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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic presented unique challenges to researchers engaged in qualitative research. Such methods often
require the use of in-person methods of data collection and were greatly interrupted during this time of global emergency. Yet,
navigating this altered terrain presented opportunities to reflect on the traditional methodological landscape. In this paper, we
reflect on the use of Microsoft Teams to facilitate multiple asynchronous online focus groups. We draw on the findings from a
study of researchers focused on translational medicine, who work in disparate locations and often have conflicting schedules, to
show how the use of this approach facilitated active communication between individuals who otherwise rarely interact.
Specifically, we reflect on five ways that Microsoft Teams both enhanced and challenged traditional focus group practice. We
consider how (1) conversational sequence, (2) discussion moderation, (3) nonverbal cues, (4) supporting information, and (5)
technical competencies relate to using this approach. This results in several reflections intended to help future researchers
prepare to facilitate asynchronous online focus groups using Teams. Specifically, we highlight our experiences in terms of
participant interaction, iterative reflections, and data management. Ultimately, we argue that this approach adds an important
and powerful tool to the qualitative methodological toolkit.
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Introduction In particular, the difficulties associated with physical dis-

) tancing uniquely impacted focus groups, where insight is
The COVID-19 pgndemlc b.rought. unprecedented chal- gleaned through in-person, group interactions (Kitzinger,
lenges for scholars interested in qualitative research. Using 1994, 1995; Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999; Lindlof & Taylor,
such methods often 1nyolves mterp ersgnal interactions that 2017) that allow participants to respond to contextual issues as
were put on hf)ld.durlng .the pandemic. As sgch, the pro- they emerge (Hall et al., 2022). Such interactions were limited
vision of qualitative findings has lagged during this t'lme or impossible during the pandemic, leading many researchers
when compared o other types _Of .rese?archhl designs to conduct their focus groups online (e.g., Dodds & Hess,
(Vindrola-Padros et al., 2020). Investigating individual and 2020; Marques et al., 2021). The idea of facilitating focus

g.roup exper1e.nce.s m accor‘,l"“%ce with the hlgh standards of groups online is not new (Kalbfleisch & Eckley, 2003; Morgan
rigorous qualitative analysis is already difficult and labo- & Lobe, 2011; Williams et al, 2012), and resources are

rious, and existing challenges were exacerbated by the available for facilitating best practices in this context (Chase &

macro and micro societal changes that accompanied this Alvarez, 2000; LaForge et al, 2022). This method helps
period. For example, Tremblay et al. (2021) identified time ’ ’ B ’
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combat some barriers to traditional face-to-face focus groups
such as participant drop-out, difficulty recruiting geographi-
cally diverse participants, and personality traits like shyness
which limit participation (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2017;
Tausch & Menold, 2016; Tuttas, 2015).

Most approaches focus on synchronous online focus
groups, where the goal is to adapt the traditional in-person
approach to an online environment (Rivaz et al., 2019).
Participants interact in real time to mimic the face-to-face
environment (e.g., Lobe, 2017), and moderators facilitate
discussion as it is happening (Fox et al., 2007; Tuttas, 2015).
However, synchronous interactions may not always be fea-
sible, especially when researchers are interested in exploring
the lived experiences of diverse or hard to reach groups
(Halliday et al., 2021; Wilkerson et al., 2014). Such cir-
cumstances often necessitate the use of asynchronous online
focus groups (AOFGs; Gordon et al., 2021).

AOFGs “allow participants and researchers to read and
reply to each other’s posting at times of their own choosing”
(Rivaz et al., 2019). That is, participants do not participate in
simultaneous conversational succession. Instead, participants
break up the flow of discussion by providing responses at their
convenience. Sometimes AOFGs are also referred to as
bulletin board focus groups where participants post messages
to a “board” and can respond to one another at different times
(Cook et al.,, 2014; Krueger & Casey, 2014). However,
Rolland and Parmentier (2013) draw a distinction between
bulletin boards and AOFGs; primarily, that the former may be
open to the public, composed of a larger number of partici-
pants (e.g., 25), and participant membership may be highly
variable.

AOFGs benefit researchers by providing access to hard to
reach or geographically dispersed populations, incorporating
social technologies that many individuals regularly use as part
of their everyday lives (e.g., WhatsApp; Colom, 2022; Chen
& Neo, 2019), and integrating paralinguistic cues (e.g.,
emojis; Hayes et al., 2016) that make up the lack of nonverbal
cues in mediated spaces compared to rich, face-to-face con-
texts. Yet, AOFGs also pose unique challenges, such as the
increased need for constructive and present moderation to
continue the flow of discussion (Zwaanswijk & van Dulmen,
2014), the ability to withdraw without explanation, and less
clarity surrounding participants’ presence and attention
(Estrada-Jaramillo et al., 2022).

Accordingly, the purpose of this reflexive study is to
chronicle our experiences in using AOFGs as a methodology —
amid a global pandemic — to uniquely bring together
stakeholders from various areas of biomedical translational
research using Microsoft Teams. Our goal is to help other
qualitative scholars and practitioners who find themselves
in similarly challenging scenarios. We do this by discussing
our successes, alongside the challenges and limitations we
faced, when adapting and implementing our research
procedures using this approach. This is done by first de-
scribing the research project that drove us to AOFGs.

Second, we offer several methodological reflections illus-
trating the interaction between existing focus group pro-
cedures, and specific features in Microsoft Teams, that both
constrained and facilitated interaction in unique ways.
Finally, we provide several reflections that create a guide for
researchers conducting structured focus groups via the same
or similar platforms.

