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Conducting Online Crime and Safety Surveys with British Farmers 1 

 2 

Abstract 3 

Rural crime continues to be an under-represented area of academia. As a 4 

result, much of the methodological guidance tends to stem from health or rural 5 

development research, providing general guidance, but lacking the specific 6 

considerations of conducting crime and safety research in a rural environment. 7 

However the impact of COVID-19 has led to a wider consideration of online surveys, 8 

particularly in rural communities. This paper provides guidance on conducting online 9 

crime and safety surveys with the farming community based on extensive experience 10 

of the author in the field of rural criminology. Methodological considerations will be 11 

addressed that distinguish rural online crime and safety surveying from its urban 12 

counterpart, and the advantages and disadvantages of this methodology will be 13 

discussed. The aim being to guide the rural criminological researcher in the use of 14 

online surveys to obtain key data from the farming community to support and extend 15 

their research. 16 
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 20 

Introduction 21 

Online surveys are structured questionnaires that are set up, disseminated, and 22 

completed by participants over the internet (Usability.gov, undated), and provide a 23 

simple, low cost, uncomplicated (although increasingly sophisticated) method of 24 

gathering primary survey data from a population without having to use telephone, 25 



postal, or face-to-face methods. Online surveys have been used for at least the last 26 

two decades as a data collection methodology for researchers across a range of 27 

subject areas, including education (Roberts & Allen, 2015), marketing (Ilieva, et al. 28 

2002), and health research (Geldsetzer, 2020). However, rural online surveys, those 29 

online surveys focusing specifically on issues affecting rural areas and rural 30 

communities, often tend to be limited to research in rural health (Chen et al., 2019; 31 

Curran et al., 2006) and rural development (Pašakarnis et al., 2013; Perez y Perez & 32 

Egea, 2019), particularly in the developing world (Ahmad et al., 2019; Warugaba et 33 

al., 2016). There are few examples of the use of rural online surveys in academic 34 

research with British farmers. Some of these are crime-related (Smith, 2017, 2020), 35 

while most are not (Easton et al., 2018; May et al. 2019). Many of the online surveys 36 

conducted with British farmers tend to be carried out by key stakeholders and 37 

representative organisations: Future Farmers Survey (NFU, 2020), Big Farmland 38 

Bird Count (GWCT, 2021), June Survey of Agriculture and Horticulture (Defra, 39 

2020a). 40 

Many aspects of conducting a Rural Online Crime Survey (ROCS) with farmers 41 

will reflect the general methodology used for any other population. However, there 42 

are extra considerations to be made when conducting a ROCS with farmers that 43 

would not be experienced in other areas of research. While some insights can be 44 

gleaned from online survey research in other areas, no methodological guidance 45 

currently considers what a rural criminological researcher must consider when 46 

planning to survey farmers. This paper will discuss the advantages and 47 

disadvantages of conducting a ROCS with the farming community of Britain, based 48 

on the authors’ experiences, and aims to help the reader consider the research 49 



design and the adaptations required to ensure all key aspects are considered when 50 

planning to carry out a ROCS with farmers.  51 

 52 

Rural Online Surveys: A Brief History 53 

 Historically, the pace of social science research methodology development 54 

has been somewhat staid (Hooley et al., 2012). However, since the development of 55 

the internet, and email and web-based surveys in the mid-1990s, social science 56 

research methodologies have come a long way (Fricker & Schonlau, 2012). As use 57 

of the internet exploded in the early 2000’s, researchers started to explore ways in 58 

which this technology could aide in their own research.  59 

In the late 1990s, the use of online surveys was mainly driven by businesses 60 

looking to get evaluation on their services (Kehoe & Pitkow, 1996), and so were 61 

limited in nature. However, some researchers were discovering the potential of the 62 

internet as a methodological tool at around the same time (O’Lear, 1996; Smith, 63 

1997) noting the ability to reach a wider audience at a fraction of the cost and time. 64 

Despite issues around the detrimental effect online surveys have on response rates 65 

compared to traditional paper surveys being discussed in the mid-1990s (Schuldt & 66 

Totten, 1994), the online survey nevertheless grew in popularity across a wide range 67 

of researchers within social science. Evans & Mathur (2018) discussed at length the 68 

rapid growth of online survey research, including the development of ever more 69 

sophisticated online survey software and the popularity of online surveys, since their 70 

previous paper (Evans & Mathur, 2005).  71 

For the rural researcher, it is often the case that the benefits outweigh the 72 

pitfalls of going online survey research. It seems to have taken the rural research 73 

community a little time to realise that this methodology as beneficial in reaching 74 



sparse and remote communities without the need for extensive travel and 75 

administration (Wright, 2005; Geldsetzer, 2020). As the methodology has developed, 76 

so too have the ethics around the method, and the technology available to 77 

administer online surveys. Despite this, it is only in recent times that online surveys 78 

have been used to explore issues around rural crime. In the UK currently, there have 79 

been very few examples of academic research employing this methodology and 80 

only, seemingly, within the last 5 years (Smith, 2017, 2020; Morris, et al. 2017; 81 

