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participatory research ideals rarely realized using
traditional methods
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INTRODUCTION

Web 2.0 refers to innovations that have enabled
entrepreneurs to reinvent the Web by making
it more interactive and participatory. Web 2.0
sites such as Facebook, LinkedIn, YouTube,

and MySpace have experienced phenomenal growth, en-
ergized by the desire of people with shared interests to
socialize and regularly exchange information, opinions,
and other content. By combining instant Web publishing,
social networking tools, user-generated content, and com-
munal tagging, rating, and commenting—all within an
easy-to-use content management system—Web 2.0 has the
potential to increase the richness, dynamism, and ultimate
impact of interview-based qualitative research.

To explore this potential, we have developed a con-
ceptual model for a research Web site designed to collect
structured accounts of technical communicators writing
about their experiences and opinions related to single
sourcing and/or content management methods and tools.
This novel data collection method is part of a research
project supported by a grant from the Society for Technical
Communication; to date, the project has gathered data
through an online survey and through interviews and site
visits. The firsthand reports (FHR) Web site, as we call it,
will complement traditional data collection methods by
combining Web 2.0 technologies such as those in use at the
well-known social networking sites MySpace.com and
Facebook.com.

Of course, those Web sites constitute a new form of
grass-roots mass communication; the research Web site we
envision will operate on a much smaller scale. Indeed,
keeping the scale small and the focus limited is an impor-
tant constraint—and big advantage—in our conceptual
model. In the FHR Web site, informants will be members of
a virtual community that forms to share information on the
specific focus of the Web site, which in our test case is
first-hand information and opinions about single sourcing

and content management in technical communication.
Members of the virtual community we envision will be
those who have applied and received approval from the
principal investigator running the site. Each informant will
have his or her own firsthand report space that will include
a detailed professional profile and an in-depth account of
the person’s experience with and knowledge about the
topic. Each firsthand report will be composed in response
to prompts presented by the project’s principal investiga-
tor. Each informant will have the option of creating a blog,
which will be accessible only to other informants. The site
will also have a public community message board for site
members and visitors to exchange information and opin-
ions about single sourcing and content management.

We believe that the kind of Web site we envision has
the potential to alter radically how researchers collect and
make sense of firsthand accounts from research informants.
The site’s principal investigator or research team will struc-
ture and moderate information sharing, but any member of
the community will be able to search and analyze the
information collected on the Web site. Thus, the distilla-
tions and interpretations of information published by the
site’s research team may be supplemented, or even con-
tested, by participant-investigators with different perspec-
tives.

The primary purpose of this article is to present our
conceptual model for a firsthand reports Web site and to
discuss some issues that will need to be resolved to make
such a site feasible, as well as to speculate about the
potential of such Web sites to provide the truly participa-
tory, multivocal qualitative research that scholars in our
field have envisioned and advocated for some time
(Blakeslee and colleagues 1996). We begin by glossing the
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role and value of technical communication research, em-
phasizing the centrality of qualitative methods to construct-
ing our discipline’s body of knowledge. Next, we briefly
review the benefits and limitations for conducting qualita-
tive research using Internet-mediated communication and
explain why we think Web 2.0 technologies have the po-
tential to enhance the benefits and minimize the limita-
tions. We then present a high-level description of the con-
ceptual model for the firsthand reports Web site we are
currently developing. After that, we sum up and discuss the
compelling advantages we see in this method of qualitative
data collection compared with traditional interview-based
methods. Finally, we discuss the most obvious barriers to
implementing an FHR Web site, some of which are tech-
nical and some of which are social and institutional.

ROLE AND VALUE OF TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION RESEARCH
Our understanding of technical communication has grown
tremendously over the past three decades because of in-
sights gained through research, which has increased the
discipline’s practical, scientific, and scholarly body of
knowledge (Hayhoe 2006; Rainey 1999; Smith 1992). Ac-
cording to Allen and Southard (1995), technical communi-
cation researchers primarily desire to understand the mo-
tivation, attitudes, and behaviors of users (readers), content
developers (writers), and their intertwined communication
practices (33). Technical communication research often
tries to shed light on how communication designers and
their audiences interact with the technologies and media
used to create and deliver the communication products.