Project Context and Methodological
Considerations

The research project discussed here addresses the commu-
nication and knowledge transfer gaps that exist between actors
located at different points along the continuum of medical
translation. This type of translational research focuses on the
advancement of biomedical projects from the earliest stages of
research and development to the successful application of new
treatments and diagnostics within clinical settings (Wehling,
2015). This “bench-to-bedside” approach often depicts ac-
tivities advancing along a five-stage (T0-T4) continuum of
development and implementation (Zerhouni, 2003), where
stage TO is about basic scientific research, and stage T4 is
about using results to impact the community. We wanted to
better understand how we might improve the efficacy of
translational research between various stakeholders; including
the faculty, staff, and students who are integral to its success.

The need to consider the efficacy of translational com-
munication and knowledge transfer stems from the fact
that a significant number of translational projects never
make it to the clinic, and of those that do, it takes an average
of 15-20 years to achieve success (Ioannidis et al., 2018).
The reasons for this are not totally known, but many
speculate there is a critical communicative disconnect
happening between the relevant early-stage researchers
designing treatments, products, and technologies, and the
clinical researchers using these innovations for public good
(Anderson et al., 2019). As such, stakeholders need to better
understand one another’s needs so they can accurately
describe, explain, and understand their role in the trans-
lational process. Ideally, this knowledge can enhance the
efficiency and effectiveness of translational research
projects.

As an example, consider the educational training re-
quired for a successful career as a biomedical engineer. The
scope is broad, spanning content related to engineering,
computing, statistics, biology, and chemistry (Taktak et al.,
2019). Training happens primarily in laboratory environ-
ments that are often physically and epistemologically re-
moved from immediate healthcare contexts (Bloch, 2020).
This distance creates a knowledge transfer gap between
early-stage designers of biomedical technologies (i.e., stage
TO) and the healthcare practitioners who will one-day use
these tools to treat patients (i.e., stage T3 and T4). Thus, we
formulated research questions with the intent to bring the
spectrum of translational stakeholders into the same space
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to identify — among other things — where the breakdown of
communication often occurs during translation, what kind
of shared or competing values might result in projects
moving slowly through the translational pipeline, and how
we might be able to address these knowledge gaps through
applied instructional interventions in the future.

The use of focus groups to study researchers in healthcare
has been on the rise in recent years (Hall et al., 2022). Al-
though sometimes advocated as an approach best used to elicit
attitudes and beliefs from group members with homogenous
characteristics (i.e., similar in age, race, education; Krueger &
Casey, 2014), we believe this approach also benefits from
having some variety among members (Freeman, 2006). Since
our recruitment of participants was focused on a shared topic
(i.e., translational medicine), but our research questions were
about knowledge gaps among researchers, we felt speaking
with diverse members of a shared community would be ad-
vantageous. This type of knowledge-exploration focus group
helps advance interpretations of what is presented based on
various meanings assigned by the participants (Huston &
Hobson, 2008; Simpson & Richards, 2018). However, find-
ing a way to bring these individuals into the same space
provided two unique challenges: (1) allowing participants to
articulate experiences while also keeping them safely dis-
tanced in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and (2) re-
cruiting clinical stakeholders from a variety of specialties,
departments, and locations.'

These challenges made it difficult to accommodate par-
ticipants’ schedules in a face-to-face or synchronous focus
group setting. We decided that an asynchronous approach
would keep participants safe while also allowing clinical
stakeholders to participate at their own pace. Microsoft Teams
was chosen as the platform for conducting the focus group
because participant recruitment targeted members associated
with a single university institution which provides each person
with access to the platform. This access also suggests some
participants already have familiarity with the service. Inter-
action in Teams takes place via structured messages posted to
specific channels that can be customized to reflect different
topics. Unless specified, Teams also provides notifications to
users when group members post new messages or respond to
previously posted messages®.

To begin recruitment, a call to participate was distributed
through university listservs and contacts, which allowed
researchers to gain access to a sample of both clinical and
nonclinical stakeholders. The call for participation included
a one-page overview of the research project’, and interested
participants were able to learn more information by filling
out an online expression of interest (EOI) form which was
linked in the recruitment emails. This form featured a short
video introducing the researchers and explaining the study
in more detail, as well as several questions identifying
participants’ university status, age, race/ethnicity, gender,
and if they identified as pre-clinical researcher, a clinical
researcher, or someone who is equally both. These

demographic questions were used to screen participants so
that only those who met study criteria would be included;
those not meeting criteria were informed via the survey that
they would not hear from the researchers or be added to
Teams. Ultimately, a total of 37 people volunteered for the
study across four groups and varied by the above listed
factors (Table 1).

Each group was also scheduled to take place in se-
quential months, and participants were allowed to express
which groups were most conducive to their schedules.
Participants were informed that each asynchronous group
would last for a total of four weeks and that participation
was expected to last no more than 60 minutes per week.
Williams et al. (2012) found that AOFGs, on average, lasted
a period of four weeks, and each group had approximately
12 participants. Our examination of recent health related
AOFGs, including the study presented here, found similar
statistics (Table 2).

Notably, individuals provided their consent to participate in
the research after self-selecting to participate. A link to a
consent document was provided on the homepage of each
AOFG. Since participants were using Microsoft Teams ac-
counts managed directly by their employer (the university),
they were informed that all responses would be kept confi-
dential to the extent possible. That is, participants’ responses
would not be anonymous, and the researchers would refrain
from linking responses to individual identities.

In general, research suggests that ethical concerns in online
focus group environments closely mimic what one might
expect to find in the face-to-face setting (Rodham & Gavin,
2006). Yet, Teams provides an ethical complication because of
its direct connection to individual profiles. For the current
research, profiles were institutionally derived; accounts were
managed by the respective university. Although this helped to
enhance authenticity by verifying participants’ identities, it
necessitated extra measures in the study review process to
ensure confidentiality. Participants needed to be informed of
the extent of their confidential participation prior to beginning
the focus groups. Thus, we encourage others using Teams for
focus groups to consider such ethical questions, perhaps in
consultation with their internal review boards, prior to be-
ginning AOFGs.

