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The objectives of this work are to delve into the sampling problem in the study of digital 
social networks and to show the possibilities and solutions that the literature has provided 
to deal with this problem. Through a theoretical-reflexive methodology, the subject is 
investigated highlighting and analyzing the procedural options used by the literature. In 
addition, some methodological improvements are proposed that can contribute to the 
development of more reliable research on the subject.
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Los objetivos de este trabajo son profundizar en la problemática muestral en el estudio de 
las redes sociales digitales y mostrar las posibilidades y soluciones que aporta la litera-
tura para hacer frente a este problema. A través de una metodología teórico-reflexiva se 
indaga sobre el tema, destacando y analizando las opciones procedimentales utilizadas 
en la literatura. Se plantean, además, algunas mejoras metodológicas que pueden contri-
buir al desarrollo de investigaciones más fiables sobre la temática.
Palabras clave: Comunicación digital, redes sociales, metodología de investigación, 
tamaño de la muestra.

Os objetivos deste trabalho são aprofundar os problemas exemplares no estudo das redes 
sociais digitais e mostrar as possibilidades e soluções que a literatura oferece para resol-
ver este problema. Através de uma metodologia teórico-reflexiva, o tema é investigado, 
destacando e analisando as opções processuais utilizadas na literatura. Além disso, são 
propostas algumas melhorias metodológicas que podem contribuir para o desenvolvi-
mento de pesquisas mais confiáveis   sobre o tema.
Palavras-chave: Comunicação digital, redes sociais, metodologia de pesquisa, tama-
nho de amostra.
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introDuction

Social networks, as digital platforms for global communication, 
connect a large number of users around the world. They promote the 
creation of environments where users create their own profiles in 
order to communicate with other people, express themselves, view or 
comment on content created by other users, or share their own (Phua 
et al., 2016). They are dynamic environments, as the users join, use and 
leave communities depending on their interests over time (Mahmoudi 
et al., 2020).

Social networks have transformed the way we communicate, learn, 
talk or interact with others. The accessibility offered by technological 
devices has led to the frequent, habitual use of all types of webpages and 
social media. According to the Digital 2022 Global Overview Report 
(Kemp, 2022), which analyses worldwide digital use, each passing 
year there is an increase in the time that we spend using technological 
devices connected to the Internet. In 2022 this reached an average of 
almost seven hours a day. In this way, if we take into account that a 
person usually sleeps between seven and eight hours a day, we can say 
that we spend over 40% of our waking hours online.

This report provides an in-depth analysis of the use of digital social 
networks worldwide and reveals that 95.2% of people between 16 
and 64 years old have used them in the last month. Furthermore, it is 
significant that the average user visits 7.5 different social networks a 
month, which shows a wide-ranging use of this type of digital platform. 
Lastly, it is significant that four of the ten most-visited webpages belong 
to social networks: YouTube (second place), Facebook (third place), 
Instagram (sixth place) and Twitter (ninth place).

This growing use of digital social networks has contributed to the 
increase of literature focusing on research into pages, profiles, accounts 
and channels belonging to a great number of these networks, to obtain 
data relating to numerous fields of knowledge. Thus, we can find 
research on this theme in the fields of psychiatry (Brooks et al., 2022), 
social care (Fernández-Peña et al., 2022), physical activity (Prochnow 
& Patterson, 2022), politics and economy (Faciroli et al., 2022), 
education (Marcelo & Marcelo, 2021), sociology (Tobón Berrio et al., 
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2022), communication (Fernández et al., 2021) or medicine (Kumar 
et al., 2021), among others.

The study of digital social networks
The literature has approached the theme of social networks from 
numerous viewpoints, from simply examining the quantitative data to 
conducting thorough discourse network analysis (Dna) of semantic 
networks or even social-ecological networks (Tindall et al., 2022). 

However, in general, the research approaches the theme of social 
networks in two ways. One way focuses on the relationships reported by 
a focal person, and the other considers a whole network using a specific 
criterion to define the population (Vatrapu et al., 2016). Moreover, 
the dynamic nature of this type of environment requires the network to 
be fragmented into separate time windows. As indicated by Mahmoudi 
et al. (2018), many studies have only used a single time window as 
an inseparable piece of information, which could lead to misinterpretation 
of the data.