Morris & Norris, 2020). Rural stakeholders continue to dominate the use of online 82 

surveys to explore rural crime (Farmers Weekly, 2019; National Rural Crime 83 

Network, 2018; NFU Cymru, 2021; NFU Mutual, 2020). 84 

 85 

Methodological Pros and Cons 86 

When making decisions on how to conduct your data collection within the 87 

farming community, regardless of your location, you should first consider the 88 

methodological implications for each method under scrutiny and establish which will 89 

allow you to do your research in the most effective way possible. Much 90 

methodological discussion on online surveys is based on the ‘typical’ (Levy et al., 91 

2017) approach to engaging participants, which roughly translated means the ‘urban 92 

approach. Your survey may be a stand-alone piece of quantitative research, or it 93 

may be a part of a much wider mixed methods approach working from a pragmatic 94 

philosophical standpoint. However your crime survey fits into your research 95 

methodology, the mode of delivery should be carefully considered. Each option, 96 

whether face-to-face, mail, telephone, or online will have advantages and 97 

disadvantages that should be considered. Here, the pros and cons of online surveys 98 

per se, which are equally relevant to a ROCS, are briefly discussed before more 99 



detailed considerations of the implications when working with farmers are considered 100 

in the following sections. 101 

Smyth et al. (2010) argued that online surveys are now the least expensive 102 

survey method available, and have the potential to also increase the speed in which 103 

data is gathered. The former is certainly true, online surveys mean only one 104 

researcher is required to gather the data, rather than relying on a team of research 105 

assistants, and factoring in travel, telephone or postage costs is no longer required. 106 

However, the literature seems to be split on the issue of online surveys being quicker 107 

to administer. Fricker & Schonlau (2012) argued that there is little or no evidence to 108 

support the assertion that online surveys can reduce the time needed to field a 109 

survey. While this may be true, this aspect is controlled by the researcher. It is the 110 

researcher who decides how long a survey will be open for, whether three weeks or 111 

three months. What does seem to be clear, is the time a researcher saves in other 112 

aspects by using online surveys over other methods. The questionnaire itself is often 113 

easier to draft given that most online survey software options have various templates 114 

for question styles already programmed (Wright, 2005), and so saves time in the 115 

formatting of the questions.  116 

However, the main time-saving aspect of online surveys can be seen when the 117 

survey is live and after the survey is closed. Once the survey is made live, the 118 

researcher can send out the details to their network and contacts as required, and 119 

apart from the regular reminders to potential participants via social media for 120 

example, the researcher is free to get on with other work they might not have been 121 

able to do using another method (Ilieva et al., 2002). Whereas you might be tied up 122 

with telephone calls, emails or travel using other means of surveying, the online 123 

survey allows you to work on other tasks while your survey is live (Andrews et al., 124 



2003). In addition, and more notably, the time savings seen once the survey has 125 

closed are evident in respect of the data input, coding, and cleaning. If using other 126 

methods, a substantial amount of time would be required by you to establish a 127 

coding system for each question, input the responses into a database, and then 128 

clean the data before any analysis can take place (Ilieva et al., 2002). With online 129 

surveys, coding is set when creating the questions, data can be exported directly 130 

from the survey into a database, and is likely to require minimal cleaning in 131 

preparation for analysis. Some survey software may offer an option to export survey 132 

results directly into analysis software, making this process even easier for you. In 133 

addition, the potential for errors in data inputting is reduced to almost zero by using 134 

online survey software. 135 

Most relevant for you as you undertake crime and safety research with the 136 

farming community, is the flexibility that online surveys offer in terms of their global 137 

reach. Online surveys, unlike almost all other survey methods, are not restricted by 138 

geography (Wright, 2005). The use of online surveys with the farming community 139 

means you can reach farmers that may live and work in very isolated locations, that 140 

if driving may take many hours, if not days, to reach. It also means that you have the 141 

opportunity to conduct crime and safety research with farmers internationally, and 142 

establish a global comparative which may add a further, unexpected, dimension to 143 

your research. The advancement of online survey methods over the last two 144 

decades has opened up the world to researchers who would otherwise not have the 145 

financial ability to conduct research to understand these communities. 146 

As discussed, the development of online survey software has come a long way 147 

since the turn of the 21st century when this method was still in its infancy, and any 148 

online survey might incur huge costs for coding (Fricker & Schonau, 2012). The 149 



arrival of online survey providers such as SurveyMonkey, Jisc Online Surveys, and 150 

