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While the potential of Internet-based qualitative research methods is substantial, such methods
are not without their problems. Some of these methodological challenges are unique to the
medium, while others are similar to those of more traditional qualitative methods. This article
presents some of these methodological challenges, and explores some of the issues involved in
using on-line discussion boards as virtual focus groups in a study of perimenopausal women
with migraines. Design of the study and its advantages and disadvantages are discussed, in-
cluding the role of the moderator. Some of the problems encountered included potential
for misunderstandings due to limits of written communications, and difficulty encouraging
participation. Key words: focus groups, Internet, menopause, migraine headaches, peri-
menopause, qualitative research, women’s health, World Wide Web

CENSUS FIGURES indicate that more than
half of all US households (54 million, or

51%) have one or more computers.1 Partici-
pation in on-line discussion boards and chat
rooms has become a common practice over
the past few years, and should continue to
grow as more people have access to the In-
ternet. Although chat rooms and discussion
boards that focus on health issues are becom-
ing more common, researchers have only re-
cently begun to explore the use of Internet
discussion boards for data collection. The pur-
pose of this article is to present some of the
issues that were involved in using on-line dis-
cussion boards to collect data on migraines in
perimenopausal women.
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BACKGROUND

Actual focus groups have been used with
various populations to gather data for market
research, as well as in the social and health
sciences.2–6 Advantages of using focus groups
instead of individual interviews include re-
duced travel costs for the researcher, the con-
venience of having all participants gather in
one place, and the synergistic effects of inter-
action in enhancing discussion of the topic.4

On the other hand, there are also disadvan-
tages associated with using focus groups in-
stead of individual interviews;4,7–9 for exam-
ple, some individuals are slow to participate
readily in a group setting and are more likely
to be forthcoming in individual interviews.6

The advantages and disadvantages of using
actual focus groups are also inherent in In-
ternet group research, although there may
be different twists to the issues. For exam-
ple, encouraging reserved group members to
join in the discussion occurs in both actual
groups and Internet groups, but requires dif-
ferent approaches when participants are not
face-to-face. Use of an Internet-based focus
group has become attractive to researchers as
use of the Internet has grown, and as peo-
ple’s lives and schedules have become more
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complicated. Recruitment problems for tradi-
tional focus groups are likely to grow, given
the increasingly common problem of schedul-
ing meetings in busy people’s lives, and the
use of on-line research “focus groups” has
the potential to be an important tool used to
combat this problem (D. Morgan, personal
communication, January 2000). In addition,
because of the number of computer applica-
tions that now allow group chatting and mes-
sage boards, researchers such as Lakeman10

are concluding that creating a “virtual” focus
group is a feasible undertaking.

The Internet has been used for a variety
of group discussion purposes: for support
groups, for information dissemination, and
for research purposes. Support groups for
specific health care issues have been devel-
oped for such diverse special-interest groups
as chronically ill children,11 cancer patients,12

and women with chronic illnesses such
as diabetes, multiple sclerosis, and rheuma-
toid conditions.14 Although the number of
Internet-based research studies using group
formats is still relatively few, several studies
have used a discussion group format to gather
research data.11,14,15 Sharf14 utilized discourse
analysis and participant observation methods
to explore the communication that occurred
on a Breast Cancer List, while Giordano15

used a phenomenological approach to under-
stand the concerns of midlife women par-
ticipating in a menopause discussion group.
Fleitas’ interactive chat format11 combined
collection of qualitative data from a chroni-
cally ill pediatric population, with a support
group format. In this study, narratives were
obtained from interactions with children and
their parents, via e-mail and focus-specific
Internet chat rooms, and were used to supple-
ment data obtained from actual focus groups
and individual interviews.

A number of different formats are avail-
able for styling an on-line discussion group,
whether for support purposes or for research.
Distinctive terminology may also be used by
participants, which can be confusing for the
new Internet user. In this article, the term dis-
cussion board refers to an ongoing site where

participants are free to log on at any time, read
others’ postings, and post their own thoughts.
New “threads” may be posted by the moder-
ator, as starting points for discussion, which
can then be responded to by participants.
Participants can also initiate their own new
threads, if there is a question they wish to
post to the other group members or to the
moderator. The narrative accrued is saved on
the board until the board is dismantled, so
that participants can scroll up and down to
see what has transpired over the life of the
group. A “chat room,”on the other hand, usu-
ally refers to a discussion site that functions
in real time, where participants log on at a
specific time and converse back and forth. An
Internet relay chat (IRC), sometimes referred
to as “instant messenger,” is a type of chat
room. Chat room narrative data can be copied
and pasted when the board is active, but is not
usually saved over time at the site, as it is in a
discussion board (although software is avail-
able that will capture archived chat threads).
A chat room may also have a limited scrolling
function, so that it may not be possible to
scroll back and see what has been said earlier
in the discussion.