The discipline of technical communication creates
knowledge about the work of practitioners and its impact
on employers, audiences, and other stakeholders by exam-
ining aspects of technical communication primarily
through an interpretivist lens—constructing and interpret-
ing reality by collecting empirical data through qualitative
methods: interviews, case studies, focus groups, and field
work. According to Blakeslee and colleagues (1996), “one
important goal of such research is to improve our under-
standing of the settings and individuals we study through
accounts that describe the rhetorical practices of our par-
ticipants in ways that are meaningful and useful to them
and to ourselves” (126). Blakeslee and colleagues “argue
for judging how meaningful and worthwhile our accounts
are from how well they inform practice and on what they
teach us” (126).

Internet-mediated communication is now widely rec-
ognized as a productive site for generating research ques-
tions as well as a means of collecting information about
activities and attitudes not otherwise related to online dis-
course (Gurak and Silker 2002; Kastman and Gurak 1999).
Researchers have used first-generation Web technologies
such as e-mail, online chat, listservs, message boards, and

threaded discussions to study the rhetorical dynamics and
communication patterns in cyberspace, as well as to query
informants about activities and attitudes from “real life.”
Compared with face-to-face communication for gathering
qualitative data, Internet-mediated communication is
cheaper, faster, and more convenient for the researcher
because the information does not have to be transcribed to
produce a text for analysis. On the other hand, certain of
these advantages can also be limitations: asynchronous,
text-based communication is less immediate and is often
lacking in the depth and assured understanding that
emerges from real-time dialog with its confirmatory back
and forth exchanges to clarify and probe for details and
examples.

Managing the data collected through Internet-mediated
communication has also been something of an obstacle for
qualitative researchers. Although online communication
methods may enable lots of information to be collected rap-
idly from many people in a short period, the unstructured
nature of the texts thus collected make the data analysis
process laborious and time consuming. One of us knows this
first hand, having moderated an online discussion group for a
qualitative study (Dayton 2001). Although the information
generated by the online discussion, which extended over
several months, was rich in factual details, provocative opin-
ions, and occasional brilliant observations, coding and sorting
the data so that it could be reduced to a set of generalizations
took many, many more hours than were required to collect
the information.

To improve qualitative data gathering using Internet-
mediated communication, researchers would benefit
greatly if they had a Web site that enabled them to

� Impose some uniformity of structure on and embed
metadata in the textual information as it is collected

� Facilitate timely interaction to clarify and elaborate
the texts first presented by informants

� Provide data exploration tools built into the primary
data collection platform

� Enable teams of researchers to work closely together
to collect and analyze information presented over
time by many informants

The technology to build such Web sites already exists, and
it is being implemented widely on the Internet today under
the rubric of Web 2.0.

How Web 2.0 works
Treese (2006) defined Web 2.0 as an incremental set of
changes to existing Internet technology (16). By combining
instant publishing, interactivity, social networking, Web
services, communal tagging and rating, and content man-
agement, this new generation of technology has changed
the Internet into a participatory medium (Treese 2006).
These technologies have the potential to mitigate the lim-
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itations associated with first-generation Web technologies.
Qualitative researchers will especially benefit because they
will be able to foster more in-depth communication with
and among people from whom they are seeking informa-
tion on a particular question, problem, or topic. What is
equally important, Web 2.0 has the potential to enable
researchers to manage their communications and analyze
the information they collect much more efficiently than
current Internet- and computer-based methods.

Web 2.0 changes the flow of communication to a
bottom-up model. Web developers now create multiple
input channels that allow users to communicate in real time
to post feedback or comments or even edit a Web site’s
content instantaneously. These richer interactive channels
on blogging and social networking sites have contributed
to the growth of online communities, “social aggregations
that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on
those public discussions long enough, with sufficient hu-
man feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in
cyberspace” (Reingold 1993, 5).