It is important to mention, additionally, the current debate involving 
research that employs two types of processes in their use of data. On 
the one hand, the use of big data, whereby specific analysis programs 
manage huge quantities of data quantitatively. Problems may arise 
in these studies due to factors of heterogeneity, noise accumulation, 
spurious correlations and endogeneity (Hernández-Leal et al., 2017). 
On the other hand, soft data are based on a qualitative perspective 
involving opinions and interpretations, which can produce a subjective 
deviation of the research results or conclusions.

Furthermore, along the same lines as Tindall et al. (2022), it is 
significant that there are specific structural forms in the architecture of 
social networks where several processes that simultaneously determine 
each other are at work, such as reciprocity, homophily, transitivity or 
preferential attachment. As their research indicates, if we consider 
generative models for data from cross-sectional networks, we can 
emphasize the current usage of exponential random graph models 
(ergms).

Likewise, when collecting data from social networks or webpages, 
the literature reflects two reliable ways of doing so: web scraping and 
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sending requests to application programming interfaces (aPis). This 
may be a complex process, depending on the research being conducted 
(Tindall et al., 2022). However, the lack of information about sampling 
frames (Rocheva et al., 2022) or the enormous amount of data generated 
by the users in real time makes sampling unavoidable and leads to the 
development of methodological alternatives, such as social mining 
(Piña-García et al., 2016). Hence the importance of having a clear aim 
when sampling and knowing how to define the sample efficiently, in 
view of the impossibility of using the whole population in most research 
processes (Pihlaja, 2022).

This usage of a certain part of the sample may lead to sampling 
errors with results that do not represent the ones that could be obtained 
through the analysis of the entire population. The literature indicates 
certain kinds of sampling errors. Firstly, the population-specific 
error, which arises when the total research population is not defined 
correctly. Secondly, the selection error, which may occur when the 
sample is self-selected or when only people who are interested in 
the subject participate. Thirdly, the sampling frame error, produced 
when the population subset is selected incorrectly. Fourthly, the non- 
response error, when the research does not obtain useful responses from 
the participants.

As the literature indicates, research on social networks needs to 
meet the challenge of conducting in-depth examination of a field as 
changeable as digital media (Jones et al., 2015). In view of this, it is 
important to mention the contribution made by Vásquez (2022), who 
offers a multifaceted viewpoint, by advocating the efficiency of different 
research methodologies to approach the reality of social networks and 
digital discourse, both from a quantitative and qualitative perspective. 

Finally, there are several notable studies that have been conducted 
on the subject of privacy and research ethics in data mining, selection 
and usage in research into social networks (Tindall et al., 2022). There 
are sensitive factors relating to privacy, data processing, compliance 
with the regulatory framework and confidentiality (Zhang et al., 
2010). In this respect, it is worth noting the contribution made by 
Wang et al. (2022), who present a method to ensure privacy in data 
processing using two tasks: detection and preservation. The task of 
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detection identifies images and captions in order to locate the specific 
objects. The task of preservation uses methods of hiding or masking 
to manage the images and captions detected, whilst at the same time 
guaranteeing the usefulness of the resources.

Lastly, we should not forget the possibility of biased and malicious 
user behavior, involving an added problem for current research (Sirisala 
et al., 2022).

Research objectives and questions
In this study, we will establish a methodological discussion regarding 
a problem that arises in studies on digital communication, specifically 
regarding research into digital social networks. Therefore, this article 
has the following two objectives: 1) to examine the problematic aspect 
of sampling in the study of digital social networks, and 2) to demonstrate 
the possibilities and solutions found in the literature to address these 
problems.

The research questions are as follow: Which methodological 
problems arise when designing a sample for studies of social networks? 
How do studies address these problems in order to obtain data and 
results?

To answer these research questions, we will refer to the methodology 
used. At a later stage, we will present the sampling problem in the study 
of digital social networks and we will investigate the different solutions 
proposed by the literature to date. Lastly, there will be a discussion 
section, ending with the conclusions.

methoDology

This work describes a theoretical, reflexive methodology that aims to 
examine the essential relationships involved in the problems of various 
procedural phenomena in the field of communication research (Del Sol 
Fabregat et al., 2017). Due to the similarity of the difficulties that arise 
in the study of digital social networks, our basis is a general perspective 
that offers an overall vision and frames an understanding of the question. 