SmartSurvey, has meant that anyone can create an online survey. While some 151 

survey providers are free and some require subscriptions, they all make the process 152 

of developing an online survey much easier. Using online survey software gives you 153 

increased flexibility in the development and creation of your questionnaire. It allows 154 

you the freedom to choose the design process that suits you best. If you are 155 

comfortable with the software, and confident with the questions you want to ask, you 156 

can create your questionnaire directly online. As a researcher, I tend to have a plan 157 

of the questions before starting to create the online questionnaire. By doing this, it 158 

will help you to set up the questionnaire online quickly and easily, as you will already 159 

know what questions you want to ask, how you want the responses to work (single 160 

option, multiple options, etc.), and what order you want to ask those questions. This 161 

also allows you to think about the content of your landing page, to inform the 162 

potential participant of the key information about the research. 163 

Additionally, your final page where you should include a thank you for your 164 

participants, and any contact details for organisations your participant can contact for 165 

help or support in relation to your piece of research. For example, in my last online 166 

survey, the topic of research was around mental health impacts of agricultural crime. 167 

On my last page of the survey, I added contact details for the NHS, and some mental 168 

health charities both general and farming specific. 169 

Once you have your question list, you can start building your online 170 

questionnaire. Most online packages are fairly intuitive and offer various question 171 

types, and the option to set some questions as mandatory if they are essential to 172 

your research. There are a range of options on question types, some of which 173 

include single answer ‘radio buttons’, multiple choice, drop down lists, and Likert-174 



type scales. In addition, there is the option for open questions where you want to 175 

gather additional information (Online Surveys, undated). You will also find advanced 176 

options such as question routing logic, that will enable you to direct your participant 177 

to the next relevant question by showing or hiding questions based on their previous 178 

response (Nayak & Narayan, 2019).  179 

Of course, regardless of the positives that online surveys can provide for the 180 

rural crime and safety researcher, there will always be disadvantages to be 181 

considered as part of your methodology and justification of choices. Online surveys, 182 

while time- and money-saving, present the rural crime researcher with issues that 183 

must be addressed.  184 

Some research has raised the questions about how ethical issues such as 185 

consent, risk, privacy, anonymity, and confidentiality can be addressed using online 186 

surveys (Buchanan et al., 2009). However, it is arguable that this can be addressed 187 

easily in the design of the questionnaire. Having a distinct front page to the 188 

questionnaire that introduces the research, who you are and why you are doing the 189 

research, and your contact details, along with a brief but appropriate and effective 190 

informed consent statement should address any questions around ethical 191 

compliance that may have been raised. This is something that is easy to do with the 192 

online survey software now available. By setting out the appropriate informed 193 

consent protocol on the front page allows you to state that by clicking ‘continue’ the 194 

participant is providing their consent to be part of the research.  195 

Such issues should be addressed during the initial ethical approval stage as 196 

required for any piece of research, and it is essential that ethical approval of the data 197 

gathering is obtained prior to you launching any questionnaires. This will address 198 

issues around the responsible and ethical conduct of the research, including 199 



informed consent, participant confidentiality and anonymity, and importantly will 200 

ensure that the participants are protected from risk or harm when taking part in the 201 

research (Gelling, 2016). You should be able to provide an indication of the 202 

questions you intend to ask, along with a draft of your informed consent statement as 203 

part of your ethics application so the appropriate committee can fully review your 204 

proposed research. Without ethical approval, the validity of the entire research can 205 

be brought into question, and it may mean that you are unable to receive grant 206 

funding and the potential that you will not be able to publish your findings in a peer-207 

reviewed journal (Newson & Lipworth, 2015). 208 

Increasingly rural criminological researchers are using online surveys as part of 209 

their research, and as such have to accept legitimate concerns of potential 210 

participants that would not otherwise be raised. Such concerns revolve 211 

predominantly around worries about cybercrime and data protection. This may be a 212 

question you are asked as a researcher by your potential participant. The key thing 213 

here is to check the data protection policy for your online survey provider. However, 214 

due to legislative compliance duties, almost all legitimate online survey providers 215 

should set out clearly how they protect and handle the data provided by participants. 216 

Any survey response should be collected over encrypted connections, and data 217 

should be securely stored with the right of the participant to request any personal 218 

data be deleted. You should consider including a data protection statement, or at 219 

least a link to a data protection statement, as part of your front-page information. 220 

