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Online experiment for social sciences:
M ethodological innovation and evaluation

HAO Long

(School of Humanities and Social Sciences,
Nanjing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics, Nanjing 211100, China)

Abstract: Experimental method is the most important approach for social sciences to explore and test
causality. With the constantly increasing importance of online behaviors and virtual phenomena, the
combination of experimental method and Internet technology has gradually become one of the main
directions of research method innovation. Online experiment, a research method to carry out random-control
experiments in the digital space, follows the basic logic and research procedure of experimental methods and
has certain methodological innovations in research design, experimental environment, experimental
operation, acquisition and grouping of subjects. Compared with traditional experimental methods of social
sciences, online experiment boasts of such advantages as expanding research objects, integrating
comprehensive research methods, enlarging and enriching the scales and types of subjects, and improving
research efficiency. However, there are some methodological limitations, such as higher technical threshold
and some difficulties in measurement and calculation. In the method system of complexity science and
computational social sciences, online experiment is also of important methodological values in realizing the
integration of both "computation-simulation-experiment" and "micro-macro".

Key Words: social research methods; experimental method; online experiment; complex system;
computational social science
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