The approaches described in this text have emerged after an 
extensive study of the above-mentioned state-of-the-art review, 
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which will be further reinforced with specific examples of studies that 
use each of the methodological options described, in their attempt to 
solve the problems examined in this work.

The Sampling Problem
Studies on digital social networks in the different subject areas 
face a methodological problem that is inherent in the very nature of 
these technological pages and platforms: sample establishment.

In the context of research, the sample is an essential feature, as it is 
the foundation that provides the data that will be interpreted to prove 
or disprove the hypothesis or hypotheses or to answer the different 
research questions. The use of samples with poor methodological 
quality may mean results are obtained that are not generalizable or 
that are even incorrect (Mucha-Hospinal et al., 2021). Consequently, it 
is important to establish rigorous methodological and quality processes 
that provide valuable data for the overall discussion about the subject 
of study (Vásquez, 2022).

The problems relating to sampling in studies on social networks 
are based on two factors that directly affect this methodological aspect. 
Firstly, social networks are constantly changing, as they depend on 
their users, who upload content or interact on a daily basis, thereby 
generating millions of pieces of new content on the network (Jones 
et al., 2015; Mahmoudi et al., 2020). As we can see, this creates 
a problematic area as far as sample definition is concerned. Which 
profiles to examine? For how long? Which kinds of content should be 
considered and which should not? These are some of the questions that 
any study on social networks needs to consider in order to establish a 
rigorous methodological framework (Vásquez, 2022).

Secondly, there is an issue in terms of sample establishment, as 
there are no official lists of themes or subject areas that include 
all the profiles, accounts or channels on a social network. We should 
understand that digital social networks are not created or designed in a 
structured, methodological way, but rather based on ranking algorithms 
that seek to obtain the greatest audience interaction and engagement. 
This explains why the suitability or quality of contents does not depend 
on their positioning on the platform (Burgos et al., 2020; Osman et al., 
2022).
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In this way, when researchers aim to study, for example, influencers 
in the area of science dissemination on Twitch (Buitrago & Torres-
Ortiz, 2022), this platform does not create an official list of all the 
profiles based on the fact that they focus on informal education and, in 
particular, science dissemination. This issue arises on each and every 
one of the social networks available to date and in all subject areas.

Furthermore, it is important to emphasize the difficulty in 
categorizing, on the one hand, certain channels or profiles that focus 
on several areas or very diverse topics, and, on the other, those that fall 
between two categories and, depending on the content creator’s own 
interpretation or that of the researchers, could be classified under one 
category or another. For example, a YouTube channel for uploading 
educational songs could be categorized under “Training” or “Music”.

As it is not possible to gain access to an official list from the platform 
itself that indicates the channels or profiles relating to subject of study, 
this creates a problem in terms of sample definition and, therefore, is 
at the heart of the methodology of the different studies on digital social 
networks (Pihlaja, 2022).

solutions ProviDeD by the literature

As we have indicated above, when establishing the study sample 
regarding social networks, there is a problematic methodological aspect 
that is based on two factors: the constant changes and updates applied 
to contents and the lack of officially categorized public lists on the 
different digital platforms.

In this section, we will describe the different solutions provided 
by the literature over the years that have attempted to solve this 
methodological problem by taking different decisions from a creative 
perspective and aiming to improve the quality of research (Flores-
Márquez & González Reyes, 2021).

Case study
Firstly, several studies have examined the subject in depth by analyzing 
certain profiles or channels on social networks using the case study 
methodology. The definition of the sample, therefore, does not involve 
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the above-mentioned problematic aspect, as it focuses on one or several 
specific cases.

Throughout the literature, studies that have used this method have 
done so out of convenience and due to the ease of accessing the sample. 
Thus, by simply analyzing the public data provided by the different 
accounts, a case study can be conducted on any particular subject. For 
example, Martorell and Serra Folch (2018) analyzed the presence of 
ngos on Instagram by conducting a case study on the organization 
Proactiva Open Arms. Their conclusions reveal the evolution of the 
ngo’s activity on the social network, with an increase in the frequency, 
regularity and use of images, which generated greater audience 
engagement, thereby boosting profile growth on Instagram. 