Disadvantages and advantages of using
internet-based discussion groups

Disadvantages

There are both disadvantages and ad-
vantages of using Internet-based discussion
groups to collect data. As one might expect,
some of the difficulties of conducting such
groups are similar to those encountered when
conducting actual focus groups. There are
also other potential challenges unique to con-
ducting Internet-based focus groups. These
challenges include maximizing the partici-
pation of all group members in the discus-
sion, minimizing the occurrence of misunder-
standings, and controlling the direction of the
group’s conversation.

In actual discussion groups, there are usu-
ally participants who are reluctant to inter-
act until drawn out by the moderator. This
is true in on-line groups as well, with the



AS226-04 October 14, 2003 14:18 Char Count= 0

276 ADVANCES IN NURSING SCIENCE/OCTOBER–DECEMBER 2003

added disadvantage that the moderator can-
not directly address the individual face-to-
face. In addition, it has been hypothesized
that some people might be more forthcom-
ing in an actual group setting, where they
can better gauge the personalities of the other
participants.16 It is also easier for an Inter-
net group participant to merely “lurk,”reading
comments without posting any remarks her-
self, than it is to be physically present in an ac-
tual discussion group without participating.
Some people may also retain an ongoing dis-
trust of computer security, so that they never
become comfortable expressing themselves
in such a seemingly public manner. Further-
more, it should be noted that for participants
who are inexperienced with computers, or
who do not have adequate typing skills, par-
ticipating in an on-line discussion board can
be daunting. (However, the desire to partici-
pate in such a group sometimes inspires peo-
ple to acquire the requisite computer skills.)
In addition, the need for an adequate skill
level, as well as for computer access, may also
bias the study sample toward upper-middle
class and professional people17 (D. Morgan,
personal communication, January 2000). In-
volving women who have not had experi-
ence with, or access to, computers is a chal-
lenge for researchers who are committed to
diversity.

Another challenge facing the Internet re-
searcher, related to the one above, is that In-
ternet groups do not provide the same com-
municative experience as an actual group.
That is, nonverbal expressions such as facial
changes and gestures are not available, along
with tone of voice and other nuances of com-
munication. There is heightened potential for
misinterpretation of written communication
resulting from the absence of such social cues
as tone of voice and body language.17 The use
of standard Internet shorthand writing mea-
sures to indicate emotions, such as pleasure,
anger, or surprise, may be helpful.16 In ad-
dition, each participant may be entering her
comments in a different context; for example,
a quiet room at home might be used by one
person, a busy noisy office by another.18

Finally, there is the challenge of maintain-
ing control of the group process. The mod-
erator of an Internet discussion group usually
does not have the same degree of control of
the conversation as is possible in an actual
focus group (D. Morgan, personal communi-
cation, January 2000). Even in actual focus
groups, it can be difficult at times for a mod-
erator to maintain control of the discussion,
and to focus the conversation on pertinent
issues. In an on-line group, this can be even
more difficult. D. Morgan (personal commu-
nication, January 2000) cautions that discus-
sions may get complex in a short time, with
“new”topics appearing in supposedly contin-
uing threads, accompanied by the attendant
difficulties encountered by a participant who
is inexperienced in using discussion boards or
who hasn’t been following the conversation.
This problem has been partially addressed via
the development of computer software that
allows users to provide links to other posts in
different threads. Morgan also notes that it is
easy for messages to get “out of synch”as one
person introduces a new topic while two oth-
ers carry on a conversation about an earlier
topic. These problems may be aggravated by
the intermittent nature of posting on a discus-
sion board. For people with busy schedules,
remembering to repeatedly check into an on-
line discussion board may also be unrealistic.
It becomes imperative to develop ways of re-
minding participants to check into the group.

Advantages

There are significant advantages to using
on-line discussion boards as research focus
groups. Some of these advantages are similar
to those of actual focus groups by compari-
son with individual interviews, and some are
unique to the electronic medium. The advan-
tages discussed here include enhanced partic-
ipant convenience, potential for better quality
of data obtained because of participant com-
fort, and potential time and cost savings for
the researcher.

