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This presentation is based on a project which the 
main objective was the construction of a 
Portuguese mutual help on-line Forum which the 
underline subject is mental health. 

The foremost characteristic of this Project is the 
use of a collaborative research approach. This is 
important because it gives voice to the 
community that is being worked on, or should I 
say work with, and also because of the fact that 
it is a research-action Project, since not only 
there’s a study occurring, but also a new 
community is being built. This way of working 
allows for research (example: to know what 
occurs during the construction, and in the future 
what are the outcomes of a online mutual help 
forum), education (in this case training in the 
computer science area and deeper knowledge of 
mutual help and online forums) and last but least 
action since we are building and changing a 
community. There are important concepts such 
as reciprocity which underlines the fact that 
everyone had something to gain when working 
together. Since reciprocity was the basis of this 
forum but the facilitator had to be aware and be 
sensible about each person’s opinions, ideas, 
feelings, and so on. Another important concept 
is the sense of shared responsibility in the 
outcomes which in turn will allow for 
sustainability, because decisions are made 
together and the project belongs to everyone, it 
allows for a continuance of the project. 

To understand the processes that occurred 
during Project “Online Forum for Mutual Help” 
an analysis of the on-going relationships that 
took place during the construction of the forum 
was made. The analysis was made through the 
narratives transmitted by the participants and 

that emerged from the investigator/ facilitator. 

The research was implemented in Portugal, in 
the Association for the Psychosocial Study and 
Development (AEIPS), specifically with 6 
elements of the Empowerment and Mutual Help 
Center (CEAM). This group was made up by 3 
women and 3 men who rotate in their presence 
during the construction of the forum. Some were 
literate in the computer science from a user’s 
standpoint (working with Word, Outlook), 
others had a deeper knowledge. 

During this research the data was registered 
during the Project implementation through 
Formal meetings, Informal meetings, 
Construction meetings, Training, a focus group 
(future) and Facilitator’s Personal Registry. 

During the first formal meeting there was a 
presentation of a research already made in an 
online forum of mutual help. During which 
characteristics of mutual help online were stated, 
as for the advantages and disadvantages of the 
internet among other charateristics. After this 
presentation a decision was made on what was 
going to be done (forum vs chat vs blog vs 
website). In a second meeting examples of 
online forums were showed and how and where 
to construct them. 

The informal meetings were used to build a 
closer relationship with the research group 
members in order to have a thrust basis and 
facilitate communication. Also more practical 
aspects were decided such as Steps for Research 
(timetable), forum’s implementation and 
Decision making and problem solving (e.g. 
titles, what was going to be discussed, what 
could or not be done, and so on). 
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During the forum construction again the main 
areas approached were Decision-making and 
problem solving, but above all Training. The 
members of the research group had a hands-on 
approach which meant that they built the forum 
and the facilitator was there to assist on any 
doubts or difficulties that might come up (e.g. 
how to give and take privileges to future forum 
users). This was done in order to develop 
autonomy in the group in work with the online 
forum. 

• Focus group will be done where these 
and other issues will be discussed  

• How do you fell about what was done? 
• ���Changes for the present? 
• ���Now that there is a forum what do you 

believe it is for? 
• What is expected for the future? (e.g. 

consequences of the forum) 

A personal registry was made where my feelings 
during this whole process were written. These 
feelings were stress about time management, 
since this is a study for my Master thesis, 
awareness since attention to conflicts that 
occurred in the group due to discrepancy of 
opinions were important. Also personal feelings 
on how to combine study, work and group 
elements came up. 

Some of preliminary conclusions on 
collaborative research and the construction 
process of the forum were possible to be drawn 
in this phase. Collaborative research is an 
empowerment process where there are active 
participants. The participants are experts and 
knowledgeable and gave the community’s 
standpoint and incorporated the perspectives of 
the real community on the online community. 
Ideas of how to establish a pre-set plan were 
proven not to be possible because the methods 

and decision making that emerged from the 
research process. Also there was the need to be 
aware of any personal agendas from the 
participants that may subvert the research-
action, since leadership and control over the 
online forum were some of the issues that rouse. 

Also during the process of construction there 
some questions that raised to which was given 
special attention. In all relationships in the group 
between members are of great importance since 
they will have impact in how each step of the 
research will occur. Has it was previously 
referred there was the need to be aware of 
personal problems and leadership issues which 
have to be taken into account during the 
Project’s process. Also since this research was 
deeply linked to computer knowledge, an 
assessment of each member’s capacity was 
made in order to insure that everyone was 
grasping/ understanding what was going 
happening in the forum. 

One of the most important issues was the 
proximity to group, there was the need to be 
near to the group since it made it easier to set 
appointments/ group meetings, maintain the 
established timetable and to keep a open 
communication. When a physical separation 
occurred the project stagnated. 

When the investigators/ facilitators steps away 
from a Project, he/she leaves with hope, I hope 
that the forum will serve to exchange knowledge 
and experience, raising awareness about other 
realities (not only in Portugal) and most of all 
friendship for people who have mental health 
issues, since this is a strong form of support But 
I do not forget the warning that there are some 
disadvantages in using the internet that should 
be prevented.

 
 