Furthermore, obtaining permission from a social network, channel 
or profile not only provides access to the data that can be publicly 
observed and collated on the social network, but also makes some data 
available that the different platforms offer privately to content creators 
or users of social network profiles. To this effect, some researchers have 
analyzed the public and private data of their own profiles or channels, 
as they have unlimited access to all the data provided by the platform. 
For example, Saurabh and Gautam (2019) analyzed their own YouTube 
channel to demonstrate that the ranking of videos and the number of 
visualizations follow the Zipf distribution for educational videos. 
Moreover, they observed a strong correlation between the geographical 
location of the audience and the location of the industry addressed by 
the channel. 

Nevertheless, as these case studies only involve one or several 
profiles or accounts, there is a limited amount of data and it is difficult to 
generalize the results and conclusions of this research. The concordance 
of the results with other case studies of other social network channels 
or profiles could indicate the possibility of generalization but, as a very 
limited sample is involved, this could produce mixed results, which 
would need to be clarified in the overall discussion of this subject.

Use of samples from other studies
Secondly, one solution to avoid this problem of sample definition in 
research on social networks is to use samples established by other 
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studies. An article that has passed the filter of being published by a 
journal can be assumed to have applied a certain rigor to establishing 
the sample for a social network study. In this way, the establishment 
of the sample is easy because it has been obtained directly from another 
study.

This is the option used, for example, by Buitrago and Torres-Ortiz 
(2022) in their research on science influencers on Twitch, where they 
established a series of criteria to filter a list created by Zaragoza and 
Roca Marín (2020) regarding informative channels on YouTube in 
Spain. This option led them to conclude that the social network Twitch 
is an efficient means of drawing young people’s attention to scientific 
content and demonstrating the commitment of the content creators on 
this platform to a discourse based on scientific rigor.

Some studies even use lists, in part, from less reliable sources such 
as webpages that do not disclose which methodology they employ, but 
rather suggest a series of profiles or channels on different study topics. 
This is the case, for example, for Feijoo Fernández and Fernández 
Gómez (2021) who use the list provided by a webpage to create 
part of the sample for their study on child influencers on YouTube 
and Instagram during the Covid-19 pandemic. The conclusion of 
this research addresses these content creators’ frequent use of pandemic-
related themes, through the deployment of scripted stories based on 
healthy routines, tips and habits.

Bearing this in mind, it should be mentioned that this option 
to solve the problematic aspect of sample definition in the study 
of social networks means that the research methodology depends on the 
methodological basis of other research. Therefore, if the methodology 
used as a basis for establishing the study sample is not suitably rigorous, 
all the studies whose samples are taken directly from this sample will 
not achieve the rigor required by academic and scientific spheres. 

Definition of a small sample
Thirdly, there is the possibility of using a relatively small sample to 
analyze the profiles or channels of social networks and to obtain 
valuable data for the overall discussion of this subject. This sample can 
be established randomly, for convenience, or by using some kind of 
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systematic process that leads to the definition of a sample that we can 
consider to be relatively small.

This is the case, for example, in the study by Beltrán-Pellicer et al. 
(2018) that, in order to define the study sample of educational videos 
about mathematics on YouTube, presented the use of the keywords 
“proportional distribution” in the YouTube general search engine, and 
subsequently filtered the list by videos with over a thousand views 
and by the specific subject addressed in the content. In doing so, their 
study used a total of 31 videos, the analysis of which led them to 
conclude that these videos had a low degree of epistemic suitability 
and that this was not related to the level of popularity and ranking on 
the platform.

Eslen-Ziya (2022) presents another example of the use of this 
option, by analyzing a total of 1 295 tweets obtained at random over 
the course of a week, on the subject of climate change on the social 
network Twitter. This research reveals the presence of profiles who 
are skeptical about their country’s government taking a more active 
stance on climate change.