A principal advantage of using the Inter-
net is convenience for participants. As noted
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above, recruitment is a problem for actual fo-
cus groups and will likely grow, because of the
increasing difficulty of scheduling meetings
for busy people. The use of on-line research
“focus groups” has the potential to be an im-
portant tool used to circumvent this prob-
lem (D. Morgan, personal communication,
January 2000). Using a real-time chat room or
using a discussion board that can be accessed
intermittently when convenient are options
for conducting group discussions, and en-
hance the potential recruitment of people
who would not otherwise be able to partic-
ipate in any focus group. Although there may
be traditional local recruiting done, recruiting
is enhanced if the project is open to enquirers
on the Internet, particularly if the Web site
is listed on search engines. Balanced against
the problem of diminished access for some,
such as those without computers, is also the
increased access afforded to those who may
be geographically distant from the research
study, or who may be socially isolated (eg, by
illness or other disability).

A second advantage is that of increased par-
ticipant comfort. In contrast to the possibil-
ity that some individuals are less comfortable
interacting in an anonymous exchange, other
participants are more comfortable asserting
themselves openly in a format where their
identities are unknown.19,20 The Internet for-
mat also provides a “safe” forum, since par-
ticipants do not feel required to answer ev-
ery question.4 This is an advantage shared to
some extent by actual focus groups as op-
posed to individual interviews, but is per-
haps even more true for Internet group par-
ticipants. Finally, as with actual focus groups,
using an Internet discussion board may en-
hance the quality of information received be-
cause of the synergistic elements inherent in
group interaction as opposed to individual
interviews.

In addition to these advantages are po-
tential savings in costs and time for the re-
searcher. Although there are the initial costs
of establishing a Web site, which may require
start-up and ongoing consultation fees de-
pending on the researcher’s background, and

purchasing computer equipment, the recruit-
ing and logistical costs of organizing Internet
focus groups are much lower in the long run
than they are with actual groups. Once set
up, the technology is reusable and can easily
be leveraged for other projects, a long-term
savings in time and costs. In addition, data
entry and analysis are quicker and less ex-
pensive. Narrative from the discussion boards
can be transferred directly to a software anal-
ysis package without the need for transcrip-
tion or editing, which also ensures accuracy
of the transcribed data. This can easily be
done at the time the discussion board is dis-
mantled. Doing on-line groups may take more
time for the researcher initially because of
start-up time as well as the time required
to master computer skills, but in the long
run is likely to be easier and less costly to
conduct19 (D. Morgan, personal communica-
tion, January 2000).

To summarize, there are a number of po-
tential advantages and disadvantages associ-
ated with the use of Internet-based discussion
boards. In the following section, the authors
describe their experience with the use of
one such discussion board to collect research
data.

AN INTERNET STUDY OF MIGRAINES
IN PERIMENOPAUSAL WOMEN

Perimenopausal symptoms, such as hot
flashes and insomnia, have received a great
deal of attention in recent years; however,
for many midyear women, this is also a time
when migraine headaches begin, recur, or
worsen.21–24 This problem has received scant
attention from researchers or clinicians. The
primary purpose of this study was to examine
the experiences of perimenopausal women
with migraine headaches. A secondary pur-
pose was to explore the feasibility and effec-
tiveness of collecting data via the Internet.
Women who were admitted to the study
met criteria for migraine headaches and peri-
menopause and were willing to participate in
an Internet-based study. Data were collected
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via a health history tool, a migraine-specific
quality of life instrument (MSQOL),25 and an
SF-36,26 all of which were completed on-line,
and an on-line discussion board that func-
tioned as a “virtual focus group.” In addition,
live qualitative interviews were performed
to ensure that adequate data were obtained
to meet the primary study purpose. This ar-
ticle will address issues that arose in the
process of conducting 4 discussion boards,
which included a total of 22 participants.
Other aspects of the study will be described
elsewhere.

