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Abstract 

Online health communities (OHCs) enable community members to share informational 
and emotional support, enhancing their psychological and functional well-being. 
However, attrition of community membership has long hindered OHCs' continuous 
development. Previous research suggests that social support providers, a particular 
participation style, tend to maintain longer community membership and demonstrate 
increased engagement in the community. This study aims to identify the factors that 
motivate members to transition from social support seekers to providers. Drawing on 
reciprocity and social norms, we hypothesize that community members who have 
received informational/emotional support or have been exposed to a higher proportion 
of such support are more likely to become informational/emotional providers. To 
validate these hypotheses, we will analyze data collected from a real OHC. Our findings 
will contribute to the contextualization of social support theory in OHC settings and offer 
practical guidance for enhancing community sustainability to OHC administrators. 

Keywords: Online health communities (OHCs), social support, reciprocity, social norms 
 

Introduction 

Online health communities (OHCs) are social media platforms where community members can post health-
related questions, share health information and experiences, and exchange social support (Chen et al., 
2020). OHCs facilitate the sharing of informational and emotional support among community members by 
providing a large amount of easily accessible resources that may be difficult to obtain in physical social 
networks (Yan & Tan, 2014). Existing research generally supports the idea that online social support 
exchanges enhance community members' psychological and functional well-being (Chen et al., 2019). Such 
empowerment of members leads to many benefits, including emotional well-being, social well-being, 
increased optimism, being better informed, improved disease management, and enhanced confidence in 
relationships with physicians (Chen et al., 2019; Yan & Tan, 2014). 

However, there is a persistent challenge facing each OHC: very few newcomers become long-term 
community members (Wang et al., 2012; Yang et al., 2019), which limits the community's continuous 
development and impedes sustainabilityIn addition to the lack of responsive replies to posts by community 
members (Wang et al., 2021), the provision of no social support or the provision of mistaken types of 
support (such as providing emotional support instead of information support sought) also contributes to 
the attrition of community membership (Wang et al., 2017). Furthermore, prior study has revealed the 
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existence of different participation styles in the OHCs and various transition routes between these 
participation styles (Yang et al., 2019). These studies report that community members frequently change 
their participation styles over their history, while the distribution of these styles is rather stable over a 
mature community's history (Yang et al., 2019). As social support providers tend to have longer community 
membership and more intensive engagement in the community (Koh et al., 2007; Yang et al., 2019), 
understanding the triggers that motivate members to transition from support seekers to supporters would 
help to secure the continuous development of OHCs. 

Nevertheless, past studies have mainly focused on the categorization of participation styles (e.g., Carron-
Arthur et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2014) while neglecting the dynamics of participation styles during 
community members' lifecycle in OHCs. To the best of our knowledge, only Yang et al. (2019) have 
investigated the dynamics at the community and individual levels, but they did not uncover the underlying 
reasons for the transition. In the present study, we attempt to fill this research gap by elucidating the 
antecedents of members' participation style transitions. 

Social support theory has long been applied in OHC studies and its fitness to OHCs has been repeatedly 
validated (e.g., Mirzaei & Esmaeilzadeh, 2021; Wang et al., 2014). Following this vein, we leverage the social 
support perspective to scrutinize community members’ participation (i.e., post and likes). Anchored on 
reciprocity and social norms, we propose conditions that would motivate community members to transit 
from social support seekers to providers; furthermore, we will validate our hypotheses via data collected 
from a real OHC. Our findings would not only contribute to the contextualization of social support theory 
in OHC contexts, but also provide feasible guidance for administrators of OHCs to strengthening the 
communities’ sustainability. 