As can be seen in these two examples that may serve as a reference, 
this methodological option for solving the problem of sample definition 
in the study of social networks produces studies that take advantage 
of easy public access to certain data and content on digital platforms 
to establish a small sample out of convenience or affinity. However, 
it is important to emphasize that smaller samples make it difficult to 
generalize results and conclusions. Therefore, overall data collection is 
limited by the low numbers in the sample.

Definition of a large sample
Fourthly, another solution to the problematic aspect analyzed in this 
article is the definition of a large sample of profiles or channels on the 
digital social networks to be studied. As with the definition of small 
samples, the methodology used may lean towards either convenience 
or a more systematic process, but the end result is the establishment of 
a sample that can be considered to be large. 

The impossibility of knowing all of the profiles or channels on 
social networks relating to a topic or subject area means that the larger 
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the sample is, the closer it is to the total number and the results may be 
more generalizable and used in an overall discussion (Pihlaja, 2022; 
Rocheva et al., 2022). The problem with this possibility is that it is 
more difficult to obtain a sample, as significantly more time is required 
to conduct the search for channels or profiles relating to the subject 
under study.

For example, the research by Pattier (2021) acknowledges that it 
took over two years to complete the search for the sample of educational 
channels on YouTube according to a series of parameters and guidelines. 
As we can see, this is a significant amount of time that means that 
this methodological aspect involves greater difficulty. In this way, 
the research managed to compile a list of the 204 best educational 
channels on YouTube Spain, a much larger sample than in most of 
the studies on the subject. This study proved the existence of a gender 
gap in the community of edutubers (educational YouTubers) with a 
significantly greater presence of men than women among creators of 
audiovisual content on the platform.

As this suggests, the results and conclusions obtained by a study 
using a sample of 204 educational channels on YouTube are more 
generalizable than others on the same subject involving a smaller 
sample (De Souza & Costa, 2021; Dos Santos Galvão, 2019; López et 
al., 2020; Moreira Queiroga & Spyer Dulci, 2019; Zaragoza & Roca 
Marín, 2020).

Use of social network web readers or compilers
Fifthly, in recent years a previously undeveloped possibility has 
emerged, based on the use of pages or platforms that are unrelated to the 
social network being analyzed, to establish samples from digital social 
networks using the categorization and systematic search provided by 
the pages themselves.

This is the case of social network web readers or compilers, such 
as Social Blade, Noxinfluencer or Feedspot, which enhance this 
possibility of searching for samples of profiles or channels on digital 
social networks. By indicating a series of categories on the website 
or using different keywords, a list is obtained that can be used as the 
basis for a study sample. This is a replicable methodology, although it 
should be kept in mind that social networks are constantly changing 



12 Daniel Pattier

(Jones et al., 2015) and therefore search results using the same analysis 
categories may vary if they are collected at different times (Mahmoudi 
et al., 2020).

This solution is used, for example, by Ojeda-Serna and García-Ruiz 
(2022), who used different keywords in the Social Blade tool to identify 
the museums with the greatest number of subscribers on the YouTube 
platform and Noxinfluencer to search for youtubers that address the 
subject. Their work discusses the need for higher education centers 
and museums to consider the strategies used by youtubers in order 
to improve their effectiveness as scientific communicators. Likewise, 
this approach was employed by Vizcaíno-Verdú and Contreras Pulido 
(2019), who managed to create a list of YouTube channels according to 
different fields of knowledge, by using the Feedspot tool that considers 
the impact and measurement of trending algorithmic systems.

Nevertheless, it is important to note that the categorization offered by 
this type of tool is lacking as far as research methodology is concerned. 
The categories are too simple and it is not possible to generate new 
categories or divisions that would enable deeper analysis of the 
subjects under study. Furthermore, these pages that collect information 
on social network profiles and accounts use the data provided by the 
content creators themselves and no human participates in filtering, 
but rather algorithmic systems read the data. For this reason, profiles 
that do not specify their content category or that can be placed in 
different categories may not be included in the list offered by the page. 
Therefore, and although in methodological terms this solution comes 
close to being a replicable and reliable process for sample establishment, 
it still does not cover the potential totality of the population to be 
analyzed (Pihlaja, 2022). 

