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Web research - the final

The Internet is a universal
communication system based on
telephone links and computers.’
Developed in the USA during the Cold
War, it wos designed to deliver swift
communication, later called e-mail, and
store and recover text documents.?
Although the internet was initially used
by governments and universities, the
World Wide Web WWW) came about in
the early 1990s and is a far more flexible
systermn allowing for communication with
graphics, sound, video and user
interaction, as well as text.'? The
information is stored on the WWW as
individual pages that are linked to other
pages making it an immense computer
library.? In recent years, midwives have
begun fo use the Internet as a forum for
discussion, sharing informatian,
experiences and knowledge. It has also
been increasingly used for research. This
article explores some of the issues
involved in using the Internet for
midwifery research and the potential
advantages and pitfalls that midwife
researchers maoy need to consider.

fnrernet research

Costigan? highlights two general
advantuges of using the Internet for
research. First, it con be used as an
effective and economic taol for collecting
information. There are visibie
advantages to using the Internet in this
way. E-mail is useful because of its speed
of delivery and lower costs compared to
postal methods of date compilation.* For
example, in o study assessing Infernet
use and users’ views, Comley’s postal

costs were US$2375 more than his e-
mail expenditure.! Miller et of® also used
an e-mail survey to question certified
nurse-midwives about conflict and
coilabaration in their practice when
working with physicians.

Secondly, the Internet provides o
medium for interactive communicatian.?
Table 1 identifies some of the main fora
for internet communication, with an
outling of each. An example of this in
action is Peter Murray's case study of
nurses’ use of computer-medioted
communication {CMC}.¢ In this study,
Murray used discourse analysis to
investigate how nurses communicated
on an e-mail discussion list. Wickham?
also used an interactive approach in her
study of midwives” beliefs about women's
need for postnatat anti-D. She used
ongoing e-mail diclogue to gather data
from midwives who lived foo far away to
interview. In this way, the voices of
midwives from Japan, Mexico, New
Zealand and Canade could be included
inthe study.

The Internet is often used fo study use of
the Internet! Recently, John Loy carried
out the first survey of UK midwives’
utilization of the Internet.? (See previous
orticle]. The survey included questions
about perceived harriers to the use of
the Internet; experiences with e-mail
discussion lists; type of resources
accessed and whal midwives felt about
consumers accessing information on the
Net. Both Loy® and Wickham? used the
Internet to recruit people in their study,
using midwives’ discussion lists and, in

"

fronners?

Loy’s case, the MIDIRS web site to
publicise his intended research. Miller
et al® enralled midwives to their study
through a bulletin board,

As well as those advantages mentioned
cbove, Infernet research offers benefits
in data handling and analysis. For
example, there are no problems with
deciphering hand writing."* Data do not
need fo be transcribed, nor is eccuracy
lost in the process.'? Material can be
directly fed into analysis software or word
processing programs'? and does not
cause storage problems.

fecess and response

In terms of access to potential
pariicipants, unsolicited e-mail surveys
cre less kindly received than surveys that
are heralded firstly by a letter of
explanation.'* Mehta ond Sivadas'?
increased their response rafe from 45%
to 63% when they sent un initial letter of
explanation. Selwyn and Robson'? feel
that there is @ danger of e-mail research
being regarded as anether form of ‘junk
mail’ and treated accordingly, especially
os there is an increase in unsolicited
surveys being sentio discussion lists. A
number of on-line surveys are offering
incerttives such as the opporfunity to enter
a drow for a year's free subscription of
the MIDIRS Digest, offered by Loy.?
However, incentives can lead fo
problems such as faisification of data,
multiple submissions or
misrepresentotion of identity for financial
profit.!! Because of this, many US studies
request participants to submit their social
security numbers as a prerequisite to

Table 1. Fora for Internet researc
Electronic mail {e-mail) { An electronic form of communication emplaying computers linked via o modem which uses
diclogue telephone lines to transmit written messeges and computer file attachments

E-mail discussions

Consists of a group of people with similar interests who use listservers or programmes that
automatically deliver e-mail messages to the whole group.? A message produced by one
member is gutomatically sent to the whole group.

Chat rooms

A farum where two or more people can mesi fo discuss o topic in 'real fime'. As ecch person
types in their message and hits the 'return' key on their computer, it immedictely appecrs on
the screen where both {or all) users can ses the entire discussion,

Bulletin boards

May also be described as 'newsgroups’; o web-basad forum where pecple can deposit and
gother information.!?

A 'site’ which is set up by an individual or organisation to display o selection of information for

Web sites users o access via the 'web address'. May include one or more of the ahove elements in order
for users lo intercct with each other and the creators of the web site.
An electronic 'magazine' which is compiled by an individual (often including material e-muailed
E-zines to them by others) which is sent out to o list of subscribers. Usually free, and may condain
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advertising fo help support running costs. Some are specifically designed for midwives.



| decided to use fhe'!ntemat for research
into midwives’ knowledge for a number
of reasons. | was aware thet the midwives
who had thought about the issues T was
raising {fhe need - or otherwise - for
routine postnatel anti-D} would be
scaftered around the world, and |
wanted to include as many perspectives
on the question as possible. The cost of
trovelling fo inferview these midwives
was prohibifive, and | was interested in
developing ways of carrying cut research
into the generation of midwifery
knowledge via the Internet. | had been
using e-mail and midwifery discussion
lists since their inception in the US in the
mid-1990's and had learmed their value
as @ support mechanism for relatively
isoloted midwives while practising in the
US myself. I had woiched midwives

payment or place the survey on a secure
site which requires a password for
access. !’