This will enable your participant to be secure in the knowledge of how their personal 221 

data, if any is collected, will be handled. Of course, it is possible to conduct a survey 222 

without obtaining any personal data. This approach would enable you to be 223 



compliant with data protection legislation, and also to protect your participants’ 224 

anonymity. 225 

Of course, anonymity is easily maintained when conducting a ROCS if you do 226 

not ask for any identifiable data. For example, an urban online crime survey may be 227 

able to request location data at a postcode level as it is likely that there will be 228 

numerous properties within one postcode area. To do the same with a ROCS is 229 

problematic, as some rural areas are so sparsely populated, by using a postcode as 230 

a location identifier risks identifying a participant because there may only be a small 231 

number of properties within a postcode area, and potentially only one farm. A rural 232 

criminological researcher would be better working at a county or regional level for 233 

location data to avoid such issues and protect participant anonymity. 234 

One of the downsides of online surveys is the inability to control who is 235 

completing the survey, and more importantly how many times one person can 236 

complete it. While Nayak & Narayan (2019) argue that completion of the survey can 237 

be limited by enabling cookies, in reality it is often much harder to limit multiple 238 

completions of a survey, despite guidance on this issue on many online survey 239 

provider websites (SurveyMonkey, undated). As more people have increasing 240 

access to multiple devices, enabling cookies will only block the survey from being 241 

repeated from the device it was originally completed on. Furthermore, if cookies are 242 

cleared off a single device, this will allow the survey to be completed again by the 243 

same person from the same device.  244 

As will be seen below, it is essential to ensure that your questionnaire is not too 245 

long in order to maximise the number of completions. If you have too long a front 246 

page, this may also deter potential participants from completing the questions. In 247 

addition, online surveys present a range of issues around sampling methods, and 248 



the biases that should be considered and addressed as discussed further in the next 249 

section. This is particularly relevant when considering research with farming 250 

communities. 251 

 252 

Rural Online Crime Surveys: Methodological Considerations 253 

In addition to the methodological issues already considered, there are a 254 

number of reliability factors that need to be addressed when conducting crime 255 

surveys with farmers. Issues that are less likely to be encountered if surveying urban 256 

residents, include whether age of participants, language, and the challenges of 257 

cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1962) and rural masculinity (Brandth & Haugen, 258 

2015) may have a bearing on accessibility and likelihood of participation. While age 259 

and language may also have an effect on the accessibility and participation of urban 260 

residents, as will be seen in the remainder of this paper, for the rural crime 261 

researcher these factors are coupled with the desire of many farmers to protect the 262 

image of the rural idyll (Mingay, 1989), and the persistence of the idea that farmers 263 

should be strong and silent (Connell, 1995). Any combination of these factors, and 264 

others, can have a bearing on the reliability and repeatability of your research.  265 

 266 

Think about your Questions 267 

As a ROCS can often address complex or emotive issues it is essential for the 268 

rural criminological researcher to be aware of these factors and how they can 269 

influence the way in which a participant might answer a question. Poorly worded or 270 

complex questions, and even the order of questions - order effects bias (Serenko & 271 

Bontis, 2013), can influence how people respond. For example, poorly worded or 272 

complex questions may mean that the participant is not entirely clear on how they 273 



should answer. In addition, questions that may be leading, or asks whether the 274 

participant agrees with a statement could introduce acquiescence bias whereby the 275 

participant responds with a positive answer rather than the answer that best reflects 276 

their attitude (Costello & Roodenburg, 2015). These issues can generally be 277 

overcome by ensuring that you think carefully about the wording and order of your 278 

questions. Try to avoid ranking questions, and try to use Likert statements with a 279 

satisfaction scale rather than an agreement scale. Also, if using Likert statements, 280 

where possible use some negatively worded statements so that your participant has 281 

to consider the appropriate response to each statement rather than simply selecting 282 

that which seems most socially acceptable.  283 

The essential step here, is to get advice on your survey questions if you are not 284 

sure, and to pilot your questionnaire with friends or colleagues before you publish it, 285 

as discussed in more detail with the internal validity considerations. This will help you 286 

identify any issues that you may have overlooked when writing your questionnaire 287 

and allow you the opportunity to fix them to address potential participant biases 288 

driven by the questions. 289 

It is important, not only to think about the wording and the order of your 290 

questions, but also how many questions you wish to ask. It is important to only ask 291 

as many questions as you need to obtain the data needed to answer your 292 

overarching research question. If you ask too much, you run the risk of your 293 

participant losing interest half way through your questionnaire, leaving it, and not 294 

returning to complete it. Attention research suggests that your survey should take no 295 

longer than 10-15 minutes to complete (Bradbury, 2016). In addition, in accordance 296 

with general ethical procedures, you should only be gathering pertinent, relevant 297 

information as required for your specific research (Market Research Society, 2019).  298 