Web 2.0 conveys one overarching concept: the Inter-
net is becoming more user-centric. Rather than simply
being a repository of information, the Internet’s content is
being driven by users. Hart-Davidson (2007, 9) lists impor-
tant trends in user behavior that influence the concept of
Web 2.0: that users produce, organize, and share content,
that they interact with Web sites as content aggregators and
even content creators, and that they pursue social goals as
well as work goals.

Web 2.0 has revived the Internet as a participatory
medium, where users “[create] network effects though an
‘architecture of participation’” (O’Neil 2005, 1). Users are
no longer passive, but instead are actively involved with
creating content, setting agendas, and interacting in online
communities. This level of participation is made possible
by a host of technologies that have come to define Web 2.0.
Among the most commonly used by social networking sites
are content management systems (CMSs), wikis, blogs, and
Real Simple Syndication (RSS).

CMSs are client-server Web applications that separate
the content of a Web site from the design patterns used to
present the content to users. Content is stored in a data-
base, and pages on the Web site are dynamically assem-
bled through Web forms that allow designers and content
developers to manipulate all the usual elements of the site’s
architecture, screen layout and design, and navigation.
CMSs significantly increase the efficiency of Web site main-
tenance by allowing multiple users to author, modify,
record, and delete data without requiring specialized
knowledge of hypertext and programming languages.

Wikis are basic Web sites run by CMSs; every wiki
provides a simple, easy to use markup language, which
allows users of all proficiency levels to contribute, edit, and

delete content. Wikis allows users to control content while
keeping the Web site’s look and feel consistent (Fuchs-
Kittowski and Köhler 2005).

Blogs (from Weblogs) have also gained an incredible
level of popularity. Blogs are online journals that are fre-
quently updated through a CMS. Blogs foster two-way
communication. Readers can review blogs and leave com-
ments and feedback to guide future discourse. Readers can
subscribe to receive new blog content automatically, and
bloggers can comment on one another’s blogs using a
special system for interlinking.

RSS feed is analogous to a subscription service. Users
are able to have new online content such as news stories,
blogs, and threaded discussions sent automatically to their
computer or Web-enabled device (PDA, cell phone). A
Web application collects this content and presents it to
subscribers for instant access.

Social networking sites such as LinkedIn, MySpace,
and Facebook have become big business by enabling users
to create a Web presence and personal profile using a
variety of the tools just mentioned. These social network-
ing sites feature simple CMSs that allow users to instantly
update their personal sites. Users can present a variety of
personal and professional information in their profiles in-
cluding photos, video, music, groups, interests, résumés,
and curricula vitae to other people within the network.
Additionally, these sites allow users to create personal
blogs with RSS feeds.

In sum, Web 2.0 technologies offer an innovative and
accessible tool kit for researchers who wish to collaborate
with practitioners in studying workplace technologies, or-
ganizational contexts, and any important issue or concern
related to work practices. First-generation Web technolo-
gies have seen limited use for collecting qualitative data
because of constraints on immediacy and interactivity and
because of the data management problems that we have
discussed previously. We are confident that Web 2.0 tech-
nologies can be assembled to create dynamic community
Web sites that transform the qualitative research process,
making it richly participatory and, thus, more relevant,
trustworthy, and useful. In the next section, we describe
the main technologies and aspects of interaction design
that make up the conceptual model of the research Web
site we are building.

CONCEPTUAL MODEL FOR AN FHR WEBSITE
The primary purpose of our Web site is to collect firsthand
reports from technical communication practitioners writing
about single sourcing and/or content management meth-
ods and tools. What we are calling the conceptual model of
the FHR Web site is simply our starting-point design sche-
matic that brings together the best aspects of existing Web
2.0 technologies. The conceptual model is detailed in an

APPLIED THEORY
Using Web 2.0 to Conduct Qualitative ResearchThacker and Dayton

Volume 55, Number 4, November 2008 • TechnicalCOMMUNICATION 385



unpublished master’s thesis (Thacker 2007). In the next
section, we provide a general description of the site’s tech-
nology and architecture.