There are two other main areas where
discussion is currently foking place as fo
the appropriateness of the Internet s a
tootfor research. These invoive questions
of methodology and ethics.

fethodology

The Internet lends itself to a variety of
research methodologies, qualitative as
well o quantitative. Fernbeck! insists it
is just as important that the researcher
is clear about the theoretica! framework
underpinning the study as it is in off-line
research. Interpretotive and critical
methodologies such as phenomenalogy,
ethnography, grounded theory and
discourse analysis are appropriate and
effective methodologies for studying the
more ethereal aspeds of Internet use. &
1* Sterne’” also maintains that it is not
necessarily usefui to rigidly stick to one
particular methodology or theory — it
may be more effective to combine
methodologies. Wickhany's study” used
grounded theory to explare midwives’
beliefs and knowledge; her personal
experience is outlined iniable 2.

As with conventional research, it is just
as importart that the Internet researcher
pays aitention fo rigour in ensuring that
the research is of good quality. 2% Issues
of validity, generalizability, sampling and
replicability need to be carefully thought
threugh.?® Rojo?¢ also considers that
researcher reflexivity and the provision

respond thoughtfully to others” questions
and generate what appeared fo be new
knowledge through discussion and hoped
that | might use the some approach in my
own studly. | used a variety of approaches
to sampling; publishing a short articie in
a midwifery journal as well os putiing
requests onto midwifery discussion lists.
The discussion list approach proved more
fruittul than any other, not least because
itled to a small amount of ‘snowballing’,
where midwives passed on my email to
colleagues they thought might be
interested but who weren’t on the
discussion list themselves. In the end, my
initial idea of facilitating discussion on
the listitself did not work, end | developed
en'e-maif diglogue’ with a small number
of individual midwives which acted in o
similar way fo the inferview process. Once

of an audit frail is importent for quditative
research. One question to consider is, if
an e-mait discussion group knows that a
researcher is monitoring the discourse,
will it affect what is said and the meaning
of it2 Some researchers endeavour to
ensure rigour by using more than one
method and methodology.’” Murray? not
only analysed discourse on a nurse
discussion list, but he also individually
interviewed nurses.

Another problem with Intermnet research
is that the sample is biased and is difficult
to generalise. infernet users tend to be
white, middle closs and maie, well
educated, offluent and living in the
western world.?® The implications of this
are serious for midwifery researchers
because the likelihood is that they will
be researching women's issues.
However, internet use is becoming more
widespread with the increasing
availability of second-hand computers,
free Internet service providers and easy
access to Internet facilities in public
places,"" which in turn will make internet
research more generalisable.

Ethics

The ethical issues of internet research
are just as important to consider as in
off-line research. This is an area that is
currently much dehated,
international guidelines are in the
process of being formulated.? The issue
of copyright or intellectual properdy is not
helped by the fact that much
communication crosses infernational

and
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a midwife had agreed to share her
beliets and knowledge with me, | would
respond to each of her e-mails with further
guestions and requests for clarification in
particular areas, in much the same way
that an inferviewer would pick up issues
and seek further information. In some
ways, this approach seemed to have
advantoges over a face-to-face interview,
in that | had more time to think about rmy
supplementary questions, Parficipants
probably also spent more time thinking
‘about the issues, as some of these
dialogues lasted for several weeks.
However, there are always potential
sources of error and bias in any research,
and it was important fo think about how
these might come abeut through the
relatively new method [ was using.

Sarg Wickham |

boundaries and may be affected by
differing copyright legisiation.!?
Sharf? lists the general ethical issues
as those of confidentially, infarmed
consent, appropriation of people’s
personal stories and privacy.
Frivacy is a real issue with e-majf
because it avtomatically displays whe
the sender is. The researcher can
promise that he/she will not identify
the respondent. There is also software
available, especially for quantitative
analysis, that will not identify the
sender of mail.?* Participants can also
create anonymous web-based (as
opposed to home-based) email
addresses for this purpose. Generally,
respondents need to be informed that,
whife confidentiality between
themselves and the researcher will be
respected, their responses will not be
anenymous to the researcher unless they
make their own efforts to ensure this.
Coomber,? who carried out very
sensitive survey research on illegal drug
dealers, suggests that participanis can
protect their identity either by using an
anonymous terminal in a cyber-cafe, for
example, by printing off the survey and
returning it fo the researcher by post.
Sharf during her research of o breast
cancer discussion list, approached each
persan for personal consent fo quote their
text. Of 14 people she had no refusals
but she did find the process very time-
consuming. Sharf”’ went on to develop
guidelines for researching discussion
lists:




resgarching discussion groups depends
on the type of discussion group. The
“midwifery research list”
{www.maiEbose.ﬂc.uk/iists/midwifery—
research/} was formed following the
1999 Imternational Confederction of
Midwives, as an open forum for
discussion on motters relating to
midwifery research.® This discussion
group has no sefection criteric and the
archived messages can be freely
veeessed. Whilst | moy announce that |
was studying the group and ask for any
comments, b would feel that this list was
‘foir gome’ because the discourse is
oper to the general public. In