After granting their consent, individuals were then sent
specific instructions including the start date of the focus
groups and a standard overview of the Teams platform pro-
vided by Microsoft. The same materials were also made
available as part of a shared file folder accessible by all
members of the group within Teams. Settings were adjusted so
that members had permission to (1) create and update their
own channels, (2) create, update, and remove tabs, (3) create,
update, and remove connectors, and (4) edit their messages.
As the primary researchers, we also retained permission to
delete all messages.

Participants were first presented with a general welcome
message reiterating the purpose of the project, providing
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Table I. Demographics for AOFGs Using Teams.

Characteristic N =37 Percentage of Group, %
University status:

Physician and/or faculty 8 22

PhD and/or MD student 18 48

Staff I 30
Type of researcher:

Clinical 7 19

Both but lean clinical 5 14

Equally both 2 6

Both but lean preclinical 5 13

Preclinical 18 48
Gender:

Female 22 59

Male I5 41
Ethnicity/Race:

Caucasian/Non-hispanic 26 69

Asian/Pacific islander 8 22

Hispanic 2 6

African American/Non-Hispanic | 3
Age (years):

20-29 14 38

30-39 13 35

4049 4 I

50-59 4 I

60+ 2 5
Table 2. Recent AOFG Projects by Group Size and Length of Study.

# Of Groups Time Per Group People Per Group Overall Size

Gordon et al., 2021 8 3—4 days ~8 66
LaForge et al., 2022 19 -3 days ~10 186
MacNamara et al., 2021 5 3—12 days 7-11 35-55
Pavi¢ et al., 2022 4 2 weeks 10 40
[This study] 4 4 weeks ~9 37

contact information for the researchers, directing them to
their first task, and thanking them for their time and effort.
Then, on Monday mornings at the beginning of each week,
one of the primary researchers posted a guiding question as
part of a channel named after the response week (i.e., Week
I). Initial prompt and probes were pre-planned and de-
signed to elicit experiences and perspectives from the
different members taking part in the research (Table 3).
They were also based on the research questions guiding the
primary study.

However, researchers also probed responses further by
asking for clarification or posing new questions for the
group to consider as they organically grew from the con-
versation taking place (e.g., “the response below also has
me pondering mentorship as a potential strategy to build

important cross-disciplinary connections. Do any of you
have experience related to mentoring programs that could
expose learners, students, or researchers to translation as a
process?”). Given that participants were not asked to spend
more than 1 hour per week on the platform, the researchers
ranged in the frequency of their moderation, typically
completing 1-3 posts per day. Additionally, researchers
conjointly served as moderators, responding when conve-
nient to their complementing daily schedules. Towards the
end of each week, a pre-planned summary question was
posted so the group could highlight the key contributions
across the discussion. This process was repeated each week
on a new channel, and participants were informed that they
were free to contribute to any of the previous weeks’
discussions.
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Table 3. Questions, Prompts and Probes for AOFGs With Translational Researchers.

Research Questions for Asynchronous Focus Groups

I. How do Pre-clinical and Clinical Stakeholders Communicate About Their Research With Each Other?

2. What Knowledge gaps Exist Between Stakeholders Based on Their Views About Translation?

3. How Might Knowledge Gaps be Bridged Between Translational Stakeholders?

Explain a little bit about who you are and what you do. Why do you describe yourself as someone who does pre-clinical,

between researchers. What kinds of strategies would make translation a more efficient process/help solve problems

Week | Prompt
clinical, or both types of research?
Probe <+ Get more details about what defines “pre-clinical” from “clinical”
* clarify what makes their research a particular “type” (i.e., implementation vs. dissemination; basic science vs.
exploratory)
Prompt What surprised you about others’ responsibilities, interests, or approaches?
Mid- Probe < Explore their labels; “clinical” or “pre-clinical” or “basic” and so on
week
* Synthesize definitions and get feedback; begin to highlight translation
End-
week
Week 2 Prompt How would you define what translation is?
Probe « Where/how did they learn definitions? Class? Practice! Funders?
Mid- Prompt Follow-up on any mentions of translation as “cyclical” or a “2-way” process
week
Probe « Do organizations talk about it this way? How differ from linear view?
* Explore answers to understand how think about this term/process
* Synthesize and ask for any feedback, if necessary
End-
week
Week 3 Prompt Can you share some stories of when you have seen, experienced, or heard of research being successfully translated?
Probe « Ask about what makes certain projects unsuccessful (if not obvious)
Mid- Prompt Does anyone have examples of research being unsuccessfully translated? Any personal experiences of breakdowns in the
week process!
Probe ¢ Discuss any education-related topics (e.g., training; course work)
* Discuss any breakdown between pre-clinical and clinical workers
* Synthesize and ask for any feedback, if necessary
End-
week
Week 4 Prompt As we conclude, we want to gauge your perspectives surrounding potential education approaches to help bridge gaps
you've faced?
Probe * Get as much detail/insight from specific ideas/examples mentioned
Prompt Summarize trends of what is suggested. Ask for feedback/clarification
Probe < Ask if think educational interventions might help; specify mentorship
Mid- Prompt Ask for feedback about how this study was conducted. Thank participants for their time
week
Inform participants that follow-up email will come in the next 1-2 days about participant payments
End-
week

Results and Methodological Observations

In this next section, we reflect on this methodological process
to compare the ways in which the specific features and af-
fordances of Microsoft Teams both bolstered best practices
and presented unique challenges. We highlight 5 key con-
siderations for researchers interested in using Microsoft Teams
for qualitative data collection.