The 22 participants in these 4 groups
were composed of 18 White women, 3
African American women, and 1 English
Indian woman between the ages of 40 and
55. Eighteen lived in the metropolitan area
of the research center; 4 lived out of state.
They were recruited by word of mouth, fly-
ers posted in the community, and via Inter-
net inquiry. Following screening and com-
pletion of informed consent, the participants
first completed a qualitative interview, in per-
son or by phone. They were then given in-
dividualized passwords and login names to
complete the on-line questionnaire portion
of the study. Participants also received ori-
entation packets that included detailed in-
structions about accessing the Internet, com-
pleting the on-line questionnaires, using the
discussion board, and using “netiquette,” ac-
cepted forms for communication nuances on
discussion boards. When 4 to 8 participants
had completed the questionnaires, a new dis-
cussion board was created and placed on
the Web site, and participants were given a
new login name and password unique to their
group. Each participant was also asked to
choose a pseudonym for the discussion board.
Discussion boards were initially planned to
be accessible for 3 weeks; however, when
participation was slow, the boards were left
up longer. One discussion board, which ran
over 2 major holidays, was accessible for 5
weeks. The discussion boards were available
at all times during the life of the board; partic-
ipants were asked to access the board at least

once a week. The researcher initially placed
several open-ended threads on the board, to
start the discussion, and included such post-
ings as “Please begin by telling us something
about yourself, your history of headaches, the
things you have tried for your headaches, and
anything else you think is important.” Other
new threads were then posted over time, de-
pending on the discussion. Sometimes a com-
ment in a posting was drawn out and used
as the beginning of a new thread, and some-
times a new thread was begun on a topic that
hadn’t been addressed by the group but was
part of the researcher’s agenda. For example,
one participant mentioned her husband’s re-
actions to her headaches. The researcher then
began a new thread by asking about other par-
ticipants’ relationships.

After a discussion board was closed, each
group member was asked to individually eval-
uate the study in person or by phone, using
a brief semi-structured interview format with
open-ended questions. Areas of evaluation in-
cluded ease of questionnaire completion, use
of the discussion board, identification of lo-
gistical problems, and suggestions about the
process. Participants were paid a small incen-
tive fee at the completion of the evaluation
interview.

Participants’ evaluations

Participants’ comments addressed both
study content and format. The major themes
that appeared throughout the evaluations in-
cluded their reflections on how they had ben-
efited by participating, the group process, the
logistics of completing the discussion boards,
and comments about further directions.

Feedback about participation in the study
was generally very positive. Participants fre-
quently expressed satisfaction at being in-
volved in the study, indicating that they
had found it interesting and educational to
learn about how other women managed
their headaches, and that they felt supported
from being in a group of women with sim-
ilar problems. One participant said: “It was
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educational. I learned about trying to pre-
vent dehydration, (manage my) moods, not
get too nervous, and not get so frustrated.”
Another noted that it “made me more aware
about what was going on with me. It put me
in touch with my own experience . . .” And a
third said that participating in the discussion
board was “like talking to kindred spirits—
comforting, though it’s a sickness support
group.”

Other comments about the study format
reflected some of the logistical advantages
and disadvantages discussed earlier. For exam-
ple, the women reported that the flexibility
of logging in on their own time made it eas-
ier to participate, and several observed that
they preferred being anonymous. As one per-
son posted, “It felt funny at first discussing
these ‘private matters’ with strangers—but af-
ter being in the group for a while I have felt
a comradery (sic).” Another commented, “I
tend to be one of the quiet ones in a group of
real people. This (discussion board) allowed
me to say whatever I wanted without being
uncomfortable.”

The tension between the freedom of be-
ing able to be open and anonymous, and
the comfort of reading about others’ expe-
riences without posting oneself, created an
unexpected conundrum. One participant re-
ported that in addition to the time flexibility,
she liked “being able to read and not having to
comment at that time—I could get back to it
later if needed.”And another said, “Sometimes
I have gone into the discussion board and just
read other (people’s) comments. There are a
few times that I felt like I was forcing myself
to post a message. I have never participated
in a discussion board before . . .” In contrast,
when asked “What did you not like about be-
ing in the study?” the few who offered cri-
tiques made comments similar to this com-
ment made by a participant in Group 2: “I was
pleased to be a part of it. . . but (it was) a little
disappointing that the group didn’t take off.”It
became clear that for participants to become
comfortable interacting with each other on a
consistent basis, it was necessary to have at

least 2 members who posted freely and inter-
acted between themselves. It would also have
been helpful to know if participants were ac-
cessing and reading the board, or not entering
at all. However, the software used did not al-
low for recording of the date and time of each
login. There was a date/time record of each
posting, but if someone entered the board and
spent an hour reading postings, but did not re-
spond, it would look as if no one had entered
the board at all. While there are ways to track
this information, it was not feasible to gather
it in this study.