Social networking focused on a narrowly defined
topic
The FHR Web site has three primary functions: (1) to
collect information from numerous people on a relatively
narrow topic; (2) to enable easy search and retrieval of the
knowledgebase thus created; and (3) to build the social
cohesion and communication that characterize healthy vir-
tual communities. The FHR Web site will implement those
functions by combining and reconfiguring basic tools for
interactivity and communication used by popular social
networking sites (LinkedIn, MySpace, and Facebook, for
example).

Users of the FHR Web site will interact with fellow
community members and the information on the site
through a relatively small set of key functions. These are
described below.

� Profile: A personal profile space that features all of
the user’s relevant demographic and psychographic
information. The profile is also the main gateway for
users to interface with an informant’s first-hand re-
ports, blogs, and discussion.

� Firsthand Report: Structured narrative accounts gen-
erated from a uniform sequence of prompts created
by the research team.

� Search: A search engine that queries the site’s data-
base to find relevant information from the inputs
and preferences of the user.

� Forum: The site’s threaded message board that is
accessible to the public. The message board is de-
signed for members of the community to discuss
topics in an open forum, interacting with guests—
visitors to the site who have not joined the site or
have not been approved for membership in the site
by the principal investigator (PI) and/or the research
team.

� Help: A wiki that addresses common issues pertain-
ing to the site. The wiki will be initiated and main-
tained by the research team, but any member will
have the ability to comment on any page, and some
members who volunteer for the role will be able to
edit pages.

The firsthand reports will be the primary means of col-
lecting information. To generate the reports, the site will
present newly registered users with a series of
prompts—directive, content-defining questions. Each
prompt will have a text entry box for the informant’s
response, including a rich-text editor like those found in
popular Web-based e-mail applications. Responding to
the prompts, informants will fill in factual details and

compose experiential narratives that will have a com-
mon structural framework.

Each member’s firsthand report will be stored in a
personal profile and blog space on the Web site. The
researchers and other site members will be able to com-
municate with informants privately through internal mes-
saging or by posting comments appended to the firsthand
reports. Only site members vetted and approved by the
site’s research team will be able to create firsthand reports
and search the reports of others. However, nonsite mem-
bers will be able to interact with site members on public-
facing message boards, where the research team will seed
and moderate discussions by site members and visitors.

The FHR site’s search function will be designed to
allow members of the community to query the site’s knowl-
edgebase for specific information. The general search ca-
pabilities will be useful and usable, but not as robust as
those provided to the site’s research team, who will use a
more complex and feature-rich interface enabling more
granularity in specifying terms and conditions for a search.
Academic and practitioner researchers who are members
of the site community may request access to the more
robust search application, which would enable them to
explore the knowledgebase in depth on particular research
questions. Although not as powerful, the search tool avail-
able to all community members will still allow them to
explore specific questions, search for patterns in the first-
hand reports, and formulate questions for discussion in
their blogs and/or in the public message boards.

Ease of data search and retrieval will be one of the
cornerstones of community building on the FHR Web site.
We want users to be able to explore the rich qualitative
data provided by community members and generate their
own questions for further exploration and discussion. The
community-building function will be aimed at fostering
social networking within the membership of the site. Users
will be encouraged to create in-depth profiles and person-
ally controlled communication spaces. The profiles should
increase the level of trust within the community by provid-
ing a way for users to display and authenticate their cre-
dentials. Moreover, we hope to provide tools that encour-
age users to interact with the larger community. Such tools
should include a private messaging system, blog, and pub-
lic commenting on each user’s blog and firsthand report,
which will be under the control of the member who owns
his or her own communication space.

Accommodating informants and researchers
The FHR Web site will be designed to accommodate the
needs of two macro categories of users: informants and
researchers. A third user role is really a nonrole: guests.
Visitors to the site who are not members of the community
will be severally restricted with regard to what information
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they can access; this is necessary to maintain a high level of
trust within the community. Nonmembers will have access
to public-facing information such as the administrator’s
news/blog, the site FAQ, a public discussion board, links
and resources, and the sign up/login interface.

