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BMJ Open publishes all reviews undertaken for accepted manuscripts. Reviewers are asked to 

complete a checklist review form (http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/checklist.pdf) and 

are provided with free text boxes to elaborate on their assessment. These free text comments are 

reproduced below.   

 

ARTICLE DETAILS 
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childhood eczema 
 

AUTHORS Miriam Santer, Ingrid Muller, Lucy Yardley, Hana Burgess, Steven J 
Ersser, Sue Lewis-Jones, Paul Little 
 

 

VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Parker Magin 
University of Newcastle, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 06-Oct-2014 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This paper reports findings on a general practice and dermatology-
relevant topic. The findings are somewhat limited but are a useful 
addition to the literature.  
 
The main limitation of this report is that it is likely to have not fully 
explored the issue. The findings reported are secondary to the main 
objectives of the study. The methodology suggests that the study 
sample was fixed (by being all respondents to an invitation) rather 
than being determined by thematic saturation (even for the main 
objectives). Reading the paper suggests that thematic saturation 
may, indeed, not have been achieved for the issue of seeking 
information via the internet. Interesting and important themes are not 
developed beyond a fairly superficial level. For example, the 
important finding that for some parents the internet was not so much 
a source of information as of reassurance or support through the 
experiences of other parents would bear further exploration. This 
doesn‟t mean that the findings aren‟t relevant – but the limitation and 
the need for further focused work should be acknowledged.  
 
The other somewhat disappointing aspect of the paper is that the 
individual areas of findings (denoted by headings in the Results 
section) are not better synthesised or related to each other. This, 
too, may reflect a relative lack of depth or richness in the data (and 
that this was not the main objective of the study).  
 
Other, minor, issues:  
• The importance of the topic and the interpretation of the findings 
could be contextualised by closer reference to the literature on the 
really very significant adverse effects of eczema on child and 
parental quality of life and psychological well-being.  
• It is debatable in reporting qualitative research whether the Results 
and Discussion sections should be separate or whether the data 
should be discussed (and compared with previous literature) 
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concurrently with its presentation. But a consistent approach should 
be taken. In this paper a Discussion section contains most of the 
discussion, but some appears in the Results (pg 7 lines 30-36, pg 9, 
line 55 – pg 10 line5)  
• In the Discussion pg 12, lines 41-47 seeking a representative 
sample is discussed. A qualitative approach shouldn‟t seek a 
representative sample but, rather, one that will best allow exploration 
of the topic (for example, maximum variation sampling and seeking 
key informants). A purposive sample wasn‟t sought in this study (and 
would have been difficult given the modest number of usable replies 
to the invitation to participate), and this could be acknowledged as a 
limitation.  
 
Thus the impression is of a study that doesn‟t fully explore the topic 
in the depth that it may warrant, but which makes interesting 
observations and provides evidence for the importance of the topic 
and identifies it as a subject for further research. 

 

REVIEWER Pauline Nelson 
Manchester Centre for Dermatology Research, University of 
Manchester, UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 27-Jan-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is an important area of research - parents' experiences of 
searching for web-based childhood eczema information.  
 
The main issue with the manuscript is that the results are a little 'thin' 
for a qualitative paper and don't go beyond a fairly descriptive level 
to a richer, more abstract explanation of the dataset. This might be 
because the interview schedule guiding the study (Box 1) was not 
particularly focused on the central issue of internet use - there is 
only one question in the topic guide that tangentially mentions the 
internet as a possible source of information for parents. I would have 
expected to see a fuller questioning with prompts around this area in 
the topic guide and a richer presentation of explanatory data in the 
results - for example, showing how people's experiences of 
searching for web-based information affected their beliefs, feelings 
and behaviour. Can the data be mined for further detail and 
explanation?  
 
Other more minor points:  
 
While I am not completely in agreement with using COREQ as a 
checklist for qualitative studies, the journal does require authors to 
address all the points therein - I am not sure the manuscript 
addresses all such points and I have not seen a COREQ inventory - 
perhaps it is not sent out to reviewers?  
 
The authors in the background section present quite a bit on how 
consumers appraise web-based information but there is nothing in 
the results about how people in this sample actually attempted to 
judge the quality of the information they found - seems a bit 
inconsistent.  
 
