enrich the 
research, Hamza’s reluctance to participate turned into enthusiasm. 

The purpose of providing participants with rich detail was to ensure that each 
potential participant would obtain sufficient, clear, brief information on the research, 
while taking each individual’s differences, preferences, and background into account. 
The significance of this strategy was underscored when two potential participants 
provided with identical information in terms of form and content, responded with 
contradictory feedback. One participant indicated that information provided was ‘short’ 
and required more information to get a ‘clear understanding’ of the research topic. The 
other asked for ‘more brief’ information that would allow him to get ‘a clear picture’ of 
research. Both participants were provided with further information tailored to their 
individual requirements, this resulted in rich discussions in which the participants were 
able to give precise and detailed answers to questions asked in the interview. 

Reviewing participants’ personal profiles and updates in social media websites also 
allowed the researchers to capture and consider participants’ personalities and 
preferences when approaching them. This approach was effective and helped to build 
trust, rapport, and friendly communication. An example of a conversation, with a finance 
manager – Hasan, is provided in Figure 2. Taking into account that Hasan was interested 
in music, an interest identified via hos Facebook profile, one of the researchers reminded 
him about a scheduled meeting using the lyrics of one of his favourite songs. This 
reminder was short and friendly, and Hasan response was prompt and positive. 

When conducting the research interviews, a few participants rescheduled at the last 
minute or showed up late, or missed an agreed appointment. However, using social media 
provided flexibility in scheduling and rescheduling interviews. Neither the interviewer 
nor the interviewee had to leave their office or home in order to conduct the interview; 
nor did either need to be concerned about the waste of time and money that usually 
ensues when cancelling interviews. In addition, IM allowed the interviewer to send quick 
reminders, receive instant confirmations or apologies, and reschedule interviews easily 
and immediately. An example can be seen in one of the author’s correspondence with 
Ammar. 

Author: I sent you a contact request on Skype, could you accept please? I will 
call you in 5 minutes if that still suits you? 

Ammar: Just give me 15 minutes please to get home. 
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About an hour later, Ammar sent an instant message saying: 
Ammar: I am sorry, could we have our conversation tomorrow please? I have 
an urgent work. Tomorrow morning I will contact you to arrange. 

Ammar mentioned only an approximate time for the interview, preferring to leave the 
exact time on the following day open and allowing him to make contact either a few 
hours or even a few minutes before the interview. As a busy chief auditor, Ammar was 
perhaps concerned he would again not be able to take the time to be interviewed as 
scheduled, so he wanted to ensure that he was free from any commitments before 
rescheduling the interview. Being able to communicate via IM was convenient for 
Ammar and allowed for more precision in rescheduling the interview. 

Figure 2 A conversation between one of the researchers and a participant (see online version  
for colours) 

 

Contacting the participant using a song lyrics 

 

Source: Original 

5.2 The interviews process 

Conducting most of the interviews online through free calls and video conferencing 
facilitated a successful recruitment of research participants and led to rich and thorough 
interviews. Many participants expressed gratitude for giving them the opportunity to be 
interviewed through modern communication channels. The possibility of being 
interviewed online or over the phone was attractive to many participants who would not 
have had the time or the possibility to participate in an in-person interview. For example, 
for Yasin, who works two hours away from home, being able to be interviewed via Skype 
meant that he did not need to meet the interviewer after a long working day and then 
arrive home late at night. Yasin clarified that it would be impossible for him either to 
meet during his working hours or lunch time. “I live in Al-Mafraq and work in Amman, 
if the interview was not via Skype I would not be able to participate.” 

The use of video-calling technologies in conducting qualitative interviews is 
expanding and allowing for higher quality interviews (Sullivan, 2013). Social media 
allow researchers to conduct video interviews with individuals and to hold small focus 
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groups. As with in-person interviews, video interviews provided high information 
richness, as they allowed the interviewer and interviewee to observe non-verbal cues 
(Sullivan, 2013). The cost of video interviews was significantly less than in-person 
interviews (Markham, 2005). 

Voluntary participation in research detracts from already precious leisure-time and 
social life. Employees in Jordan spend long hours at work, working nearly 50 hours per 
week (Department of Statistics, 2015). As a result, they have less time available to spend 
on social and leisure activities (OECD Better Life Index, 2015). The participants in this 
study appreciated the fact that they could participate at a time of the day or night that was 
most convenient for them, and without having to worry about finding a suitable venue to 
meet. 

Conducting online interviews allowed for in-depth and full discussions, because the 
participants were being interviewed in familiar and comfortable settings. A skype 
interview conducted with Ibrahim, a finance manager and academic, serves as an 
example. The interviewer noticed Ibrahim was sitting on the floor, leaning against a 
couch, and holding a huge cup of coffee and clarified “Good that you are conducting 
online interviews, as I am usually busy until late night with work and social visits. I just 
got my children down for sleep…so I am free now to discuss whatever you want.” The 
in-depth discussion with Ibrahim lasted well beyond the time frame originally planned. 

Using social media to conduct online interviews also enabled interviews with 
participants who the interviewer would never have been able to access via in-person 
interviews. The researchers were able to conduct interviews with Jordanian participants 
located in more than five countries, Jordan, Qatar, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, and 
Saudi Arabia, which was necessary as 500,000 Jordanians (one third of the Jordanian 
domestic labour force) work abroad (Comolet, 2014). In order to generate rich data it was 
necessary to also represent the number and level of Jordanians working abroad by 
including them in the interview process. 

IM also overcomes one of the challenges of keeping or taking notes of people 
contacted and responses as it provides digital historical records of conversations 
(Schwarz, 2011). This decreases the risk of data loss, as the history of conversations, 
contacts, and media could be backed up and resaved. Several applications and Cloud 
storage services also provided the researchers with the benefit of easily accessible and 
searchable data. 

Many IM applications such as Skype and WhatsApp support more than one 
communication mode simultaneously. For example, users can exchange and view texts, 
emoticons, and photos during a video or voice chat. This ‘multitasking’ feature is useful 
in cases where texts, documents, and, websites’ links had to be exchanged with 
participants for discussion purposes. 

6 Conclusions 

The aim of this study was to assist researchers, particularly those conducting qualitative 
audit research, to determine how they would benefit from using social media, and to 
guide them in the selection and use of social media channels. This study explored how 
social media was effectively used when the interviews were conducted for an audit 
research project. The findings of this study emphasise the increasing importance of social 
media channels and provide insight into accessing participants and conducting interviews 
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using social media. This study therefore makes a practical contribution to researchers 
wanting to progress from traditional communication channels toward social media in 
conducting qualitative research. 
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Notes 
1 Online research involves the use of several data collection channels such as e-mails, instant 

messages, voice and video calls and posts and discussions on social media. 
2 Data usage is measured in units known as kilobyte (KB), megabyte (MB), or gigabyte (GB), 

with 1 MB equals 1,000 KB and 1 GB equals 1,000 MB (Wall, 2014). 
3 The smartphone is “a mobile phone that performs many of the functions of a computer, 

typically having a touchscreen interface, internet access, and an operating system capable of 
running downloaded apps” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015a). 

4 Pseudonyms have been used through the paper. 