Informants are those who contribute to the site’s
knowledgebase by writing firsthand reports. The PI collects
data from informants initially through the structured ques-
tionnaire that generates the firsthand report. Informants
will not have administrative access to the Web site. They
will interact with the Web site in two roles: as members and
as moderators.

Members are the core community. They request full
access to the Web site’s database of firsthand reports, a
request that must be approved by either an administrator or
a moderator. In exchange for full access to the firsthand
reports of other members, new members must agree to
share their own story of technology use and/or adoption
related to single sourcing and/or content management; if
they have no experiential story to share about those tech-
nologies, they must, at the very least, provide a real identity
profile and agree to the informed consent, copyright, and
usage policy of the site (to which members with firsthand
reports must also agree).

We refer to the researcher role as the PI, as though it
would be a single person, but on any given project, the PI
might well be two or more persons on a research team whose
members work collectively to share the PI’s functions. The PI
is defined by two distinct roles: researcher and administrator.
In the role of researcher, the PI is responsible for collecting
and interpreting data. As an administrator, the PI controls all
access to the Web site’s content management system through
the admin control panel. The PI assigns roles and sets the
precise details of what functionality a user may access on the
site; these decisions affect the user’s views of the site. The
front end view is the general presentational view for all users.
The back end view is a customized view that allows users to
edit or change elements of the Web site from the permission
levels set by the PI (individual or team).

KEY BENEFIT: MAKING PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH PRACTICAL
The role of user advocate is central to the professional
identity of technical communicators. In like manner, the
role of “practitioner advocate” is central to the way that
many researchers in our field view the studies they under-
take and the various modes of communication that are
critical to their ultimate mission, which is to inform practice
and to help build the profession’s body of knowledge by
writing articles, books, and textbooks and by giving pre-
sentations, leading workshops, and teaching courses.

Just as technical communicators over the past two
decades have increasingly aspired to involve users in the
design and evaluation of their information products, so too

have researchers aspired to an ideal of participatory re-
search. In a landmark article examining this ideal,
Blakeslee and colleagues (1996) reviewed perspectives in
our field about what constitutes validity in qualitative re-
search. Their discussion assumes familiarity with the issues,
so we provide a brief, high-level overview as background.

In scientific research, validity is shown if the research-
ers can marshal the arguments, from experimental methods
and the analysis of results, to persuade fellow scientists that
the experiment did indeed provide a reliable test of the
hypotheses and the results produced relevant new infor-
mation to help answer the questions that motivated the
study. The nature of qualitative investigation, however, is
thoroughly interpretive and focused on subjective obser-
vations and opinions. Qualitative research represents a
different paradigm of knowledge making, and so its quality
must be evaluated using different criteria.

Over the past three decades, thought leaders in qualita-
tive research have proposed a host of concepts by which the
quality of qualitative studies may be measured (see Seale 1999
for an engaging discussion). Lincoln and Guba (1985) first
proposed the term trustworthiness to sum up the essential
characteristic of good quality research within qualitative tra-
ditions, and they broke the concept into four components that
could be empirically shown to some extent: credibility, de-
pendability, transferability, and confirmability. They later
added to trustworthiness the concept of authenticity (Guba
and Lincoln 1989), according to Seale (1999), to be consistent
with the constructivist (that is, relativistic) view that under-
girds the qualitative paradigm while at the same time offering
a standard by which one research-based view might be con-
sidered more worthy of belief than any other.

Authenticity, they say, is demonstrated if researchers
can show that they have represented a range of different
realities (fairness). Research should also help members
develop “more sophisticated” understandings of the phe-
nomenon being studied (ontological authenticity), be
shown to have helped members appreciate the view-
points of people other than themselves (educative au-
thenticity), to have stimulated some form of action (cat-
alytic authenticity), and to have empowered members to
act (tactical authenticity). (Seale 1999, 468–469)

The views of Blakeslee and colleagues (1999) are consis-
tent with the quality criterion of authenticity, although they do
not use that term. They keep their discussion within the
literature of technical communication in arguing for a similarly
participative ideal in evaluating the validity of qualitative re-
search. Contrasting their stance to the views of several other
scholars in technical communication and in composition stud-
ies, they state “[W]e need to view validity as being more than
a matter of determining whether, in fact, we are measuring
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what we think or say we are measuring, which is how many
scholars continue to define validity” (128).