Non-Linear Conversational Sequence

The most notable difference between conducting the focus
groups via Microsoft Teams, versus traditional in-person focus
groups, was the overall conversation sequence. Specifically,
Teams allowed participants to freely move back and forth
between channels, threads, and questions. This reflects the
general flexibility that comes with a virtual environment
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(Marques et al., 2021) and contributes to lower drop-out rate
(Halliday et al., 2021). Our study experienced a 5% drop-out
rate, which is significantly lower than traditional face-to-face
focus groups that experience a drop-out rate up to 50%
(Tausch & Menold, 2016). The permanence of the asyn-
chronous written medium as a facilitator for interaction meant
that conversation did not flow linearly (Estrada-Jaramillo
et al., 2022).

Non-linear discussion provides many benefits for partici-
pants. It provides time for individuals to reflect on their re-
sponses and to compose and edit their thoughts (Jones et al.,
2022; Reisner et al., 2018; Skelton et al., 2018). For example,
as noted, several participants took opportunities to revisit
questions from previous channels as the conversation moved
forward into new weeks. Participants also often found
themselves navigating multiple nuanced ideas at once within
the same channel. Non-linearity gives participants the chance
to engage in overlapping discussions in a multi-layered
manner (Colom, 2022; MacNamara et al., 2021). This se-
quencing also helps combat the traditional challenge of
navigating overly dominating focus group participants
(Smithson, 2000) and encourages greater self-disclosure
among more reserved participants (Williams et al., 2012).
Although non-linear conversational sequencing is beneficial
in that it allows participants additional time to compose their
thoughts and articulate their experiences, generating a plu-
rality of rich insights, it also produced three distinct challenges
when using the Teams platform.

First, the shift away from the linear flow of discussion
likely made it difficult for participants to follow multiple lines
of questioning or thinking at once in Teams. Even though the
Teams interface does provide each post with a specific marker
including both the time and date, responses are threaded into
specific groupings; new conversational threads and the posted
replies would then be grouped chronologically by Teams. This
means that a question originally posted by one of the re-
searchers early in the week might look like it has been pre-
sented affer a question from a later date. Figure 1 provides an
illustration of this discrepancy.

Although the original question was posed on January
30", Teams chronologically ordered this post to appear
under the heading February 7™ because the most recent
participant post within the thread occurred on that date. In
contrast, the post above, which one would logically expect
to have occurred earlier in the week, was presented to
participants on February 5.

Second, conversation was interrupted due to spatial con-
straints occurring as a result of the position of an individual’s
Teams interface. Specifically, depending on how a participant
constructed the size of their Teams platform (i.e., full screen,
half screen, etc.), longer messages were not completely pre-
sented when reading through responses. Participants were
forced to click a specific button to gain access to an entire
response, adding a required, actionable step to simply read a
whole response. It stands to reason that many individuals did

not access (or subsequently respond) to an individual’s entire
logic or reasoning because they did not take the extra step to
visualize the entire response. This process is illustrated
through the Collapse all and See more buttons in Figure 2.

Third, apart from constraining the flow of the discussion,
this format also made it increasingly difficult to export data for
analysis. On one hand, Teams as a written medium saved time
by negating the need to transcribe qualitative data (Reisner
etal., 2018). On the other hand, it was difficult to organize the
data in its original, sequential format. Since participant in-
teraction and our subsequent probes stemmed from previous
responses, we felt it was important that the data be analyzed in
accordance with the linear flow of conversation to each
question, as this would allow us to determine how responses
connected or contrasted with one another. We were forced to
cut, copy, and paste responses across all four weeks of each
focus group in order to reorganize the data chronologically
from start to finish. Comparatively, an in-person focus group is
typically audio or video-recorded, with responses and tran-
scriptions clearly following a linear pattern of discussion
without overlap (in terms of questions, not voices).

Reflexive Discussion Moderation

The method that Teams uses to organize individual discus-
sions also contrasted with traditional, in-person focus groups
by allowing us to moderate the discussion with more preci-
sion, flexibility, and coordination. Well moderated discussion
is a critical factor in fostering higher engagement among
participants (Tuttas, 2015). Although some argue that in-
person focus groups allow for more spontaneous question
asking (LaForge et al., 2022), we believe AOFGs present the
best of both approaches; fixed prompts to begin, but careful
reflection for probe development along the way. Yet, re-
directing participants going off topic was a challenge
(LaForge et al., 2022) and took more time to navigate in an
asynchronous environment. Ultimately, we worked collabo-
ratively to synthesize responses throughout the week and to
ask follow-up questions encouraging participants to elaborate
further.

Scholars focused on AOFGs often comment on the re-
flexive benefits of adopting an asynchronous approach to
focus groups (Hall et al., 2022; MacNamara et al., 2021; Pavi¢
et al.,, 2022). Very few, however, comment on how this
modality benefits the moderators. Like participants, we were
able to take time to reflect on our responses and questions, to
engage with outside information that informed our responses
in ways we may not have known before, and to summarize
connected ideas across multiple posts. This provided us time
to reflect on participant responses and to formulate follow-up
posts which sought to clarify participant meanings and de-
crease the chance of misinterpretation (Williams et al., 2012).

On the surface, this may not seem entirely different from
the probing that takes place in a face-to-face focus group.
However, much of the planning and management of the
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As we come to the end of the first week, | - like
responses and reactions to the comments. To summarize this initial conversation, can you
point to some of the things about the group members' responsibilities, research interests, or
approaches to translation that surprised you or that you didn't know before?

Please begin by explaining a little bit about who you are and what you do.