As farmers have so many things they need to do and you are not there in 299 

person to explain the importance of the ROCS, it is essential to ensure that the key 300 

point of the ROCS is clear at the outset, and the benefit this will have to the 301 

participant, but also their community, is set out at the earliest opportunity. The 302 

landing page for your ROCS should set this out in the first line or two, and this 303 

message should be impactful to engage your potential participant. These factors are 304 

essential to consider to ensure your methodological approach is sound, and that the 305 

research is repeatable. While online survey provision can ensure that surveys can 306 

easily be repeated, if the questions you ask are problematic in any way, or if the 307 

questionnaire is too long, it makes it less likely that another researcher could repeat 308 

your work. 309 

 310 

Sampling Considerations and External Validity 311 

The general process of creating a questionnaire for online use is fairly 312 

standard. The researcher should consider the key research question to be 313 

addressed, and devise appropriate questions to obtain the right data to begin to 314 

address that question. However, for the rural criminological researcher, there are 315 

numerous additional issues around the reliability and validity of the questionnaire 316 

and the survey process that need to be considered in addition when working with 317 

farmers. While there is extant literature that makes use of an online research 318 

methodology with farming communities, very often little attention is paid to the 319 

minutiae of methodological considerations that must be addressed when working in 320 

rural communities. This can make it hard to understand the additional decision-321 

making that should be undertaken, especially for rural criminological researchers 322 

who are working with farmers for the first time. As such, this section discusses some 323 



of the issues around reliability and validity of a ROCS, and whilst not exhaustive, will 324 

enable appropriate attention to be paid to these additional aspects to ensure 325 

successful data gathering. 326 

Once you have obtained ethical approval for your research, and you are 327 

satisfied that a ROCS is the right method for data collection, you then need to 328 

consider your target population. Rural communities, and farmers in particular, should 329 

arguably be thought of as hard-to-reach communities; they are both socially and 330 

geographically isolated, and are a group that is historically excluded from social 331 

research (Ellard-Gray, et al., 2015). This may be partly due to farming communities 332 

being overlooked by researchers and policy-makers as key informants in the past, 333 

but also partly due to a general unwillingness of farming communities to trust those 334 

who are not part of their community, and not wanting to stand out from the crowd by 335 

talking to a researcher who may be seen as an ‘intruder’ in the close-knit community 336 

(Bulmer, 1983). While the openness of farming communities in Britain is improving, 337 

the persistence of traditional cultures, attitudes, and rural masculinity in some 338 

communities continue to make things hard for rural criminological researchers, and 339 

makes the challenge of helping them understand that your rural crime and safety 340 

research is relevant to them, but also their community, much harder (Pelletier, et al., 341 

2020). 342 

While not exclusively the case, many online surveys conducted with urban 343 

populations in fields such as marketing and health will have the luxury of selecting a 344 

random sample based on customer databases to directly contact and request 345 

participation in the online survey. This further allows for post-hoc analysis on 346 

responses, partial responses, and non-responses to establish whether any biases 347 

may have been introduced (Evans & Mathur, 2005). However, Evans & Mathur (ibid) 348 



based their methodological guidance on very much urban-focused research, and it is 349 

unlikely that a rural criminological researcher will have access to a database of 350 

farmers’ details. While these do exist, they are only accessible by members of that 351 

particular organisation such as government departments and agencies, and farmer 352 

representative organisations such as the National Farmers Union (NFU) in Britain. In 353 

addition, as a result of Data Protection laws, even the organisations that hold these 354 

details can only contact those farmers for reasons previously agreed which are 355 

unlikely to include third party research. 356 

By focusing your rural crime research on farmers in Britain (or any other 357 

country), this immediately makes your sampling frame much smaller, which therefore 358 

means that your intended sample will not be as large as if you were targeting the 359 

whole UK population and is more open to sampling bias (Lavrakas, 2008) such as 360 

selection bias (Agresti, 2018). While you should find identifying your target sample 361 

fairly straightforward, for example British farmers who have been a victim of hare 362 

coursing, by framing your sample in this way may introduce selection bias insofar as 363 

there may be a tendency for the participants who complete your ROCS to be self-364 

selecting (Heckman, 1990). This will generally mean that someone is more likely to 365 

complete your ROCS if they have been affected by the issue at hand, in this case 366 

hare coursing. This could be a positive thing if you are only looking for experiences 367 

of those farmers who have been a victim of hare coursing as it will provide direct 368 

feedback on actual experiences. However, as a rural criminological researcher you 369 

should consider whether it is relevant to get responses from those who have not 370 

been directly affected by this issue to allow an exploration of any differences seen in 371 

the data that may relate directly to the overarching research question. Such a 372 

situation would lead to self-selection bias where your sample may no longer 373 



represent the target population (Khazaal et al., 2014) with some researchers arguing 374 

that self-selection through online surveys may lead to unreliable survey outcomes 375 