Paraphrasing the views of Kirsch (1992, 257), Blakeslee
and colleagues (1999) agreed that researchers doing qual-
itative studies in technical communication “should open up
our research agendas to our participants, listen to their
stories, and allow them to actively participate, as much as
possible, in the design, development, and reporting of our
research” (132). They acknowledge the difficulties of im-
plementing that vision of participatory research.

Traditional methods of qualitative research rely mainly on
one-to-one communication between informants and re-
searchers: some form of interviewing. In many studies, each
informant is interviewed only once. In most studies, the op-
portunities for informants to dialog with the researchers about
their findings and conclusions are greatly limited or nonexist-
ent. Rarely do informants in a qualitative study get the chance
to exchange views with other informants about the study and
what the researchers plan to publish about it. Even in focus
groups, the participants typically leave the moderated discus-
sion unable to predict what generalizations the researchers
will write to sum up the many opinions expressed by a dozen
or so people over the course of an hour or longer. The
participants will never get a chance to talk about those find-
ings and the implications drawn from them.

The barriers to implementing participatory research are
mundane, practical constraints and not attitudes: research-
ers do not usually have the time, the resources, and the
means to incorporate as much dialog with informants into
their research as they would wish. By the same token,
many informants would not necessarily be willing to take
the time and effort that would be required of them if
researchers solicited more input and feedback.

Our concept for an FHR Web site removes most of
these barriers to participatory research. Table 1 summarizes
why we believe this is so by comparing traditional
interview-based research to the FHR Web site in terms of
methodology, what gets published, and what informants
get in exchange for their participation.

DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION PLANS
Our conceptual model for the FHR Web site is the road
map we have used to launch the development process. We
believe that we can build out the model into a readily
configurable off-the-shelf solution for online qualitative
research. The model will undoubtedly change, but we
cannot predict how or to what extent. We plan to spend a
great deal of time testing and eliciting feedback from a
small group of invited users before we attempt to fully
deploy the site. We estimate that the initial site deployment
will occur in the second or third quarter of 2009.

Building the site will be a labor of love, carried out as
a part-time activity by a few already fully occupied people.

One of us (Thacker) has managed to enlist the help of a
business partner, Patrick Kim, who will serve as the lead
programmer. Patrick has decided to develop our site using
the Java Enterprise 2 (J2EE) platform. His decision to use
J2EE is based solely on personal preference; our model
could be implemented using different platforms. Thacker
will work alongside Kim to develop the Web applications
that will run the Web site. Dayton will serve as an advisor
and client, helping the developers to navigate his vision of
the site’s essential functionality.

Because of limited resources, we plan to strictly limit
the initial scope of our Web site in terms of the number of
users given access to it. We are still in the process of
discussing a working business model that will allow us to
scale the Web site without having to rely on advertising
revenue. We are considering the feasibility of setting up a
nonprofit organization to own the site, one that is funded
entirely through grants and private donations.

As we look ahead, we realize that numerous important
issues remain to be addressed in these three areas: (1)
confidentiality and security, (2) ethical and legal require-
ments, and (3) expansion and/or transfer of the site. No
doubt many other issues will arise as we move closer to
completing the site, but these are the ones that we can see
on the horizon now.

All of the issues summarized in Table 2 reflect threats
to community trust, which is essential to building and
maintaining a thriving virtual community. These potential
threats can be mitigated through effective communication
from the research/administrative team running the site,
starting with the development of clear, accessible, and
reasonable policies and procedures. Continuous intracom-
munity dialog will be essential in helping the administrative
team successfully manage the site.