As people introduce themselves, | think it's interesting to see when folks make a distinction
between doing "clinical research” and doing other kinds of research. For instance,
expresses an interest in the "translational aspect" of parasitology-based diseases, and
also expresses an interest in "translational research". How would you describe

- am curious about your

Figure I. lllustration of non-linear conversational sequence.

| think of translational resear

From what | gather in the Week 1 channel responses, it sounds like most everyone thinks translation is important, whether or not
what you do right now is directly translational. Some of you hinted at this question through your introductions and the ensuing
conversations, but I'd like to ask it more directly to start this week: How would you define what translation is?

as having multiple "steps” but must include patients/subjects on some level. | view it as the
process of taking findings from basic research and applying them to better understand the biology (all disciplines so could

Figure 2. Example of disruption to the conversational sequence in the form of restricted content.

questions posed to participants took place outside of the
Teams platform. That is, we met once or twice a week to
discuss responses and collaboratively decide which direction
we wanted to steer the conversation. In some way, this allowed
us to analyze responses in real time in relation to our research
questions and interests; we used the flexibility of the focus
group to derive meaning and insight from the participants’
responses that then drove future questions. Reflecting before
actively moderating also felt like we were more active
members in the “co-creation of knowledge” (Rolland &
Parmentier, 2013). This supports the finding that AOFGs
allow for a greater “co-research” process than other traditional
focus group methods. Talking about different participant re-
sponses also helped us conjointly make sense of the data in a

way that would not be possible during an in-person focus
group, without a break or rest period, where researchers could
talk freely without the presence of the participants. For us, this
process felt like an integral part of the research process,
functioning much like an ongoing analytic journal or series of
memos that impacted the research in a more direct and
granular manner.

Nonverbal Cues and Immediacy

Third, we wanted to create emotional connections with the
participants and the content given the lack of nonverbal
physical cues when using the Teams platform. Given the
nature of this modality, the richness of data gained from
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observing physical interactions removes a key strength of
using in-person focus groups (Short et al., 1976) and when
conducting online focus groups using video (Seitz, 2016).
Nonverbal components like participants’ facial expressions,
tone of voice, gestures, and body language, to name a few,
were no longer present to complement participants’ verbal
communication behavior. These elements are important in
traditional focus groups to help participants become com-
fortable with one another, ideally leading them to share more
honest responses and build rapport (Archibald et al., 2019).
Walther’s (1992) social information processing (SIP) frame-
work supports this perspective, positing that individuals adjust
their communication behavior in online spaces by using a
variety of cues (like emojis) in place of the traditional non-
verbal cues often present in face-to-face interactions. In this
case, everyone in the focus group — including us — used a
variety of other platform affordances to fill this void (Estrada-
Jaramillo et al., 2022). Such affordances help make up for the
absences of physical expressions (Rolland & Parmentier,
2013) and demonstrate how this unique qualitative method
has its own advantages (Graffigna & Bosio, 2006). There are
four specific features that we found particularly important:
emojis, tagging, chronemics, and profiles.

To start, Teams allowed participants to express their re-
actions to different responses in the form of emojis. These
paralinguistic cues reinforced — in a virtual setting — how
participants might have reacted in a face-to-face setting (see
Figure 3).

Moreover, responses that garnered more emojis may have
led participants to believe that these posts were particularly
insightful or impactful. Another feature that uniquely func-
tioned to help us conduct the focus group was tagging. Like
directly asking a person a question, we were able to tag
specific individuals in questions or replies to get their attention
and demonstrate that we wanted their input. Teams would then
send a notification to this individual letting them know that
someone had explicitly mentioned them in a post. For ex-
ample, Figure 4 demonstrates a single post by one of the
researchers that directly tagged 4 different individuals.
Questions were tailored based on their individual responses
and they were simultaneously prompted to contribute to the

conversation. We also had the ability to tag the group in
general in order to get everyone’s attention and ensure that an
important question was not overlooked.

Third, chronemics functioned as a nonverbal cue illus-
trating interest and affect for particular responses. We were
able to concretely decipher when individuals posted their
responses (throughout the week or concentrated at a specific
time) to give us a sense of their total contributions; and given
that contributions were expected to take up to 60 minutes total
per week, individuals who responded quickly to others po-
tentially signaled their interest or connection to a specific
topic. We used these as opportunities to quickly probe an
individual who may be more willing to discuss their per-
spectives or offer information. Finally, Teams automatically
provided links to profiles of each participant, allowing others
access to vital personal information not typically shared
during traditional focus groups. These profiles potentially
included pictures, job titles and descriptions, office locations,
email address, phone numbers, and supervisor names. This
presented an important trade-off between utilizing this in-
formation to create more immediacy between participants and
protecting their identifying information.

Supporting Information

The fourth consideration was related to the variety of sup-
porting material and insight that participants were able to
provide as part of their ongoing interactions. As noted, we
were able to take additional time to discuss participants’ re-
sponses. The asynchronous nature of the group also allowed
us to research, decipher, or learn about insights provided by
participants that may have initially been unfamiliar to us.
Likewise, compared to traditional focus groups, participants
had opportunities to enhance their responses by providing
links to outside information, source material from their re-
spective departments, clarifying materials, updates, or per-
sonal connections (see Figure 5).

In general, research concerning the use of online focus
groups contends that the confent generated in both in-person
and online spaces is relatively similar (Jones et al., 2022;
Reisner et al., 2018). However, the format in which this

31 PM

| agree that education about multiple disciplines is an excellent curriculum requirement for research focused individuals. For
example, a lot of the translation won't happen with a physician. It may happen with those who have a greater amount of
direct interactions with patients (time-wise alone). Again, not to sound like a broken record and fully recognizing my bias
here, allied healthcare (nursing, athletic training, physical therapy, speech language pathology, etc.) are often the endpoint
translation. However, many researchers focus on the physician alone. So recognizing the clinical diversity present, along
with the value of those different specialty, may be a partial incentive itself. Like

clinic, what issues the clinic is facing, what improvements clinicians and patients feel they need, etc. is an excellent question
generation! And this is another way | feel we can shorten the bridge and improve the relationships between clinicians and
researchers. | think that relationship is often under appreciated.

said, seeing what isn't working in the

Figure 3. Demonstration of the paralinguistic affordances present with the platform.
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5/18/22 PM

is preclinical and what is clinical...

preclinical? What did you preclinical work look like?