Each group, as is true for actual groups, de-
veloped its own character. The first discussion
board (Group 1) was composed primarily of
women who were experienced in using com-
puters and readily took to the on-line format.
Once the members introduced themselves
and began interacting, they tended to address
their postings to each other, and began to start
their own discussion threads with new topics.
Because the issues discussed were pertinent
to the research agenda, the researcher mini-
mized her postings for this group. However,
Group 2 developed a different set of dynamics
from those of Group 1. Group 2 was predom-
inantly composed of members who, although
they felt relatively comfortable using a com-
puter, and reported that the instructions for
accessing and using the questionnaires and
discussion boards were easy to follow, were
less likely to actively engage in the discussion.
They tended to be “readers,” as opposed to
the “responders” of Group 1. In order to en-
courage active participation, the researcher
increased her postings on the Group 2 dis-
cussion board, and used additional individual
phone calls and e-mails to remind participants
to post.

Another aspect of the “reading” versus
“responding” issue was that some partici-
pants really were more interested in learning
about headaches from others, or from the re-
searchers, than in describing their own ex-
periences for the researcher and the group.
Those who were most interested in learn-
ing from others tended to read more and
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post less, as this participant noted: “(Read-
ing others’ experiences) put me in touch
with my own experience—there was always
a story worse than mine, so I don’t feel so
sorry for myself.” On the other hand, those
members who had the most dramatic expe-
riences and the most severe headaches also
tended to post more information about their
experiences.

Another logistical issue addressed in the
evaluations was time spent working on the
discussion board. The total time reportedly
spent on the discussion boards generally
ranged from 1 to 2 hours (although sev-
eral participants reported spending up to 6
hours), usually in increments of 10 to 20 min-
utes. About half the participants worked on
the board at home, and half reported work-
ing on it in their spare time at work. One
person commented that her home computer
was too slow, and since she didn’t want to
mix work and nonwork, she accessed the
board in the evening, after work. Another
participant reported trying to read the board
daily, and checked in mostly “at night after
the kids had gone to bed.” Most experienced
their participation as not being invasive in
their day-to-day lives, and several from Group
2, which encountered several holidays, ex-
pressed a wish that they could have done
more. Typical comments made regarding the
overall experience of using the computer in-
cluded “piece of cake,” and “not a big deal.”
These comments were made despite a num-
ber of technical glitches that occurred. For
example, one woman noted that “a couple
of times I typed a response, it didn’t send
right, and lost it—I had to re-do it.” Another
said, “There was a glitch at the beginning,
but the investigators were easy to reach.”One
woman, who accessed her discussion board
at the public library, reported that she had to
wait 15 to 20 minutes to use the computer,
and then had difficulty using hers because
the computers were “new and weren’t act-
ing right.” Additionally, the library computer
automatically cut off when her time was up,
and so she was unable to access the board at
all that day. This participant noted that she

was assisted by a student who “helped get
on the Internet, and helped with spelling.”As
this participant’s comments indicated, the act
of writing itself, though having the benefit of
being anonymous, also created the pressure
of choosing the “right words,”and of spelling
and writing “correctly.”

Overall, participants expressed a desire for
more information from the researchers. Sev-
eral suggested, for example, that articles or
other Web-site addresses be posted to stim-
ulate discussion. In addition, several partici-
pants stated that they would like the discus-
sion board to continue on as a support group.
The participants uniformly expressed a desire
to be kept informed of any emerging conclu-
sions of the research, and several suggested
that at the end of the study we distribute an
anonymous summary of the discussion board
topics covered.

DISCUSSION

Issues that arose in the course of data
collection, and in the evaluation comments
made by the participants, reflected differ-
ences and similarities between actual focus
groups and the on-line discussion boards.
These issues fell into three broad areas: group
dynamics and individual participant differ-
ences in terms of participation; role of the re-
searcher/moderator; and technical issues that
were related to the on-line nature of the
discussion boards.