As can be observed, according to some of the examples outlined in 
this work, there are channels on YouTube created before 2019 that appear 
in the study by Pattier (2021), which used the approach of establishing 
a large sample by means of systematic searches of all kinds, but do not 
appear in the study by Vizcaíno-Verdú and Contreras Pulido (2019), 
who deployed the option of the Feedspot tool, thereby demonstrating 
the inadequacy of the last mentioned possible solution to the sample 
establishment problem in the study of digital social networks.
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In this way, as our analysis reveals, five possibilities have evolved 
throughout the literature to solve this problem, as shown in Table 1.

table 1
aDvantages anD DisaDvantages of the solutions useD

by the literature to the Problem of samPle Delimitation in the 
stuDy of Digital social networKs

Solution Advantages Disadvantages
Case study Ease of access.

Choice by convenience.
Possibility of obtaining 
private data.

Difficulty of 
generalizing results.

Use of samples from 
other studies

Ease of definition of the 
sample.

Dependence on the 
methodological rigor of 
other research.

Definition of a small 
sample

Ease of searching the 
sample.
Choice by convenience.

Difficulty of 
generalizing results.

Definition of a large 
sample

Viability of 
generalization of 
results.

Difficulty of searching 
for the sample.
Spending more time 
searching.

Use of social network 
web readers or 
compilers

Ease of searching the 
sample.

Poor categorization.
Continuous updating of 
readers or compilers.
Possible generalization 
errors.

Source: Own elaboration.

Discussion

The widespread use of social networks among the general population 
(Kemp, 2022) has produced numerous studies on a considerable number 
of subjects and fields of knowledge (Brooks et al., 2022; Faciroli 
et al., 2022; Fernández et al., 2021; Fernández-Peña et al., 2022; Kumar 
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et al., 2021; Marcelo & Marcelo, 2021; Prochnow & Patterson, 2022; 
Tobón Berrio et al., 2022).

The establishment of a sample, as part of the methodological process 
of such studies, is fundamental to obtain a reliable basis for results that 
promote the knowledge that we have about the different study topics 
(Vásquez, 2022). Therefore, it is important to analyze and reflect on 
the rigor and possibilities provided by the different solutions that have 
arisen over time with respect to this problematic aspect of research into 
social networks.

It is not a question of analyzing which solution is better or which is 
worse. As can be seen in Table 1, all the approaches present advantages 
and disadvantages, given that, at present, we do not have the necessary 
tools to obtain the complete sample of profiles or channels relating to a 
specific subject.

Moreover, depending on the research questions and the researchers’ 
aims, it may be that the case study or the establishment of small samples 
achieve the results needed to answer these questions and to advance 
knowledge of the subject further (Beltrán-Pellicer et al., 2018; Eslen-
Ziya, 2022; Martorell & Serra Folch, 2018; Saurabh & Gautam, 2019). 
Hence the importance of reflection and limiting the research objectives 
(Pihlaja, 2022). 

The problem may arise when generalizing results, where studies 
with larger samples, whether established through searches on the 
social network itself or through the use of social network web readers 
or compilers, could offer more rigorous results in this respect (Pattier, 
2021; Vizcaíno-Verdú & Pulido, 2019). In recent years, a tendency has 
emerged to use artificial intelligence and data mining in an attempt to 
detect patterns in large amounts of data sets, which could benefit the 
interpretation of results on a large scale, but these data are the result of 
using a sample for which the total population is unknown (Hassan & 
Behadili, 2022; Jones et al., 2015; Pihlaja, 2022).

Certainly, the possibility of establishing a systematic, replicable 
search process for samples in studies on digital social networks is an 
aspect that should be evaluated and, therefore, the use of web readers 
or compilers could come close to solving the problem, although, as 
we mentioned previously, it would be necessary to make a series of 
changes that we will outline below.
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Firstly, there should be greater categorization in searches. To solve 
this difficulty, digital social networks should offer content creators 
the possibility of categorizing the type of resource they upload in a 
more specific way. For example, YouTube could offer the option for 
content creators of not only indicating that their channels are aimed 
at education but also of indicating the field of knowledge. We could 
thereby obtain more reliable data, for example, from YouTube channels 
aimed at science dissemination (Buitrago & Torres-Ortiz, 2022; 
Zaragoza & Roca Marín, 2020).