5/18/2 27 PM

Hi everyone! Good to meet you all here virtually. I'd like to ask some questions about where you draw that line between what

It sounds like you are going with the label of preclinical because you're mostly focused on animal
models - would that be a good way to characterize that? But ideally, your group is hoping that drug delivery system will be

used clinically, right? If so, is having the intention to use something clinically not enough to label something as clinical? What
would have to change (just in your opinion) for this to be considered clinical research?

That sounds like really interesting research! Just curious, but would your project moving into in vivo studies
in anyway change how you would classify this research? Or do you still place this firmly in the preclinical family of things at
that stage? Or would that label of 'basic science' actually be a better way to describe your work?

Congratulations on your residency! And thank you for taking some of your pre-residency time to speak with us.
I'm assuming your categorization of moving from preclinical to clinical is because you'll have more time with patients, is that
right? Was there any work you've done up to this peint which you think could be classified as having been more clinical than

Thanks for going us! Could you describe a bit more about what's been involved with the data collection?
Specifically, I'm just curious to know what about it makes it 'clinical' research?

Happy to be a part of this! Transition from preclinical to clinical (tier0 to 1+) for me has always been blurry,
especially as an MDPhD. My preclinical work was studying an investigational drug in a mouse model of disease. When
talking with basic scientists and even some clinicians, that was seen more as basic than translational, even though there was
a clear path to the clinic. | also did some outcomes based research with EHR data as a more clinical project. In my mind, the

Figure 4. Demonstration of conversational probes.

5/25/22 11:48 AM

| also think translation bridges the gap between basic research and clinical research. More like the discoveries that are made
in basic science are converted to results that will benefit humans. Through preclinical studies, animal research, etc, we'll be
able to know how applicable it can be for humans. This link has more explanation to

Translational Research — Defining the "T's" | Translational Cancer Research Network
Translational PipelineFigure 1 below is the agreed model of translational research for the Cancer Institute NSW-
funded Translational Cancer Research Centres and Units. This model focuses on the tra...

Figure 5. Example of supplementary link sharing.

information is presented may indeed differ depending on the
medium and context (Woodyatt et al., 2016). For example,
after being asked to expand upon their definition of the stages
of clinical and preclinical research, one participant provided a
direct citation to the journal article that influenced her per-
spective (i.e., Khoury et al., 2010). In another instance, a
discussion of how funding agencies view the process of
translation resulted in one participant sharing examples of
successful grant submissions with another researcher (see
Figure 6).

Other cases involved faculty members sharing hyperlinks
to the homepage of their respective research labs, allowing
other participants to further explore their research interests and
expertise. Ultimately, it is the asynchronous nature which
enables this richness and depth of the knowledge to be shared.

Although sharing information is feasible within traditional
focus groups (e.g., sharing contact information, emailing

relevant links), we found that the nature of the platform al-
lowed for resources to be shared with more efficiency
(Woodyatt et al., 2016). Instead of making a personal note to
share examples of successful grant submissions with another
participant at the conclusion of the focus group (which could
easily be overlooked, forgotten, or delivered after long
stretches of time), participants were able to provide these
resources quickly and easily during conversations in ways that
potentially shaped future interactions. The resources were
available to all members of the focus group to access, and
participants were likely able to build interpersonal connec-
tions more quickly than in a physical space (Rolland &
Parmentier, 2013), and for some, gain a greater source of
empowerment (Hall et al., 2022). Sharing outside information
has also been found to provide a richer data set for later
analysis (Gordon et al., 2021; Halliday et al., 2021; Roberts
etal., 2021). The platform’s ability to support efficient sharing
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their applications ( )

. 2/24[22 5:03 PM

E pdf

Hi , that would be great! Grant writing is such a craft and it's always helpful to see how others have constructed

- here are two. Let me know how | can help.

PS Everybody on the group is welcome to read these (if you are very bored) but please don't share them further.

ﬁ pdf

Figure 6. Secondary example of resource sharing.

of resources, combined with participants’ ability to look up
additional information and post it for others to see, shifted how
conversation ensued and provided greater depth to the data
analysis process.

Technical Competence

The final consideration was related to both the researchers’
and the participants’ technical competence working with
Teams. Navigating the technical difficulties associated with
any type of virtual research modality is well documented
(Halliday et al., 2021; LaForge et al., 2022; Marques et al.,
2021). Using technological interventions for synchronous or
asynchronous focus groups may limit the access of some
participants (LaForge et al., 2022), prove difficult for older
individuals to learn new functionality (Gordon et al., 2021),
and pose a challenge for those with poorer typing efficacy.
One way we attempted to manage these challenges was by
choosing to use Teams.

Specifically, faculty, students, and staff at the university
where the research was conducted have access to the Mi-
crosoft 365 suite of products, which includes the Teams
platform. As such, we felt it would be more appropriate to
conduct the focus groups here, rather than asking all parties to
potentially learn and utilize an entirely new virtual space. For
us, this involved strategizing over the most effective ways to
recruit, assign, and interact with participants over the specified
time period. It also raised important questions about how the
virtual space should be organized in order to maximize the
potential for discussion. Although we were both familiar with
Teams, we still experienced a learning curve in our efforts to
use it in this new capacity and for this specific purpose (Bolin
et al., 2023).