(Bethlehem, 2010). In a bid to address the issues around self-selection as much as 376 

is possible, it may be wise to try and aim your ROCS at all members of the 377 

population, in this example British farmers, and then through the use of question 378 

routing logic enable participants to answer only those questions relevant to them 379 

based on their previous responses. This will then allow you to obtain a wider field of 380 

participants than just those British farmers who have been a victim of hare coursing. 381 

This was the approach adopted by Smith (2017) where data from farmers who had 382 

been a victim of farm crime was obtained, as well as responses from those farmers 383 

who had not victims. 384 

You may further choose to focus your rural crime research on a particular 385 

section of the British farming community: farming sector, region, or farm size for 386 

example. Whichever way you choose your sample, by opting for a ROCS, the 387 

likelihood is that your sampling technique will be non-random, providing non-388 

parametric data for your analysis as it is likely to violate normal distribution 389 

assumptions (Pallant, 2013). This can have implications on the potential external 390 

validity of the ROCS, insomuch as the possibility that any analysis will provide 391 

results that can be reported as representative of the population will be difficult to 392 

justify. While non-random sampling cannot traditionally produce representative 393 

findings, you can justify your approach by treating your results as indicative of the 394 

response one might obtain if the whole population took part in the research. 395 

However, research conducted by Heen, et al. (2014) comparing three online survey 396 

methods, found that the demographics of the samples fell within a 10% range of the 397 

corresponding values in the US population, and so it could be argued that issues 398 



around the representativeness and generalisability of data obtained through a ROCS 399 

using non-random sampling methods may be overcome. It is wise to try and obtain 400 

demographic information from participants in a format that resembles an existing 401 

dataset for comparability, such as the demographic data obtained in the Defra 402 

(2020b) ‘Agriculture in the United Kingdom’ statistics updated annually. 403 

 404 

Hard-to-Reach Farmers and External Validity 405 

Another aspect of sampling bias that may be more prevalent in rural crime 406 

research and can affect the external validity of your research, is that of non-response 407 

bias (Berg, 2010). This occurs when participants refuse to take part, or are unable to 408 

take part, and can raise validity issues as we do not know whether those people who 409 

did not respond would have answered the questions in a different way to those who 410 

did respond. This makes it harder to establish that results obtained can be 411 

generalised to all British farmers. This issue is compounded by the fact that, with 412 

non-random sampling of the farming community, there is no clear sampling frame (a 413 

list of all subjects in the population) from which to choose the sample, and so it is not 414 

clear how many people have seen the request for participants, thus an inability to 415 

accurately identify a response rate. Despite some research suggesting that the type 416 

and quality of responses using online surveys are comparable to paper-based 417 

surveys (Gordon & McNew, 2008), the nearest one might get, is to report the 418 

completion rate of the survey, however this depends upon the survey software used 419 

and whether this data is captured. Smith (2020) adopted this approach to provide an 420 

estimated completion rate of 5.1% on the online survey based on how many people 421 

viewed the landing page, compared to the number of completed surveys received. 422 

Even as an indicative completion rate, it is clear from this how difficult it can be to 423 



encourage participation from the farming community at times. This reluctance 424 

persists despite the anonymity of a ROCS, possibly as a result of the historic lack of 425 

involvement of rural communities in academic crime and safety research (Smith, 426 

2018). 427 

Where discussion arises around people not being able to take part in a ROCS, 428 

this is particularly pertinent with farming communities. As noted above, such 429 

communities should be considered as hard-to-reach due to their social and 430 

geographic isolation. However, when considering a ROCS, one should consider the 431 

technological isolation of these communities and whether the definition of hard-to-432 

reach should indeed be extended. From the perspective of conducting a ROCS, 433 

technological isolation revolves around two key aspects: the age of British farmers, 434 

and access to decent broadband services. 435 

In Britain, the median age of farmers in 2019 was 60 (Defra, 2020b). This is 436 

compared to the median age of 47 across the general working age population (aged 437 

16+) at the same time (ONS, 2020). It is arguable that, despite having to submit 438 

various productivity and other data via online surveys, farmers in Britain are less 439 

likely to be regular users of the internet, in particular social media. This may mean 440 

they are less likely to become aware of a ROCS, particularly where the promulgation 441 

of such surveys is conducted solely online through social media, or online discussion 442 

forums. In addition, you should bear in mind that rural areas historically have more 443 

issues in rural broadband connectivity than their urban counterparts. In 2019, up to 444 

35% of rural premises in the UK were unable to access a decent broadband service 445 

compared to just 1% of premises in an urban area (Rural Broadband Statistics, 446 

2019). These factors together can lead to issues of non-response, and potentially 447 

skewed data towards younger age groups and those who live in less remote areas.  448 



