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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

e Great comment!

e Thanks for your thoughts!

¢ Interesting comment!

e Thanks for sharing your point of view!

® Thanks for sharing that
® Thanks for sharing that

INCLUDING THE GROUP

story!

experience!

e 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?

e Does anyone have a di
¢ Anything else to add?

¢ Did we miss anything?

CLARIFYING

fferent opinion?

e Could you explain why you think that?

¢ What do you mean by

¢ Trying to better understand.....

e How does this relate to ......... ?

EXPANDING on a topic or

e Tell me more about that.........

® Imagine you are.........

e 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 Leveraging Word Clouds

Urban Hipsters: Tech-Savvy with a Global Mindset
Y2 (30-44: No Kids: HHI 100k+) * TEGHN0LOGY and SOCIAL MEDIAars essental o news

‘consumption and interaction

Staff Interactions

Tu:omum MEE:: GRnl)LIPnlaysamemum role in Pasitive Descriptors: Negative Descriptors:

media consumption patterns because interaction crosses N -

S0 many channels and vels ot nerest Staff are always like this... Staff are like this at least some of the time..

* LOCAL NEWS is as important as INTERNATIONAL NEWS N
o al flonts, but especialy. polis, entenamEnT, Spors. Looking at the extent ta which staff are always exhibiting Laoking at the extent to which staff are always or

B positive attributes amongst all shappers indicates that for sometimes exhibiting negative attributes amongst all
INDIVIDUAL OUTLOOK for the future is positve bt tere the most part staff are being respectful, nice and polite. shoppers indicates that staff are confused, distracted,
are concems about GLOBAL state of affairs both

economicaly and poiteally speatin nconsistent, and stressed. All elements related to job
politically speaking, Where the gap becomes apparent is in the elements satisfaction and training.
* PASSIONS indlude srioying iy lfe as much as possible related 10 their overall job satisfaction/marale and
before starting a famiy: training. Staff are less likely to be efficient, Most staff are not purposefully being rude or
ko g knowledgeable, confident, enthusiastic and empawered. nconsiderate to shoppers.
~ ity b, b, e

1 Chris is 33 years old and works in corporate
development (M&A] for which he finds himself traveling
extensively and internationally. He Iives alone in two
bedroom condo in downtown Toronto His most interesting
story s that his guest room Is entirely decorated with
antique prints of monkeys. .

His dog gets im up n the morming and socia scéne keeps
tim up at ight.

Hushe(c]: UnFrufes:;onal
Rehe pechfulimy: e “Thconsisbent
Kowledgeabe Welcoming Stressed Dﬁlsbracbed
ﬁ cen ic oy POlIGE Unhappy  In Indifferent

BRAND RELATIONSHIPS are strang but they have high
‘expeciaions f0r autenteiy and fa pay.

‘somathing or
my ginfrfand ahways wanis (o chat and debate about what's going on in the rest of the world — and she's very opinionated!

Newsletter Style Reporting

Do shoppers find the new login layer interface easier to use?

The short Yes! In fact, more than half of shoppers like the interface better than
’New Year’s Resolutions Research Brief current one. Shoppers like the simplicity and clean look of the
DUSHRL interface; it's not as distracting or burdensome.
Methodology 4
The Hew vears esetion forum s depeves a3 i Twe: - Recommendations
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Fartfopics sboul feyHew Years Heolufions e roemas. - ( £ 2. Consider the possibility of creating two different login layer interfaces; one for shoppers who already have
Popular New Year's Resolutions Include: an account which will only ask them to login and ane for new shoppers who don't have an account which
. will ask them to create one. Shoppers with accounts feel somewhat trivialized when they're questioned
about creating one.
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s oo have i he s, hat ik My New Year s esottion o eep o min ol he lesings hat o b Insights and Implications
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Some membiers have realized that in the hard | people ond ) wonder Jf that'sa selffolilling prophecy. Or moybe people ore ust

ey ot hopres Some shoppers aren’t sure Shoppers like being able to

Gimes they've had lost year. they've dwinled | 9eneraly jerks. I anycose. | want oty o hove ol that aeopie e generody gaod S o aay S e why they need to login for stay on the same page;
on being positie and startec being mare | 919 9% et s = 5 e i ing re-

eing st and Sted being @ oo logih gt amtasi s purposes other than they don't like getting re
sl Changing i sametin many i ecired
Sty "‘"‘"""”“:“":"“’ e As long as the login process is as quick There is a sk of confusing The login fayer interface has a Iot of
m'h":‘ oo e e e E | wanba 52 and easy as possible, shoppers are less shoppers if they aren’t reminded positive potential as it s seen as less
o o tomestte | e fikely t why they are bei of 0. ‘thave
finalty accomplish these. gasls in 2011 e gy and continue on the site. communication is key. to worry about losing their page.
I e e e ey ety Voice of Customer Highlights
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ave 3 gasl to take more time to relax, and ram faness i ot s e o e
ot ta stress over so many things in fe. > kit op o wliiois ey
Iogos.23 7

take me toa whole new page that
1 have to waitfor to load and then

v g0 back to the page 1 was on "~
v Wyt gt The plan 510 i
Finances: Saving money ia the praary g
financia goal thared by members '
thic ioag 8

Sinless, 33 LOGIN LAYER PAGE DISLIKES
r = “ have an account... | would fke it
better if it didn't ask me if 1 would.

Enercise/Lose Welght: Many members ote Since the ke to ereate and account. *~
this a3 the ‘standard’ New Year's resalution. | el surprce, m
This includes exercising, changing eating , .1
abits, and leading & generally healthier el e,
Sestyle ecause of 3 . P
e i benes o - The Fine Print
Arusas32e, 60 Background et
S . Source: x
Needs to find out if customers find this interface for logging in easier to use; need it

%o make the login process as unabtrusive and easy as possible for the custamer.

Client is hoping to Use this login layer interface for all login functionality. Total Sample: x

Response Rate: x
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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 Sparg™ product is the most widely adopted community panel platform on the planet.

HIND OUT MORE

www.fireflysurveys.com
www.visioncritical.com

sales@fireflysurveys.com

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