Secondly, and as we indicated earlier, there is the possibility of 
profiles or channels on social networks not sharing their categorization 
as information for use by web readers or compilers, or being in different 
categories to those indicated by the user. To this effect, and in line 
with the approach outlined by Osman et al. (2022) in terms of ranking 
on digital social networks, one suggestion could be the participation 
of experts who would judge the different profiles and channels by 
introducing these evaluation data into the classification algorithm. 
In this way, the lists offered by the pages that provide tools such as 
social network web readers or compilers would pass through a 
methodological filter that would be a considerable improvement on the 
current results.

Thus, the problem regarding sample establishment in studies 
on social networks has been addressed by research throughout the 
literature, using different techniques, and we should acknowledge, as 
of today, that there is still no solution. For this reason, the approach 
described in this work is significant as it would greatly improve the use 
of web readers or compilers on technological social networks.

At present, it seems that we are at a dead end, since there is no real 
possibility of obtaining complete, rigorous lists on different subjects 
of fields of knowledge from digital social networks. However, and as 
we have proved in this work, research continues to seek creative ways 
to mitigate this methodological problem and solve, at least partially, 
this difficulty (Flores-Márquez & González Reyes, 2021). The focus is 
now on the future, where this possibility may arise through the 
improvement of one of the options used in research into social networks 
over the years or the appearance on the scene of a new possibility due 
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to advances in technological innovation, where the use of artificial 
intelligence is an element to be taken into consideration.

conclusions

We can confirm that there is a methodological problem in terms of 
sample establishment in studies on digital social networks that use 
profiles, accounts or channels. As of today, it is not possible to obtain 
suitably rigorous lists of topics or subject areas and, therefore, research 
that has conducted this type of studies on social networks has needed 
to juggle several methodological options, as categorized in this article.

Firstly, there is the case study, used fairly frequently in the literature 
due to the ease of accessing one or several profiles and channels and 
the possibility of choosing the case study for the sake of convenience. 
Although it provides valuable data, it is important to note the difficulty 
in generalizing the results, which is inherent to this methodological 
approach.

Secondly, there is the use of a sample from other studies, which 
involves ease of sample establishment, given that it is already available 
in the publications consulted. Nevertheless, this methodological option 
means that the rigor of the methodology depends on the process of 
obtaining the sample from these publications.

Thirdly, there is the definition of a small sample. The impossibility 
of deploying search mechanisms with social network web compilation 
tools before these existed, along with the non-existence of reliable, 
official lists, has fostered this methodological option of obtaining a 
small sample with ease and for the sake of convenience. However, 
precisely for this very reason, there is a limitation to generalizing the 
results.

Fourthly, there is the definition of a large sample that provides 
viability to the generalization of results. The larger the sample is, the 
less likely the occurrence of the typical deviations that occur when 
using small samples. Even so, it is advisable to consider the difficulty 
involved in finding the sample and the need to spend a longer time on 
the investigation process.

Fifthly, there is the use of social network web readers or compilers, 
which provide a replicable, systematic option for obtaining samples 
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in a simple way. Despite this, it should be noted that, these days, the 
categorization of digital social networks and, therefore, of these tools, 
is inadequate. Contents, moreover, are constantly being updated, which 
makes it necessary to specify the time the search was conducted. And, 
lastly, and taking these two points into account, we cannot forget that 
the lists provided by these pages are neither as complete nor as accurate 
as academic research requires. For this reason, we suggest two possible 
improvements to this methodological option: greater categorization of 
profiles and accounts on digital social networks, and the participation 
of experts to filter these lists in order to provide more rigorous data.

The limitation of this research lies in the vast number of studies 
on social networks that exist within the literature. It may be possible 
to complete our categorization of the possibilities and approaches 
that have been created in an attempt to solve the problem of sample 
establishment in such studies by considering some new aspect that has 
not been considered in this article. Regarding the future of this work, 
we suggest that interviews be conducted with researchers who have 
used several of the possibilities categorized in this article during the 
course of their academic career. Nobody is better placed than they 
are to examine, in even more depth, if possible, the advantages and 
disadvantages of each of the methodological options.
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