In addition to the Coulter et al paper on quality criteria a key text to 
add is the book by Abraham & Kools on 'Writing Health 
Communication'.  
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How was a 'recorded diagnosis' of eczema defined - Read code or 
other criteria?  
 
Box 1 the interview schedule - it is not clear how this was developed 
and how it evolved.  
 
'Member checking' in qualitative research is debated but it is 
presented here as unproblematic in two ways:  
Firstly, themes derived from good qualitative research should be 
abstract and explanatory (ie. participants' accounts should be 
interpreted by the researchers, not merely reflected back as a 
summary) and participants will necessarily not recognise the 
researcher's interpretation as their own. So is member checking 
really that useful in terms of testing the credibility of results? 
Secondly the authors say a minority of the sample replied, indicating 
that they were happy their views were represented - not sure this 
interpretive leap can be made as they may not have replied for a 
number of other reasons.  
 
There are no details on sampling strategy provided - what about 
attempts at purposive sampling for diversity as would be expected in 
qualitative approaches?  
 
The authors suggest that GPs should direct patients to quality 
sources of information on childhood eczema - but do they exist? 
Have they already been developed? If so what examples are there?  
 
Regarding the conclusion that parents seemed to be searching for 
supplementary advice online to complement what they had got from 
the GP - it sounds like some respondents got little from their GP 
appointment and were searching for any information they could get 
to fill the gap - so be clearer about the similarities and differences in 
the data and the seeming contradictions in the conclusions.  

  

 

 

 

REVIEWER Thomas Schopf 
Norwegian Centre for Integrated Care and Telemedicine, University 
Hospital of North-Norway 

REVIEW RETURNED 31-Jan-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Review “You don‟t know which bits to believe”: qualitative study 
exploring carers‟ experiences of seeking information on the internet 
about childhood eczema  
This paper reports on patients' experiences about searching for 
information on atopic eczema on the Internet. The data were 
collected by interviewing parents of children with atopic eczema. 
Many patients regularly search the Internet for health information. 
This study is relevant and valuable to researchers and clinicians 
interested in the management of patients with atopic eczema, and 
maybe also to clinicians managing other chronic diseases in 
children.  
The methods are sound and the paper is well written. However, a 
few issues need clarification.  
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Background The diversity of online information should be 
emphasized. In addition to traditional websites patients may seek 
information from apps, blogs and social media. Also readers might 
be interested to learn if there currently are any good English 
websites available to inform patients about atopic eczema.  
Methods Page 6, line 21-23: "Only a minority replied..." Were any 
data excluded if the participants did not reply?  
Results Page 9, line 55-57: "There is no evidence of benefit from 
allergy testing in most cases of childhood eczema..." Although I 
agree that Internet tests are not beneficial, it is important to 
emphasize that allergy testing is done by specialists under certain 
circumstances.  
Discussion / conclusion During the last years there has been a great 
increase in the use of social media, also for health purposes. On the 
other hand many health professionals feel uncertain about the 
possible role of social media in their work. This uncertainty may 
increase the challenge for health care professionals to advise  
their patients about high quality information on atopic eczema on the 
Internet. Maybe the authors can discuss how health practitioners 
could improve their ability to advise on health information on the 
Internet, e.g. through specific advice in medical guidelines or 
through continuing medical education.  

 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer Name Parker Magin  

This paper reports findings on a general practice and dermatology-relevant topic. The findings are 

somewhat limited but are a useful addition to the literature.  

 

The main limitation of this report is that it is likely to have not fully explored the issue. The findings 

reported are secondary to the main objectives of the study. The methodology suggests that the study 

sample was fixed (by being all respondents to an invitation) rather than being determined by thematic 

saturation (even for the main objectives). Reading the paper suggests that thematic saturation may, 

indeed, not have been achieved for the issue of seeking information via the internet. Interesting and 

important themes are not developed beyond a fairly superficial level. For example, the important 

finding that for some parents the internet was not so much a source of information as of reassurance 

or support through the experiences of other parents would bear further exploration. This doesn‟t mean 

that the findings aren‟t relevant – but the limitation and the need for further focused work should be 

acknowledged.  

 

Response  

We have expanded on this limitation and highlighted the need for further focused work in the 

discussion section.  

 

 

The other somewhat disappointing aspect of the paper is that the individual areas of findings (denoted 

by headings in the Results section) are not better synthesised or related to each other. This, too, may 

reflect a relative lack of depth or richness in the data (and that this was not the main objective of the 

study).  