As far as participants, we experienced varying levels of
familiarity and usability when it came to the platform. It is
likely that some individuals used Teams regularly and felt
comfortable navigating through the interface. At the same
time, some individuals expressed interest in the study but also
frustration at their inability to participate. We highlight two
specific examples. At the beginning of a focus group, one

59 year-old individual contacted us directly through email to
ask for guidance, stating: “I am not super familiar with Teams
so may be unfamiliar so if you want my participation I need
more direction and clarity.” We extended several accommo-
dations to this individual, including the opportunity to con-
verse directly with us via email instead of participating in the
group. However, participation was ultimately sparse. In an-
other instance, at the end of the focus group, one 62 year-old
participant remarked in an email to the researchers:

The reason that my participation was so light was due to my lack
of familiarity with Microsoft Teams. In addition, I cannot see how
virtual meetings are effective. It would have been ideal if just one
time the group could have met in person. I have much experience
related to translational studies but did not find Teams to be an
appropriate application in which to communicate my experiences
and conclusions.

Clearly, different experiences and expectations from the
participants regarding their comfort level with Teams, as well
as with the general usability of the platform (Im & Chee,
2012), influenced participants’ relative abilities to contribute
to the discussion.

Discussion and Reflection

The project in question sought to create a shared space for
translational stakeholders to discuss their knowledge of re-
lated processes. These individuals — while often physically,
socially, and organizationally peripheral to one another — have
intertwined roles that conjointly influence the public-facing
success of biomedical research projects. Our questions were
designed to assess the knowledge transfer gaps that occur
between these researchers as projects are moving across
translational stages, including where communication breaks
down, how opposing beliefs inhibit projects from developing
quickly, and how educational interventions might prepare both
groups to navigate this process more efficiently in the future.

The major challenges associated with the project involved
(1) ensuring participant safety during the ongoing COVID-19
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pandemic and (2) respecting the time and availability of
difficult to reach populations. Thus, the success of the project
depended on how well Teams allowed translational stake-
holders to interact, tell stories, and create shared meaning
regarding their differing experiences and perspectives. In lieu
of our observations about how Teams facilitated these inter-
actions, we reflect on our practices and offer implications for
researchers considering the use of Teams (or similar plat-
forms) for asynchronous online focus group discussions.
Namely, our perspective offers a rich description of the way
Teams exerted a unique influence on how interaction occurred
between participants, how those interactions could be in-
terpreted during discussions, and how the data could be ex-
ported for future analysis.

Interaction

Discontinuities in conversational flow (i.e., delays in posts by
group members) and the presence of multiple, simultaneous
conversations make it challenging for researchers to recreate
the flow of AOFG interactions. Questions designed to illu-
minate participants’ experiences relative to a specified topic
(i.e., translational research) occur among a variety of side
conversations, technical knowledge, and other discordant
background features. As such, Estrada-Jaramillo et al. (2022)
argued that the nature of the AOFG itself raises the possibility
of “rethinking what counts as insightful reading” among
participants and for the researchers (p. 14). For example,
although the AOFG allowed participants to share resources
directly and efficiently, this often occurred through conver-
sations that were tangential to the main topic or probe.

In the case of Teams, this was further complicated by the
platform’s inherent grouping of conversations by topic rather
than sequential date and through limitations on how much of a
participant’s response was visible to a reader. This functional
noise raises the possibility that individual responses were not
fully read or seen prior to offering a response (something we
deem as akin to dealing with a lack of comprehension due to
auditory noise in a face-to-face focus group). The platform
may be dictating what counts as insightful for participants and
their subsequent responses by reorganizing conversations or
forcing them to take additional steps to access information,
troubling how interactions may play out among displaced
groups attempting to make sense of disparate experiences.

Therefore, to avoid confusion, we encourage researchers to
strategically plan their procedures ahead of time based on the
anticipated affordances provided to them by their chosen
platform. It is important for researchers to take time to get to
know their platforms intimately prior to engaging in the re-
search. Doing so will allow them to anticipate and trouble-
shoot participant problems, as well as recognize how specific
features of the platform can be leveraged to generate unique
data (e.g., sorting Teams into weekly channels to organize
interactions into manageable segments). Likewise, unlike
other platforms like WhatsApp that may be far more common,

or even ubiquitous to people’s daily communicative behaviors
(Neo et al., 2022), individuals may be less familiar with
Microsoft Teams in general. In our case, despite the platform
being managed by the participants’ employer, many indi-
viduals expressed difficulty navigating the platform’s affor-
dances. Given that these affordances subsequently play a role
in facilitating individual contributions, as well as potentially
influencing content deemed insightful or important, perhaps
researchers should have contingency plans for individuals
who are not comfortable using the chosen platform or tech-
nology. It may be helpful for researchers to get in front of
potential problems by providing extra resources or instruc-
tions for taking part in the discussion. Moreover, because of
the permanence of the asynchronous design, these materials
should be kept accessible throughout the entirety of the re-
search. Other efforts to ensure accessibility could include
different options to facilitate participation (e.g., allowing
participants to email responses, record videos, or submit voice
recordings) or conducting screening based on comfort levels
prior to enrollment in the study (i.e., perhaps researchers
decide not to allow participation if individuals express am-
biguity or uneasiness at using the technology).

Ongoing Interpretation

Yet, even though the platform’s affordances may directly
impact how participants interact throughout the focus groups,
we also see the non-linearity of the AOFG conversation as an
epistemological benefit when it comes to interpretation.
AOFGs have dramatic implications for reflexivity in that they
give researchers time to deliberate upon and make sense of
participants’ responses while data is being collected. This
ultimately resulted in greater critical thinking about responses
and the potential directions that future probing prompts
needed to generate richer responses (Skelton et al., 2018). As
noted, we were able to convene outside of Teams to discuss
responses, adjust questions, and decide on new directions
during data collection. This ability is unique to the AOFG
format, and it functions analogously to a qualitative memo that
can be used to triangulate data or to account for researcher
biases in the interpretation of the results. If engaging in this
process of ongoing reflection, we encourage others to track
their conversations and keep note of the shifts in the research
plan as a form of qualitative data checking which can then be
used to promote trustworthiness in the methods section of an
article.

