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BEST PRACTICES FOR MODERATING ONLINE FORUMS

You don’t need to be a professional focus group moderator to run a discussion forum. However,  

as moderator, you set the tone and it’s your job to foster an environment for active participation and 

encourage discussion to get the information you need.

Here are a few tips for moderating an online forum and creating a comfortable, interactive discussion 

environment. The result will be honest and high quality feedback to support your research goals. 

FOCUS YOUR QUESTIONS 

Don’t fall into the trap of bombarding your forum with too many questions. This is not a focus group where you have a captive 

audience for two hours. This is an online forum where people can come and go any time and may never come back. Start with 

three or four key conversation starters with interesting, controversial and thought provoking subject lines directly related to the 

issues you are researching. Too many questions will result in less focused responses of little value. 

CLEAR INSTRUCTIONS 

Give clear and concise instructions about what you’re looking for. Do not be afraid to set boundaries on the type of content 

(for example, no vulgar language) and be clear about consequences (removal of comments, blocking of participants in 

extreme cases of abuse). Make sure your forum participants understand exactly what you are looking for.  

If you have multiple questions in one thread, use numbers or bullets for differentiation (for example, “I’d like to find out what 

you think about these 3 things”). If you want a story, be clear with that request, otherwise you may get very short answers 

without the detail you were hoping to receive. 

AUTHENTICITY 

One of the challenges with online forums is that people can’t see your face or hear your voice. So you need to work harder to 

establish their trust so they will, in turn, share their opinions. The first step in establishing trust is honesty. Introduce yourself 

and don’t be afraid to be less formal and more personal. Share something about yourself (what you do, what you want to 

learn, something funny/interesting). If you’re not sure of an answer to a question, tell your forum you don’t know the answer 

and that you find out and reply to them quickly. Do not try and create a persona because a particularly insightful forum 

member will always call you out. 

TONE 

When responding to comments and questions in your forum, remember to maintain a conversational tone. DO NOT use 

template responses. Personalize your moderator posts by using the person’s screen name in your reply or directly quote their 

post. Make your font bigger and different color to stand out.

BE DIRECT 

A forum is for encouraging dialogue and planting conversation seeds. Just like conversations in real life, forum discussions 

can get off topic and head down tangents. Asking direct questions will get you more direct and honest feedback than trying 

to come at a question from different angles. If your questions are not getting answered the way you hoped they take the 

opportunity to make some tweaks and put it out again. Be careful not to ask closed ended questions, though. That’s what 

surveys are for. 

CARE AND FEEDING 

You have spent a lot of time designing your forum getting the invitations and reminders out and people are now joining. While 

you want your participants posting comments and replies, now is not the time to leave them to their own devices.  

As a moderator you also need to be actively “caring and feeding” your forum. That doesn’t mean you have to be chained to 

your browser! Make a plan for when you are going to review discussions, researching answers to questions as necessary and 

devising comments or questions you want to pose to your forum. As a general rule, set aside two  

to three hours for forum management the first day of launch. After that, plan to spend at lest 30-60 minutes per day  

for the duration of the forum. 
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BE APPRECIATIVE 

Show you appreciate that people are spending their time in your forum and sharing their personal opinion. Greet your 

first posters personally and thank them. Make a habit of thanking new participants when they make their first comments. 

Post responses that make it very clear that you are reading and considering all of the information they are providing you.  

BEST PRACTICES FOR ENCOURAGING THE DISCUSSION

Post additional probes to individuals, global follow-ups to everyone in a new thread, and any 

new questions you have in new threads. Remember – conversations don’t happen by magic. 

There are some standard comments you can use to encourage people to participate in your 

online forum. However, be cautious with using probes that are too packaged as this can take 

away from your authenticity.  

Here are some samples probes that you can personalize and use to moderate your forums  

and get the most out of your participant comments: 

POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT

•	Great comment!

•	Thanks for your thoughts!

•	Interesting comment!

•	Thanks for sharing your point of view!

•	Thanks for sharing that story!

•	Thanks for sharing that experience!

INCLUDING THE GROUP

•	What do the rest of you think?

•	Do the rest of you agree or disagree?

•	Anyone have a different experience?

•	Anyone have a similar experience?

•	Does anyone have a different opinion?

•	Anything else to add?

•	Did we miss anything?

CLARIFYING

•	Could you explain why you think that?

•	What do you mean by …….?

•	Trying to better understand…..

•	How does this relate to ………?

EXPANDING on a topic or

•	Tell me more about that………

•	Imagine you are………..

•	What lessons can be learned from this experience?