Such issues could potentially be addressed by ensuring that your ROCS is 449 

promulgated using methods other than social media or online groups. Make use of 450 

local and national farming organisations, rural policing teams, farming charities, 451 

farming press, attending local events, and your own networks to send out information 452 

about your ROCS. Many of these organisations will be happy to help send out 453 

information about your research and encourage farmers to take part. If your research 454 

focuses on a particular crime and safety topic, make use of organisations that work 455 

within that area and who have contact with the farming community. Also, think about 456 

rural service providers, health care providers, veterinarians, livestock markets, 457 

anywhere farmers may visit. In addition, wherever possible, try and ensure that your 458 

ROCS is compatible with a variety of devices such as tablets and mobile phones. 459 

This may increase the chance of survey completion given that some of these devices 460 

may not be reliant on broadband connections for internet access. However, you must 461 

consider that not all farmers will have smartphones, and even some that do have 462 

smartphones may not have a data bundle as they may only use it to make calls or 463 

send texts. Keep sharing the details of your ROCS, even if this is only possible 464 

through social media. You will be hugely reliant on a snowball sampling, word-of-465 

mouth approach with your methodology, so the more you keep the research in 466 

someone’s social media feed, the more likely they will be to complete the ROCS, 467 

and pass on details to friends, family, and colleagues. All of this will help you to get 468 

as many responses as possible from farmers across all areas and increase the 469 

generalisability of your findings, thus increasing the external validity of your research. 470 

 471 

Internal Validity Considerations 472 



When designing your ROCS, you will have a huge range of factors to consider 473 

relating to reliability and external validity of the subsequent data sets as discussed 474 

above and whether the outcome of any analysis is consistent if the research were to 475 

be repeated, and such findings are generalisable to the wider population (i.e. British 476 

farmers). In addition to this, it is essential to take steps to ensure the internal validity 477 

of the ROCS is assessed. This will ensure you can justify that the data gathering 478 

instrument you have chosen to use is measuring what you intend it to measure 479 

(Kelley, 1927). In other words, the questions you are asking will provide the data 480 

needed to answer your overarching research question. While the issues relating to 481 

reliability (repeatability) and external validity (generalisability) have been discussed 482 

above in relation to the problems around identifying a clear sampling frame and 483 

eliminating biases, ensuring internal validity of your ROCS is something more easily 484 

controlled and assessed.  485 

As online surveys offer the researcher the option of undertaking both cross-486 

sectional research and longitudinal research (Nayak & Narayan, 2019), it is essential 487 

that appropriate evaluation of the questions are undertaken prior to the ROCS going 488 

live. This can be done by a small, simple pilot of the questionnaire. Once your ROCS 489 

questionnaire is finalised, and you have set up the questions in your online survey 490 

software, you can deliver this to a small number of colleagues to run as a pilot. As 491 

discussed above in relation to your questions, it will also allow you to ensure that the 492 

results are what you would expect for each question. By undertaking a pilot of the 493 

ROCS, it will ensure that the questions are being interpreted correctly by the pilot 494 

participants, and that they are able to provide appropriate responses which make 495 

sense in the context of the rural crime research. If you find that a question raises 496 

queries or pilot participants are unclear on the meaning, this allows you the 497 



opportunity to discuss this with your pilot participants and understand what the issue 498 

might be. You can then consider rewording the question, or removing the question 499 

altogether. This process will allow you to test your questions, but also the technology 500 

involved with the running of the ROCS, especially where you have any question 501 

routing logic set up, to ensure it all works, and should be seen as an essential stage 502 

in tour rural crime research project (Hassan et al., 2006). 503 

Once you have closed your ROCS, cleaned the data and exported it to your 504 

statistical software for analysis, if you have included any Likert-type questions in your 505 

survey, an additional step that is useful for the rural crime researcher to ensure 506 

internal validity of the results, is to run an analysis to establish the reliability level of 507 

the statistical analysis that would follow. This can be done using a Cronbach’s Alpha 508 

analysis (Smith, 2018). By undertaking this analysis, it will allow you to indicate how 509 

closely related a group of items are, and although it is considered a measure of 510 

reliability of the scale used and not internal validity per se, it is argued that 511 

Cronbach’s Alpha can demonstrate that the construct of the scales used are fit for 512 

purpose (Taber, 2018). In other words, the Likert-type questions show construct 513 

validity (Lin et al., 2015). 514 

 515 

Rural Online Crime Surveys: Pros and Cons Overview 516 

 A number of considerations have been set out in this paper relating to the 517 

pros and cons of ROCS for the rural criminological researcher. As an overview, this 518 

information is shown in Table 1 below. 519 

Advantages Disadvantages 
Cheaper to administer Higher possibility of biased data, low 

response rates 
Easy access to a global reach for target 
population 

Harder to keep participants engaged for 
more than 10 minutes 



Plenty of good quality online survey 
software, e.g. Onlinesurveys.ac.uk, 
Survey Monkey 

Harder to avoid repeated questions 

Easy to promulgate to farming 
community through social media, 
stakeholders 

Harder to control who is answering, or if 
submitting multiple responses 

No cost-based or geographic 
restrictions 

Harper to reach some farming 
communities due to poor internet 
access, connectivity, isolated 
communities, ‘hard-to-reach’ 
populations, older, less tech-savvy 

Most software packages provide some 
data automation, e.g. basic cross-
tabulation, coding 

Lack of random sampling leads to 
problems with representativeness and 
statistical confidence and margin of 
error 

Flexible design allows variety of 
question types, question routing, etc. 