Group dynamics and individual
participant differences

As noted above, the 4 discussion boards
were all somewhat different in terms of
their participant makeup and dynamics, as
one would also expect with actual focus
groups. Group 1, which was composed of
5 participants, consisted primarily of women
who were very comfortable using a compu-
ter. They immediately “clicked,” interacting
between themselves, asking and answering
questions, and providing long interesting
postings. Group 2, on the other hand, was
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also composed of 5 women, but was much
slower about participating, with members
posting less frequently and directing many
of their comments and questions to the re-
searcher rather than to each other. Group 3
consisted of 6 women, who all had com-
puter experience but did not actively work
with computers. All but one of the mem-
bers reported very busy lives and tended
to post short entries. Because of holiday in-
terruptions, this group functioned intermit-
tently, and it was necessary for the researcher
to encourage reentry by participants several
times after intervals of inactivity. Group 4,
which was composed of 5 members, was
fairly balanced in terms of participation. Two
of the participants were very relaxed, en-
tering frequent long postings, responding
quickly to the researcher’s questions, and
responding to the postings of other partic-
ipants with encouragement and questions.
Because of their level of interaction, the re-
searcher was able to withdraw a bit, posting
less frequently and letting the conversation
proceed.

Also, as in actual groups, some individu-
als participated actively, beginning their own
conversation threads and asking questions of
the group. Others were more reluctant to
post, only warming up toward the end of
the discussion. Participants’ level of comfort
with the computer varied widely. Many were
not familiar with discussion boards; few had
participated actively in a discussion board or
chat room. As noted above, we learned that
while some participants actively posted on
a regular basis, others accessed the board
and enjoyed reading other comments but
did not post often themselves. This behav-
ior is similar to individual differences in ac-
tual groups; however, in an on-line discussion
board, the moderator is less able to di-
rect questions and comments toward specific
individuals.

A major difference between participating
in an Internet discussion board as opposed
to an actual focus group is that participants
on an on-line board can come and go inter-
mittently. It is possible to forget about post-

ing to the board, and also to get bored with
checking it regularly. Events such as holidays
interfere, and the commitment to the discus-
sion board gets set aside. A number of in-
terventions were used in an attempt to re-
focus participants’ attention to the group.
These included occasional reminder e-mails
to participants, phone calls, and e-mailed
greeting cards with reminders in them. Over-
all, participants responded positively to these
reminders.

Role of the researcher/moderator

The moderator’s role in facilitating the in-
teractions of an on-line discussion board is in
some ways very similar to what it would be
in an actual focus group. For example, the
researcher in this study (who functioned as
the moderator) varied her interactions from
group to group, depending on the interper-
sonal dynamics of the group, as she would
have in an actual focus group. In the most ac-
tive, assertive groups, it was unnecessary for
the researcher to post extensively, as partici-
pants responded quickly to each others’ post-
ings and began new threads independently.
In other groups, the researcher asked more
questions and made more comments in an at-
tempt to draw out the various participants,
just as an actual group moderator might. Ac-
cording to Sim,4 an important part of the mod-
erator’s role is to strike a balance between
an active and a passive role. The moderator
must be “sufficiently involved in the group to
fulfill the role of facilitator, but not so domi-
nant as to bias or inhibit discussion,” provid-
ing “mild, unobtrusive control.” The moder-
ator must make it clear that she is there to
learn from the participants, not vice versa. On
the other hand, one of the benefits of partici-
pating in a group discussion experience is to
hear others’ stories, and most participants in
these groups made it clear that in addition to
their desire to contribute to research knowl-
edge, they were in the groups for support and
to learn more about headaches. Part of the
necessary balance was to encourage partic-
ipants to talk about their own experiences,
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and also to provide them with ideas and sug-
gestions that encouraged more discussion.
Participants’ comments were indicative of an
orientation toward viewing the discussion
board as a “support group” rather than as the
“information-gathering” format of a research
focus group. Also, several participants asked
the researcher if development of an ongo-
ing support group was to be an outcome
of this research. Several participants posted
questions to the researcher regarding new mi-
graine medications and treatments. The re-
searcher responded by posting brief answers
to the questions, and then asking the group if
there were other participants who had expe-
riences with the issue in question. In addition,
for several participants, the researcher pro-
vided time following the completion of their
involvement in the study to answer questions
about migraine content, such as about diagno-
sis and treatment. This response was similar
to the kind of response the researcher would
have made in an actual group, or after an indi-
vidual interview.