•	Who, What, Where, When and How? 

All of these comments or phrases, and any variation, can be used to feed and encourage discussions.
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BEST PRACTICES FOR EDITING OR REMOVING POSTS

It doesn’t happen very often, but it is always good to be prepared. Depending on your audience 

and topics, it may be necessary to remove or edit content from a participant. The scenarios 

below provide a plan of action for dealing with inappropriate posts and posters in your forum. 

•	Participant shares private information such as introducing themselves with their full name, sharing email addresses 

and telephone numbers. The privacy of participants is paramount, even if they don’t fully appreciate it themselves.  

This issue is very easy to address. You can simply and easily edit the comment to remove private information 

using square brackets to indicate some personal information was removed. If the entire post contains an excess of 

personal information and no other relevant content, simply remove the entire comment.

•	An inappropriate comment made about another participant in the forum should never be tolerated. The atmosphere 

of a discussion forum should be a comfortable safe place for people to have a conversation. While this is a rare 

occurrence, participants who are not respectful to others should be dealt with swiftly. As with personal information, 

you can choose to delete a portion of the comment or the whole post.

•	Awkward comments might include personal opinions or situations. Sometimes people share too much about the wrong 

topic! They may reveal serious health issues, unpleasant situations or politically incorrect opinions. The best approach  

is to attempt to keep them on topic by re-asking a question or directing them back to the discussion at hand. 

These are edge cases which rarely happen, but when they do it is good to be prepared. A discussion forum is just like 

any other conversation with a group, where people can go off topic or be inappropriate. As the host of the party, you 

need to control the discussion directing it toward the positive.

BEST PRACTICES FOR ANALYZING AND REPORTING FORUMS

ANALYZE AS YOU MODERATE 

Moderating is more than managing your forum. You are digesting and absorbing the content as you manage the 

conversation. Take advantage of this multi-tasking opportunity to identify emerging themes and trends. Take notes and 

identify particularly poignant quotes while you moderate. This will make reporting on your online forum much faster and 

easier. Take advantage of your time within the tool to speed up the reporting phase of your research.  

USE A VARIETY OF TOOLS 

Use all the tools at your disposal; both inside and outside the Firefly. Firefly Forums provides the moderator with a 

range of tools for analysis including agree and disagree voting, new post identification, threading hierarchy and number 

of replies to identify posts. With an easy export to Excel, moderators can further analyze posts by filtering on any data 

point in the profiling questionnaire, appended data or survey data. Sort and sift by any data point to better understand 

how a sub-segment feels about your topic, such as heavy users of your product or younger customers. Conduct word 

searches related to your emerging themes or run a word cloud of the comments to help identify and illustrate key 

themes. Mark quotes that match the themes by doing a search of key words. 

IDENTIFY THEMES 

Identify three major themes that are emerging from your discussion. Three is a nice digestible amount for your internal 

stakeholders. You can have sub-themes if necessary to provide a more in-depth view of that topic. People learn and 

absorb information when done through story telling instead of just stating facts or figures. Frame your themes as a mini-

story to better get your message across. If you conducted an online survey and forum, you can interweave the results of 

your discussion forum with the results of your survey.
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ADAPT YOUR REPORTING STYLE 

Use different reporting styles to get your message across: email update, memo, top-line report, and presentation. All of 

these formats are completely valid and completely effective in communicating results to your stakeholders. Consider 

your audience, consider your timelines, and consider the business issue you are reporting on in order to select the right 

reporting format for delivering your insights.

 

Below are some example reports to demonstrate the breadth of reporting styles you can use 

to communicate the findings from your discussion forum. They are provided to open your 

imagination to the possibilities of reporting but no format is right or wrong. It depends on what  

is right for you and your organization.

Profiling your Customer or Target Market 

Newsletter Style Reporting

Leveraging Word Clouds 
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About Firefly Surveys

Powered by Vision Critical, Firefly Surveys is a robust suite of web-based ad hoc market research tools that combines 

market leading online survey tools with innovative discussion forum capabilities. 

About Vision Critical®

Vision Critical is a global research and technology firm that creates software and services solutions for over 600 clients, 

including one third of the world’s top 100 brands. The company has offices across North America, Europe and Australia 

as well as a Global Partner Program that provides other research companies and consultants with access to top-of-the-

line technology. Its Sparq™ product is the most widely adopted community panel platform on the planet.

sales@fireflysurveys.com 
North America: 1 888 543 1086
UK: +44 (0) 20 7065 7271
Australia: +61 2 9256 2000

FIND OUT MORE
www.fireflysurveys.com
www.visioncritical.com