1. the researcher should ensure that her
research does not harm the group;

2. the researcher should intraduce
herself 1o the group, declaring her
intenfien to use the group’s
communications for research;

3. the researcher should maoke every
effort to contact each person
individually to obtain consent:

4. the resecrcher should be cpen fo
feedback from the peasle on the Jist,

Hamilton® has found that on-line
researchers do not cansistently inform
subjects about the research into which
they have enrolled. This has serious
implications for the integrity of on-line
research, as does Hamilion's other
finding that there are a number of projects
that have not been submitted to an Ethics
Committee for approval. To protect the
subjects of her study, Schneider™ posted
an information letler and corsent form
via the conventionc! pastal system. Once
the consent form was returried, the
research questionnaire was e-mailed fo
the subjects.

One further debate appears o be around
whether the ethnagrapher shouid
announce to an Infernet group that he/
she is observing the interactions, Some
would argue that ethnographers do not
obtain individual consent if they were
observing a group in a public place such
us a cafe, school or church, so there is no
necessity fo do so when observing an
Internet group,

Nevertheless, Klernm and Nolan® are
quite  categorical in  thejr
recommendations that researchers
should obtain the consent of group

comparisor, the “New Zealand midwives’
e-mail list” (mazzo@dlear.net.nz) is o
discussion group restricied o midwives
and supporters who have go through the
mancger to join. % itis a dosed fist whose
membership rofl and archived messages
are only available to list members.? |n
order to research this group, lwould have
o ask permission of the manager to
cpproach the groug, inform them of my
infentions and gain their permission.

One potential source for ressarch is web
sifes that centain birth stories. As o
researcher | would be inferested in
analysing the stories and alse surveying
the men and women who puklished the

members before carrying out research.
t must be noted, however, that they were
specificaily wrifing about cancer support
groups where very delicate issues are
addressed.

Conclusion

The Infemnet holds many advantages as
a potential research tool for midwives
and others. As well as being a very
effective and economical tool for
research, the Internet is aiso a source of
material that can be utilised for both
qualitative and quantiative research, and
Gppropriate for a variety of methodologies.
Midwives who are inferested in utilising
the Internet for their research must
consider technological and ethical issues
as well as the quesfion of methodolegical
rigour. Finally, the Internet has the
potential fo be a liberating too! for
collubaration amongst midwives and
researchers, along with dissemination of
research results and information. The
use of the Infernet for micwifery resecrch
has its disadventages and drawbacks as
well as its benefits, but also has immense
potential for international midwifery
research.
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Developing high-quality research in midwifery:
lessons learned from the midwifery research database, MIRIAD

Background: Research in midwifery is a relatively new
development in many countries, and as a conseguence
it can be difficult to identify ongoing and completed
research, to network with other rescarchers in similar
fields, and to plan appropriately to develop research
and research capacity. This paper describes the
establishment of the UK Midwifery Research Database,
MIRIAD, which aimed to address these problems.

Method: Funding from the Department of Health
{(England) supported the establishment of MIRIAD in
1988, Systems and procedures were set in place Lo collect,
store, analyse and disseminate information about
ongoing and completed research in midwifery. Six detailed
reports were published. MIRIAD was closed in 1999 asa
result of lack of ongoing funding.

Key findings: 466 studies were registered with MIRIAD,
with start dates ranging from 1974 to 1998. The majority
of studies examined clinical topics. A wide range of
research approaches were used. Studies were supported
by a range of sources, including employers and national
funding agencies. There were many examples of high-

quality, peer-reviewed. and externaily funded studies
which can be used to inform practice. Issues raised by
some studies, however, inciuded concerns about research
quality, inadequacy of some supervision, low rate of
publication, and incensistency in gaining ethics
committee approval,

Conclusions: Research in midwifery in the UK has
matured over the past 25 years. It still faces many
challenges, including the need to maintain quality and
to gain more national funding support. Lessons have
also been learned about the need for quality in
research information systems. Ongoing assessment
of the growth and direction of research in midwifery
is recommended, possibly through monitoring of the
generic NHS database, the National Research Register
(NRR), to inform strategic developments in research
and research capacity at national, regional and local
levels.

Renfrew MJ. Midwifery, vol 16, no 3, Sep 2000. pp 229-
236.
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Editor's nofe: The MIRIAD database is archived on the Internet ot: hitp://www.leeds.ac.uk/miru/miriad. htm
The UK National Research Register website is: hitp:/fwww.doh.gov.uk/research/nrr.him
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