As noted above, participants accessed and
posted variably across the life of the board,
and sometimes needed to be reminded to
post. This feature is the source of a paradoxi-
cal advantage and disadvantage in conducting
Internet-based research. On the one hand, the
board provides flexibility for participants, al-
lowing access and postings at all times, so that
specific meeting dates and places do not have
to be arranged. For the researcher, however,
it also means that the board must be checked
regularly so that participants receive timely re-
sponses and so that the discussion does not
escape the researcher’s control. When there
are one or more boards in operation over a
period of months, this requires regular moni-
toring. In this study, the researcher reviewed
the board at least once a day; for the continu-
ity of the group process, having the same re-
searcher acting as moderator also seemed to
be important. The ability to post at any time
of the day or night also meant that someone
should be available for assistance. Participants
had a study e-mail address and phone num-
bers of researchers; however, there were still

some instances when they experienced frus-
tration when attempting to obtain assistance.
For example, several times participants mis-
understood the password instructions, called
for assistance and were unable to contact any-
one, and then had to exit the Web-site and re-
turn later.

Technical issues

A number of technical issues surfaced dur-
ing data collection. Some problems were
episodic and easily remedied, such as the
discussion board’s level of “user-friendliness,”
and problems with data transfer, while other
larger technical issues remained a matter of
concern throughout the study.

The discussion board, as it was originally
created, was based on technology already
available in the Information Services (IS) de-
partment. The board was functional, but
somewhat cumbersome as the order of the
threads was difficult to follow. It required
the user to navigate to several areas across
the page to complete a posting, and the place-
ment of postings, names, and dates was also
somewhat confusing for a novice user. Before
the first discussion board was loaded onto the
Web site, a demonstration board was created
and piloted with a small group of undergradu-
ate nursing students. The students, who were
experienced with using various Internet dis-
cussion boards and chatrooms, provided feed-
back enabling revisions that made the board
easier to use.

A second minor source of confusion was
related to login names and passwords. Each
participant had an individual login name and
password to access the questionnaires. How-
ever, for each discussion board, the partici-
pants for that group were given a shared lo-
gin name and password to enable them to
enter only that particular discussion board.
The double set of login names and pass-
words created some confusion, with par-
ticipants trying to use their questionnaire
login names and passwords to access the
discussion boards, and having to call for
help.
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Another problem was data transfer. Quali-
tative data from the discussion boards were
initially transferred in a format that was con-
fusing to follow, since the postings as en-
tered were in reverse chronological order
and older postings were later in the tran-
script, opposite from the way an actual nar-
rative would read. So after the first discus-
sion board, a special program was created
to sort the narrative data so that it was in
chronological order and sorted by thread
headings.

These problems were all relatively minor,
and easily remedied; some of them were re-
lated to using a new method of data collec-
tion, as well as to the “growing pains” of
researchers and computer consultants work-
ing together in a new relationship, across
disciplines and across departments. How-
ever, other issues were ongoing considera-
tions, and seemed to be inherent in the use
of the technology. The most important of
these were the use of multiple modes of
communication, access issues, and security
concerns.

Although the research was Internet-based,
getting into the study required a pencil and
paper. The on-line consent form had to be
downloaded, printed, and mailed, or else the
researchers had to mail a consent form to
the prospective participant for completion
and return mailing. The screening interview
was done by phone, as was the follow-up
evaluation, and the tape-recorded qualitative
interviews were done either in person or
by phone. This meant that instead of be-
ing able to complete the entire project on-
line, several different modes of communica-
tion were needed. This was cumbersome for
both the researchers and the participants,
increased the time spent completing study
paperwork, and clearly represented a differ-
ent level of technology from the on-line data
collection.

Two very different issues arose with regard
to Internet access. The first was related to
connectivity. If there were computer or In-
ternet problems on the participant’s end, the
University’s end, or somewhere in the net-

work between the two, the board could not
be accessed. One participant was unable to
access her discussion board for over a week
when an ice storm caused a power outage
in her area, and her computer was damaged.
At another time, an error in the application
script caused the discussion board data to
disappear.

The second access issue related to poten-
tial participants without computer access. As
part of an affiliated class project, undergrad-
uate students were oriented to the study,
completed an ethics requirement for contact
with human subjects, and agreed to act as
paid staff, assisting participants who were
not familiar with Internet or discussion board
usage. In the fourth discussion board, a partic-
ipant was oriented by one of these undergrad-
uate Internet guides, was helped to obtain an
e-mail account, and was able to participate in
the discussion board via computers in a pub-
lic library. However, this was time-consuming
for the participant and the researchers, and
required a major commitment of time and en-
ergy by the participant.