Our FHR Web site will be developed using an open-
source licensing model. Open-source allows us to share our
code with the programming community by licensing our
software for free. After affirming our licensing agreement,
programmers may elect to alter our underlying code to im-
prove on our existing model. Access to our code will come
with an explicit acknowledgment that any innovation to our
existing model must be shared. We will be free to adopt and
support any changes that we feel will benefit our model.

Selecting an open source licensing model for our
Web site will allow for innovation and flexibility. Most
researchers will not need to alter our underlying code.
Our Web site will be designed as a commercial off-the-
shelf product that will be easily configured. However,
there may be a small group of researchers who have the
time and technical know-how to customize our model to
meet their specific needs. These users will be allowed to
make any changes to our code as long as they are shared
with the community.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
Recently, new technologies have emerged that can en-
hance Web-based research methods by increasing the
potential breadth and depth of communication between
qualitative researchers and their informants. We found

that integrating these technologies into a Web-based
research site is a lengthy and challenging process, but
the benefits are compelling. In this article, we described
our conceptual model for an FHR Web site that will now
use commonplace Web 2.0 tools to increase the richness,

TABLE 1: INTERVIEW-BASED QUALITATIVE RESEARCH VERSUS THE FIRSTHAND REPORTS
WEBSITE

Traditional interview-based research FHR Website

Methodology: Principal investigator or
research team conducts interviews,
reduces qualitative data through
analysis to distill generalizations and
reach conclusions.
� Research report summarizes and interprets the

information collected, but the raw data is not accessible
to anyone outside the research team, and in many cases
only a lone researcher has access.

� Informants typically are not given a chance to review
and respond to the research report’s representation of
the information they provided; if they are given the
chance, their perspectives may not be adequately
represented or even included in the final report.

� Raw data remains inaccessible to anyone outside the
research team; in effect, the data vanishes, replaced by
the published report’s generalizations illustrated by
selected quotations.

� This methodology rarely produces longitudinal
studies — follow-up interviews with the same informants
over time. (Time and expense of conducting interviews
and continued cooperation of informants create major
impediments to longitudinal studies.)

Methodology: Principal investigator or research
team (PI/RT) structures prompts for first-hand
reports, moderates draft reports and solicits
additional details and clearer explanations.
PI/RT may also add public comments, moderate
discussions, maintain a blog to “think out loud”
about themes, issues, ambiguities, which can
prompt further discussion in comments on the
blog entries.
At some point, PI/RT reduces data through
analysis to distill generalizations and reach
conclusions.

� Research report summarizes and interprets the
information collected, but the report is linked
to an online knowledgebase that can be
examined by others and also re-studied later by
the PI/RT.

� Informants—members of the website—may
discuss the report on the site and debate
alternative interpretations.

� Longitudinal studies are not only possible,
they become a relatively convenient and
therefore compelling option.

What gets published: A summary
containing a small, highly selective
fraction of the data collected.
� Others do not have access to the data interpreted by the

researcher(s).
� The published interpretation cannot be challenged by

re-analyzing the same data.

What gets published: A summary containing a
small, highly selective fraction of the data
collected.

� Others can examine the same source
information and conduct their own analyses.

� The published interpretation of the data can
be challenged by others offering alternative
interpretations based on the same data.

What informants get in return for their
participation: The gratitude of the
researcher(s); possibly some insights
into the activities/attitudes under study
as a result of the interaction with the
researcher(s) and/or because of the
report’s analysis and findings.

What informants get in return for their
participation: Informants will be motivated
mainly by self-interest, finding value in the
website community if it becomes a continually
expanding source of useful information. Those
who also enjoy the social interaction on the site
will value it the most.
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dynamism, and ultimate impact of interview-based qual-
itative research. We discussed the most important of the
foreseeable issues that must be addressed to build and
maintain community trust and ensure the success of the
Web site for participants as well as researchers. Finally,
we argued that such a Web site offers a means to realize
more consistently and fully the vision of participatory
research that scholars in our field have been advocating
for over a decade. TC
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