 

Response  

We have attempted to draw the results section together better, as well as tying it more closely with the 

background section.  
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Other, minor, issues:  

• The importance of the topic and the interpretation of the findings could be contextualised by closer 

reference to the literature on the really very significant adverse effects of eczema on child and 

parental quality of life and psychological well-being.  

 

Response  

We have added a sentence to the background referring to the impact of eczema on the child and 

family.  

 

 

• It is debatable in reporting qualitative research whether the Results and Discussion sections should 

be separate or whether the data should be discussed (and compared with previous literature) 

concurrently with its presentation. But a consistent approach should be taken. In this paper a 

Discussion section contains most of the discussion, but some appears in the Results (pg 7 lines 30-

36, pg 9, line 55 – pg 10 line5)  

 

Response  

Apologies for this and thank you for pointing it out. We have moved these to the Discussion section.  

 

• In the Discussion pg 12, lines 41-47 seeking a representative sample is discussed. A qualitative 

approach shouldn‟t seek a representative sample but, rather, one that will best allow exploration of 

the topic (for example, maximum variation sampling and seeking key informants). A purposive sample 

wasn‟t sought in this study (and would have been difficult given the modest number of usable replies 

to the invitation to participate), and this could be acknowledged as a limitation.  

 

Response  

We should have avoided the term „representative‟ and have re-worded accordingly. We were seeking 

to obtain views from a wide range of carers of children with eczema, but have acknowledged that we 

did so with limited success, as there are few male carers or young carers in our sample.  

 

 

Thus the impression is of a study that doesn‟t fully explore the topic in the depth that it may warrant, 

but which makes interesting observations and provides evidence for the importance of the topic and 

identifies it as a subject for further research.  

 

 

Pauline Nelson  

This is an important area of research - parents' experiences of searching for web-based childhood 

eczema information.  

 

The main issue with the manuscript is that the results are a little 'thin' for a qualitative paper and don't 

go beyond a fairly descriptive level to a richer, more abstract explanation of the dataset. This might be 

because the interview schedule guiding the study (Box 1) was not particularly focused on the central 

issue of internet use - there is only one question in the topic guide that tangentially mentions the 

internet as a possible source of information for parents. I would have expected to see a fuller 

questioning with prompts around this area in the topic guide and a richer presentation of explanatory 

data in the results - for example, showing how people's experiences of searching for web-based 

information affected their beliefs, feelings and behaviour. Can the data be mined for further detail and 

explanation?  

 

Response  
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Unfortunately we have presented as much detail and explanation on this subject as is available in our 

dataset. We acknowledge in the paper that experiences of searching for information on the internet 

was not the primary focus of our study. However, we felt that there was sufficient data on this subject, 

and such sparse published literature on this, that our findings, although thin, merited seeking 

publication. We are glad that, on balance, the reviewers appear to agree. To make this clearer, we 

have added to the discussion to highlight the need for focused research on this topic.  

 

 

Other more minor points:  

 

While I am not completely in agreement with using COREQ as a checklist for qualitative studies, the 

journal does require authors to address all the points therein - I am not sure the manuscript addresses 

all such points and I have not seen a COREQ inventory - perhaps it is not sent out to reviewers?  

 

Response  

We have been through the checklist.  

 

 

The authors in the background section present quite a bit on how consumers appraise web-based 

information but there is nothing in the results about how people in this sample actually attempted to 

judge the quality of the information they found - seems a bit inconsistent.  

 

Response  

Thank you for pointing this out. We have added to the results section (Subsection „It depends who 

pays for whatever‟) that participants made no reference to how the appraised information, or 

differentiated between credibility of sources.  

 

 

In addition to the Coulter et al paper on quality criteria a key text to add is the book by Abraham & 

Kools on 'Writing Health Communication'.  

 

Response  

We also value this book as a practical guide for how to produce effective written materials for patients 

and carers. The point we were making in referring to Coulter et al is that quality criteria for health 

information have been available for several years and this book is not exactly relevant to this point.  

 

 

How was a 'recorded diagnosis' of eczema defined - Read code or other criteria?  

 

Response  

We have added Read codes to the methods section.  

 

 

Box 1 the interview schedule - it is not clear how this was developed and how it evolved.  

 

Response  

The interview schedule developed from the primary aims of the study, as in references 16 and 19.  

