Secular and Religious Eating Disorders Support Group Data

Overview

The data are from two Internet self-help groups for people with eating disorders. These are email-based Internet groups in which people discuss topics of shared interest and provide mutual support and encouragement. The groups are first created by one person, who generally goes on to serve as the moderator. These groups are free of charge and voluntary, and many members prefer to read the posted email messages without posting messages themselves.

The data are from Yahoo! Groups, which at the time the data was collected in 2006-7 was one of the largest web sites for Iinternet social groups, including thousands of self-help, hobby, and other social and professional groups. The postings of on-line groups such as these have been used as data by social scientists for over a decade, most notably in studies of on-line support groups by sociologists of health and illness and in studies of occupational groups.

To protect the anonymity of the groups’ members we use the pseudonyms Secular Eating Disorders (SED) support group and Religious Eating Disorders (RED) support group. SED has no religious identity or affiliation while RED was created by the founder of a Christian recovery group. The two groups have similar numbers of members and were established only 18 months apart. 

Members’ levels of participation in RED was much higher than for SED. Therefore, to create roughly equivalent data sets, samples were selected from each group’s archived messages beginning with each group’s first message. For SED the period of March-May, for six years (2001-2006), was selected. For RED the period September 2002-2005 was selected. This yielded similar overall numbers of messages for each group. The data were downloaded from the archives of the two groups as a word processor file, which was cleaned in order to eliminate quoted emails, pasted-in recipes, and advertisements.

Data Structure

The data files contain records of more than 2,000 emails for each group. Each message includes a header with the message number, the user name and email address of the sender, and the date and time the message was sent. User names have been blanked and email addresses have been replaced with letter codes (aaa, bbb, ccc) to protect users’ anonymity.
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