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Abstract
This presentation will address the development and evaluation of an online (electronic mail-based)
group for fathers of persons with spina bifida. Material to be presented includes how the fathers'
group was developed, maintained and evaluated. Areas of difficulty and means of overcoming
barriers will be outlined and systematically discussed. Also, unique online communication among
participating fathers and outcome findings will be presented.

Proposal Description
This presentation will address the development and evaluation of an online group for fathers of
persons with spina bifida. A total of N=25 fathers participated in the online group, which was based
on an electronic mail messaging format. The group emerged from a partnership among various
service providers. Clinical experience and the literature identify limited support resources specifically
for fathers of children with chronic conditions. A network entitled, "Just for Dads", was therefore
developed. Recruitment of participating fathers followed mailed out advertisement to families. Once
registered in the online group, fathers were invited to address - via online communication - issues of
adjustment, coping and/or other topics of pertinence to participants. Network monitoring was
facilitated by a social worker. The computer network was provided and maintained by project partner,
Ability Online, a computer messaging network.
Material to be presented includes how the group was initiated, developed, maintained and evaluated.
Means of overcoming barriers for this innovative intervention will be discussed. Also, outcome
findings of the network will be presented. This includes: (1) qualitative analysis of interview data
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elicited from participants, and (2) content analysis of verbatim transcripts.
An outcome evaluation of this group is currently underway. Initial analysis of indepth interviews with
participants revealed the following themes.
1. Beneficial outcomes include increased information, support, convenience, and sense of
participant anonymity.
2. Some computer knowledge is required to successfully participate.
3. Varying interest in the network was presented, often based on topic of conversation at a given
point in time.
4. Participating fathers often had time constraints which limited group participation.
5. Despite barriers, online support for fathers was viewed as needed and helpful.
Further developed findings will be presented based on emergent data analysis (currently in progress).
In particular, preliminary transcript analysis seems to illuminate unique forms of communication and
support between the fathers in this online forum. We hypothesize that this observed pattern of online
dialogue may illuminate gendered forms or nuances of interactional support sharing that, to some
extent, may be unique among men and may be heightened by the online interface provided with this
form of computer technology. Accordingly, it appears that participants often alternated from an initial
exchange of concrete information provision and receipt to a subsequently more affective provision
and receipt of emotional support. The presentation will explore this emerging pattern and the
apparent role of the technology in contributing to these observations.
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