 

 

'Member checking' in qualitative research is debated but it is presented here as unproblematic in two 

ways:  

Firstly, themes derived from good qualitative research should be abstract and explanatory (ie. 
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participants' accounts should be interpreted by the researchers, not merely reflected back as a 

summary) and participants will necessarily not recognise the researcher's interpretation as their own. 

So is member checking really that useful in terms of testing the credibility of results? Secondly the 

authors say a minority of the sample replied, indicating that they were happy their views were 

represented - not sure this interpretive leap can be made as they may not have replied for a number 

of other reasons.  

 

Response  

We have re-worded this sentence to make it clearer that the minority who replied reported that they 

were happy, rather than suggesting that the minority response means they were all happy. We agree 

that member checking is problematic. We included it here because several participants said that they 

were keen to see results of the study and we therefore decided to send results to all and seek 

feedback. We agree that this is not robust member checking and are happy to take this out if you 

prefer, as it did not add to our analysis.  

 

 

There are no details on sampling strategy provided - what about attempts at purposive sampling for 

diversity as would be expected in qualitative approaches?  

 

Response  

We were limited by the low response rate to the mail-out. We have added more detail to the methods 

section about our attempts to seek views from a diverse sample of carers, and acknowledge our 

limited success at this in the discussion section.  

 

 

The authors suggest that GPs should direct patients to quality sources of information on childhood 

eczema - but do they exist? Have they already been developed? If so what examples are there?  

 

Response  

We have added these in Box 2.  

 

 

Regarding the conclusion that parents seemed to be searching for supplementary advice online to 

complement what they had got from the GP - it sounds like some respondents got little from their GP 

appointment and were searching for any information they could get to fill the gap - so be clearer about 

the similarities and differences in the data and the seeming contradictions in the conclusions.  

 

Response  

Conversely, some participants were happy with their GP consultation, yet still sought information 

online. I don‟t think we have enough data to fully explore the relationship between experiences of 

consulting and information-seeking elsewhere. Apologies if we have misunderstood your point.  

 

 

 

 

Thomas Schopf  

 

Review “You don‟t know which bits to believe”: qualitative study exploring carers‟ experiences of 

seeking information on the internet about childhood eczema This paper reports on patients' 

experiences about searching for information on atopic eczema on the Internet. The data were 

collected by interviewing parents of children with atopic eczema. Many patients regularly search the 

Internet for health information. This study is relevant and valuable to researchers and clinicians 
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interested in the management of patients with atopic eczema, and maybe also to clinicians managing 

other chronic diseases in children.  

The methods are sound and the paper is well written. However, a few issues need clarification.  

Background The diversity of online information should be emphasized. In addition to traditional 

websites patients may seek information from apps, blogs and social media. Also readers might be 

interested to learn if there currently are any good English websites available to inform patients about 

atopic eczema.  

 

Response  

Although blogs, social media and YouTube are increasingly used, none of our interviewees 

mentioned these, possibly because this data was collected over 3 years ago. We have added Box 2 

regarding information about eczema.  

 

Methods Page 6, line 21-23: "Only a minority replied..." Were any data excluded if the participants did 

not reply?  

 

Response  

No data were excluded. They had all given consent for their data to be included and none withdrew 

this.  

 

 

Results Page 9, line 55-57: "There is no evidence of benefit from allergy testing in most cases of 

childhood eczema..." Although I agree that Internet tests are not beneficial, it is important to 

emphasize that allergy testing is done by specialists under certain circumstances.  

 

Response  

We have cut back the results section and taken out the reference to the NICE guideline‟s 

recommendation on allergy testing. On reflection, we feel that the focus of this paper is not on 

highlighting the differences in approach between parents and clinicians in the management of 

eczema, as this was the focus of a previous paper (reference 19).  

 

 

Discussion / conclusion During the last years there has been a great increase in the use of social 

media, also for health purposes. On the other hand many health professionals feel uncertain about 

the possible role of social media in their work. This uncertainty may increase the challenge for health 

care professionals to advise their patients about high quality information on atopic eczema on the 

Internet. Maybe the authors can discuss how health practitioners could improve their ability to advise 

on health information on the Internet, e.g. through specific advice in medical guidelines or through 

continuing medical education.  