Not all farmers are smartphone owners 

May be the only way to access some 
remote participants 

Worries among farming community of 
cyber crime and data protection while 
doing survey but also afterwards 

Quicker to administer, clean data, 
export data to statistical software 

Trust of farming community towards 
researcher may affect response rate 

Easier to ensure the completion of 
mandatory questions, and identify 
optional questions 

Easier for potential participants to 
ignore 

Flexibility to allow data gathering when 
other methods may not be possible, e.g. 
COVID-19, rather than research halting 

May still have skewed responses due to 
respondent characteristics, e.g. male, 
white, middle class 

Enables longitudinal sectoral analysis to 
track change over time 

Can only determine sample validity if 
working with a customer database or 
panel 

No need to rely on local administrators 
to deliver the survey 

 

Provides a truly anonymous method of 
gathering data on complex or emotive 
issues 

 

Potentially offers a way to gather 
primary data that overcomes issues 
around rural masculinity and resulting 
stoicism 

 

Table 1: Overview of the advantages and disadvantages of ROCS 520 

 521 



Rural Online Crime Surveys: An International Perspective 522 

 Although this paper has focused on the use of ROCS in the UK to conduct 523 

rural criminological work, the question as to whether this methodology could be used 524 

internationally to reach remote communities currently remains largely unanswered. It 525 

is noted that the use of ROCS seems to currently be restricted to developed 526 

countries, most notably Australia (Harkness, 2017; Harkness & Larkins, 2019). 527 

Interestingly however, even in Australian rural criminological research, it is 528 

sometimes necessary to supplement the ROCS with a hard copy of the survey to 529 

improve response rates (Harkness & Larkins, 2019).  530 

 Rural crime research from the global south that is accessible to an 531 

international audience is less abundant than that from the global north partly due to a 532 

focus on a non-English speaking audience (e.g., Spanish, French, Portuguese, 533 

native languages). This imbalance is something that may be addressed by the move 534 

towards more Open Access publishing worldwide and FAIR Data Principles (Das, 535 

2020), and fairer and more equitable collaborations between the global north and 536 

global south (Christian Aid, 2018). While online surveys are used in various research 537 

fields in the global south, the use of a ROCS as a data collection tool in rural 538 

criminological research is very much unexplored. It is possible that the use of a 539 

ROCS in areas such as South America, Africa, and Asia are heavily impacted by 540 

some of the issues explored in this paper, including poor connectivity, low levels of 541 

computer or smartphone ownership, or other socio-economic factors. As a result, the 542 

pathway towards widespread use of a ROCS in countries such as Kenya, Tanzania, 543 

and Ethiopia remains largely untravelled (Bunei & Barasa, 2017; Neubacher et al., 544 

2019; Zekiwos-Gichamo et al., 2019).  545 

 546 



Conclusions 547 

Whether used as an exploratory tool or an explanatory tool in rural research, it 548 

is clear that online surveys assist the rural crime researcher in obtaining key 549 

quantitative data relating to a range of rural criminological topics from the farming 550 

community. Research conducted using this method is becoming much more 551 

widespread as the technology has developed, and rural broadband has improved. 552 

While the latter still needs improvement in the UK, online surveys allow rural crime 553 

researchers to obtain data on the experiences of the farming community who should 554 

be considered hard-to-reach, not just geographically and socially, but also 555 

technologically. Once initial hurdles including promulgation of the survey, and 556 

gaining the trust of the farming community are overcome, data can be obtained from 557 

farmers that may otherwise be unobtainable using traditional survey methods. 558 

A ROCS will allow data to be obtained using a low-cost method that will support 559 

your ongoing crime and safety research either by identifying key themes to be 560 

explored further, or by providing data that supports earlier research findings. It is 561 

clear that there may be more things to consider around methodology, reliability and 562 

validity when conducting ROCS with farmers than would need to be considered if 563 

conducting a crime survey in an urban location. However, when considering the 564 

breadth of data that can be obtained from a ROCS with farmers, it is concluded that 565 

this method is an invaluable resource in the toolbox of the rural criminological 566 

researcher. 567 

 568 
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