Finally, security concerns are continuous
in conducting Internet research such as this
study. Even when firewalls and secure socket
layers are in place, and the risk is slight,
there is always potential for abuse. These
considerations are analogous to the security
risks inherent in conducting conventional
research. For example, most of the commu-
nication between research staff and partic-
ipants was conducted via e-mail, the high-
est security risk point of the study. However,
“snail mail” is used in conventional research
and is no more inherently safe than e-mail.
Finally, as in conventional survey research
by mail, there is always the possibility that
the person responding to the research call
has falsified the data for the study. In our
study, this risk was minimized by requiring lo-
gin names and passwords for all participants’
entries to the questionnaires and discussion
boards. In addition, each was screened by
phone beforehand and relationships were
established between the researchers and
participants.
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IMPLICATIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

There are a number of design consid-
erations for the researcher considering
implementation of an Internet discussion
board. First is the type of setting most appro-
priate for the group. The discussion board
used in this study provided individual time
flexibility and easy data transfer. However,
it may be more desirable in other studies to
have chatrooms in real time; several partici-
pants in our study indicated that they would
have liked a time established when they knew
others would also be on-line, so that they
could have a real-time conversation. Perhaps
a combination of open discussion board
and specifically timed “instant messenger”
sessions might be optimal, taking into consid-
eration the additional researcher/moderator
time that would be required. Another promis-
ing mode of group interaction to consider
is Internet videoconferencing, which could
also be conducted in real time.

Simplifying the discussion board format is
also important. Piloting the board with real
users, as we did with undergraduate students,
and then modifying the format if necessary,
should be considered.

As discussed above, the mix of Internet-
based interactions and other forms of commu-
nication is important to consider. Although
doing phone screening and “snail mail” con-
sent forms is very “low-tech” by comparison
to using the Internet, using a mixture of dif-
ferent forms of communication helps estab-
lish a relationship with the researchers. It
also helps to ensure that participants are who
they seem to be, and that they meet study
criteria.17 On the other hand, we found that
interested prospects often did not download
and mail the consent form, even when they
intended to do so, and that mailing them
consent forms and preaddressed envelopes
was time-consuming as well. It may be worth
considering, if financial resources and logis-
tics permit, use of a secure “electronic sig-
nature” for the consent form, so that it can

be returned by e-mail. However, for inexperi-
enced participants, telephone availability may
help them feel more comfortable knowing
that they can call if they have a question.
In addition, providing phone and e-mail con-
tact helps to maintain participant interest and
involvement, and minimizes misunderstand-
ings. In this study, we called or e-mailed par-
ticipants at least once a week while the board
was operational, especially if they were not
actively participating, and participants noted
that telephone and/or e-mail contact with re-
searchers helped them stay focused on the
discussion board.

As noted above, a shortcoming was the lack
of any way to track the number of times a par-
ticipant accessed the discussion board, time
of day accessed, and length of time spent on
the board. Collection of this data provides in-
formation regarding when and how often par-
ticipants are logged onto the board, even if
they do not post comments, as well as the
most common times of day the board is ac-
cessed. It may also be helpful to contract with
participants for the number of times they will
post on the site, and provide incentives for
regular use.27

An important detail for researchers to con-
sider in the design of such a project is the man-
ner in which data will be accessed for anal-
ysis, whether it will be “cut and pasted,” or
whether it will be electronically transferred
into a software package, and in what manner.
Consideration of this detail beforehand will
more easily enable the technical staff to build
this into the programming. If an off-the-shelf
application is purchased, the mechanisms for
data transfer should be considered.

A final consideration is with regard to par-
ticipation by individuals without ready com-
puter access. As more individuals become
comfortable using computers, and computers
become more affordable, access to the Inter-
net for research will become easier. However,
researchers must continue to explore ways to
involve diverse populations that need support
in order to participate. We believe that cre-
ative approaches to encourage access, such as
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partnership with library systems that provide
Internet access as a public service, are feasible
ways to include individuals who would not
otherwise join such a study. At the same time,
however, the researchers must consider the
added time and financial resources that are re-
quired for this commitment.

SUMMARY

Using Internet discussion boards is a fea-
sible way to collect focus group data, and
can be a cost-effective and time-saving way

to conduct research. The Internet is an ex-
citing communication medium with new pos-
sibilities and uses evolving daily. For many
prospective research participants, access to
the Internet is convenient and efficient, and
can make it possible for them to participate
in a study that would otherwise be inaccessi-
ble. In many ways, the advantages as well as
the potential pitfalls of using the Internet are
comparable to those of the more traditional
ways of collecting data. Not every study bene-
fits from an Internet-based approach, but cre-
ative possibilities abound for the enterprising
researcher.
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