Iterative reflection can also be accomplished through
specific and strategic opportunities for researchers and par-
ticipants to summarize and synthesize responses. In promoting
increased quantity of communication that is simultaneously
occurring throughout the group (amongst other technological
factors), participants can suffer from a lack of quality re-
sponses (e.g., Chen & Neo, 2019). To mitigate this threat,
researchers can take time to summarize ongoing conversations
to ensure they are accurately interpreting participants’
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responses. Likewise, researchers can ask participants to
discuss their individual takeaways to highlight main ideas
and experiences. For example, at the end of the first week,
once participants had provided their personal conceptual-
izations of translation, participants were explicitly asked to
reflect on the variety of responses: “I’d also love to know -
as a response to this thread - if there were any things that
stood out to you this week about definitions of pre-clinical
and clinical research that your colleagues have provided.”
As such, this practice of ongoing reflection lessens the
chance that an engaged researcher may misinterpret a
participants’ experience or meaning (Williams et al., 2012).

As a third type of qualitative check, responses can be
complemented through the collection of different types of
data (Gordon et al., 2021). Particularly, AOFG research has
extensively documented how participants use features like
emojis, likes, tagging, chronemics, punctuation, and mis-
spelling to make up for the cues filtered out by the online
medium (e.g., Colom, 2022). In the context of the present
study, it was unclear whether posts accompanied by greater
paralinguistic cues were more popular or influential than
other posts. Instead, the cues provide greater context sur-
rounding the group tone, discussion, and rapport. Leveraging
the technological affordances to develop a positive climate
should lead to new potential sources of data that paint a richer
picture of the participants’ experiences (Kaufmann et al.,
2016).

Data Management

Despite the advantage posed by Teams as a text-based group
that removes the need for transcription when managing data
(Jones et al., 2022), the platform complicates the extrap-
olation of participant data into qualitative analysis software
(or other relevant programs). Given that conversations
across the platform are not aggregated linearly, moving the
transcribed data from Teams into a separate program be-
comes a major task if one waits until the conclusion of the
group, especially if the sequence of conversation matters for
the chosen data analytic method (e.g., thematic analysis,
grounded theory). For the present study, we were forced to
sequentially reconstruct the flow of the group interaction by
moving around conversational threads like pieces of a
puzzle. As such, this process opens the door for researchers
to directly influence how the data is analyzed; lived ex-
periences can be misinterpreted due to errors in sequencing
that occur when exporting data from Teams. For example, in
our case, group composition was central to the questions
being posed in the research. Without a mixture of clinical
and preclinical researchers, or faculty, staff, and students,
the quality of the data would have suffered. Moreover,
composition may have direct effects on data quality through
the limits it poses on participation; power dynamics may
have impacted the nature of responses (e.g., students or staff
may not want to question the definition of translation

provided by a faculty member). If care is not taken to
preserve interactions and reconstruct them in an appropriate
manner, these conversational nuances and their importance
may be overlooked.

To combat this issue, we suggest that researchers using
Teams for AOFGs avoid waiting until the completion of the
focus group to export their data. Establishing guidelines early
in the research process for when data will be exported and
following those guidelines on a regular basis will help to
ensure the data to be analyzed matches the data generated
during the groups. In our example, exporting data each week —
as opposed to waiting until the end of four weeks — would have
saved time and energy that could have instead been put to-
wards actual analysis.

Conclusion

Based on our experience, Teams can be used to successfully
connect various groups who rarely share the same space in
the daily life. Additionally, responses provided through this
platform produced rich data and insight (Gordon et al.,
2021). The uniqueness of the method for producing such
data stems from the asynchronous format and the nuanced
features of Microsoft Teams as an AOFG platform. Our
mental roadmap for ensuring effectiveness in this space
centers on capitalizing on the resources and affordances
offered by the service. Researchers who acutely consider
both the strengths and weakness of the platform in con-
junction with the research questions, sample, and desired
data analytic method should be primed for a successful
project. The general stages of this reflection include famil-
iarizing oneself with the features of the platform, evaluating
the potential impact of group composition relative to the
research questions, assessing the need for participant con-
fidentiality or anonymity, using the platform’s features to
structure a potential discussion (e.g., channels, threads),
judging participants’ technological competence, construct-
ing an open and supportive atmosphere, practicing ongoing
reflection, collecting multiple forms of data where possible,
clarifying information for both participants and researchers,
and performing timely data management.

We are confident that this form of qualitative data collection
can function as an appropriate and valid tool for generating
focus group-equivalent insights (Lobe et al., 2020). However,
we also recognize the uniqueness of the research questions
driving the use of the platform. We want to be clear — we are
not discouraging the use of traditional in-person focus group
formats; these methods are obviously still extremely valuable
for collective discussion, decision making, and deliberation.
We believe AOFGs add a viable option to the qualitative
methodological toolkit. We hope that this piece (1) provides a
guide for researchers conducting similar work and (2) sparks a
larger conversation about best practices for asynchronous
online focus group data collection when physical interaction is
not possible or appropriate.
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Notes

1. Recruitment of physicians for qualitative studies is a known
challenge for social science researchers. See: Asch et al., 2000;
Krebs et al., 2021

2. For a more in-depth overview of the Microsoft Teams in-
terface, we recommend consulting the official documentation
at https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoftteams/teams-
overview

3. For context, the one-page overview sent to participants is available
as a supplementary document here: https://osf.io/4zsek/?view
only=4ed72eaf842e4ad2ad827b2d821b534c
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