 

Response  

We have expanded our final sentence to explain what we mean by integration of accredited resources 

with clinical systems. We feel that, particularly for generalists, the impact of continuing professional 

development is likely to remain limited, as it is very difficult to keep pace with the changing resources 

available. Developing clinical systems that support health professionals with signposting are likely to 

be more useful. 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Parker Magin 
University of Newcastle  
Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 01-Mar-2015 
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GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have satisfactorily addressed all the comments in my 
original review.  

 

REVIEWER Pauline Nelson 
University of Manchester, UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 02-Mar-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Major points  
 
The authors do agree that the study data are limited. Although they 
have made some small changes to make this more visible in the 
paper, I think this limitation needs to be even clearer because the 
core purpose of qualitative research is to provide rich and in-depth 
interpretations of participants‟ perspectives. It needs to be 
acknowledged not just in the paper but in the abstract that the 
primary aim of the study was parents‟ understanding of eczema and 
its treatment with a minor component on how they experienced 
searching for online information. Also the sentence about data 
saturation having been achieved for the main study could be a little 
misleading on its own – it wasn‟t achieved for the „online information‟ 
component so that should be acknowledged explicitly. Then it is 
more visible and there is little risk of over-claiming.  
 
Minor points:  
 
Regarding the lack of detail on how participants appraised 
information it would be better to state that they were not explicitly 
asked about that rather than state they made no reference to it.  
 
Box 1 the interview schedule – I would explicitly state that it was 
developed from the background literature and rationale for the 
primary study.  
 
It is better to state that the authors shared the results of the study 
with participants and leave it there rather than tying this activity to 
checking whether the results represented their views – the authors 
agree that this procedure did not add to analysis. 

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Major points  

 

Reviewer 2 comment  

The authors do agree that the study data are limited.  

 

Response  

We have always been clear that our data is limited and that more research is needed. However, we 

feel that the data we have does make some contribution to a field where there is very little published 

evidence.  

 

 

Reviewer 2 comment  

It needs to be acknowledged not just in the paper but in the abstract that the primary aim of the study 
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was parents‟ understanding of eczema and its treatment with a minor component on how they 

experienced searching for online information.  

 

Response  

We have added the following to the Design section of the Abstract:  

 

The main focus of the study was to explore carers‟ beliefs and understandings around eczema and its 

treatment. As part of this we explored experiences of formal and informal information-seeking about 

childhood eczema.  

 

 

Reviewer 2 comment  

Also the sentence about data saturation having been achieved for the main study could be a little 

misleading on its own – it wasn‟t achieved for the „online information‟ component so that should be 

acknowledged explicitly.  

 

Response  

 

We have amended this sentence as follows:  

 

Data saturation was achieved for themes regarding beliefs and understandings around childhood 

eczema and eczema treatment, although saturation may not have been achieved for themes around 

seeking information online.  

 

 

Minor points:  

 

Reviewer 2 comment  

Regarding the lack of detail on how participants appraised information it would be better to state that 

they were not explicitly asked about that rather than state they made no reference to it.  

 

Response  

We believe the reviewer is referring to the following paragraph:  

 

Some interviewees mentioned that they had come across expensive products for sale for eczema, for 

instance clothing, creams or online allergy tests and that this was a further source of uncertainty. 

Some were aware of marketing influencing online information and questioned the credibility of 

sources. Despite this, there was no mention of differentiating between sources in terms of reliability of 

claims, or checking the provenance of online information  

 

We could follow this paragraph with a sentence stating that, “Interviewees were not explicitly asked 

how they might appraise information.” We would prefer not to, as it adds little to the meaning of the 

paper, it is fairly clear that we did not ask this, and there are many other questions we did not ask 

which cannot all be listed in the results section.  

 

 

Reviewer 2 comment  

Box 1 the interview schedule – I would explicitly state that it was developed from the background 

literature and rationale for the primary study.  

 

Response  

We have added to this sentence as follows:  
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Qualitative interviews were semi-structured and followed an interview guide developed from the 

literature and study rationale.  

 

 

Reviewer 2 comment  

It is better to state that the authors shared the results of the study with participants and leave it there 

rather than tying this activity to checking whether the results represented their views – the authors 

agree that this procedure did not add to analysis.  

 

Response  

We have cut these two sentences from the Methods section:  

A summary of the findings was sent to participants to ask if they felt this represented their views. Only 

a minority replied, and these reported that they were happy their views were represented. 
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