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses 

Social Support in OHCs 

Social support theory is popular among research on OHCs because it precisely characterizes community 
members psychological states (e.g., Mirzaei & Esmaeilzadeh, 2021; Wang et al., 2014). Prior studies have 
documented that OHCs mainly feature three types of social support: informational support, emotional 
support, and companionship (Huang et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2017). Informational support involves the 
transmission of information, suggestions, or guidance to community users. Posts related to informational 
support generally provide advice, referrals, education, and personal experiences with the disease or health 
problem. Community members attempt to share their specific experiences and knowledge related to their 
personal treatment to exchange beneficial information with each other (Chen et al., 2019). On the contrary, 
emotional support involves the expression of understanding, encouragement, empathy, and caring, among 
other things. Members disclose their own feelings to support others who may be under stress or in despair. 
Companionship consists of chatting, humor, as well as discussions of offline activities and daily life that are 
not necessarily related to one's health issues. This type of support contributes to strengthening the 
community members' sense of belonging (Huang et al., 2019). 

Participation Style in OHCs 

Active engagement by community members has been identified as key to the success of online communities 
(Koh et al., 2007; Young, 2013). Such engagement has been found to produce positive outcomes in various 
contexts, such as increasing brand loyalty in online consumer communities (Holland & Baker, 2001), 
promoting psychological well-being in online social networks (Ellison et al., 2007), and boosting self-
efficacy and health outcomes in OHCs (Mirzaei & Esmaeilzadeh, 2021). 

Participation style refers to any type of engagement with an OHC (Carron-Arthur et al., 2015). Previous 
literature has documented various types of participation styles from diverse angles, including the source of 
information (Sudau et al., 2014), social support type (Wang et al., 2014), social network attributes 
(Chomutare et al., 2013), metadata of behaviors in the communities (Jones et al., 2011), and engagement 
level (Cobb et al., 2010). In line with the social support perspective in the literature (Wang et al., 2014), we 
adopt five categories of community members' participation styles, namely informational support seeker, 
informational support provider, emotional support seeker, emotional support provider, and community 
builder. As the labels suggest, informational/emotional support seekers are community members who 
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appear to ask for informational/emotional support in the communities, while informational/emotional 
support providers are those who appear willing to provide corresponding support to seekers. Community 
builders are those who connect community members and create an active atmosphere through chatting, 
humor, and other forms of companionship. 

The proportion of different participation styles among OHCs shapes the community's features and vibrancy 
(Yang et al., 2019). It has been identified that a higher proportion of social support providers in the 
community helps to secure more intensive member engagement (cf. Yang et al., 2019). In the following 
sections, we attempt to elucidate the antecedents of turning community members into social support 
providers. 

Reciprocity 

Reciprocity has been endowed with great importance in stimulating proactive sharing and resource 
exchanges among individuals in various social systems, including neighborhoods, organizations, and online 
communities (Burgoon et al., 1999; Chan & Li, 2010; Song & Zinkhan, 2008). Reciprocal interactions can 
help to develop an online community by preventing free-riding behaviors that may exploit the resources of 
the community (Gouldner, 1960). As a ubiquitous moral code, reciprocity imposes a sense of obligation to 
repay or be grateful for the resources that others provide, thereby ensuring persistent supportive exchanges 
and continuous resource sharing (Shumaker & Brownell, 1984), which are critical in the development of 
online communities. 

When browsing OHCs, community members often receive different types of social support from peer 
members. Based on reciprocity, members are inclined to provide social support of the same type to others. 
Specifically, members who receive support tend to view the community as the source of social support 
rather than a particular member. As a result, they are more likely to contribute similar social support to the 
OHCs. Prior literature has documented similar findings in OHCs (Mirzaei & Esmaeilzadeh, 2021; Yan et al., 
2016). Therefore, we posit that: 

Hypothesis 1: Community members who have received informational support are more likely to become 
informational providers.   

Hypothesis 2: Community members who have received emotional support are more likely to become 
emotional providers.   

Social Norms 

Social norms are "regularities in attitudes and behavior that characterize a social group and differentiate it 
from other social groups" (Hogg & Reid, 2006). In online communities, social norms could be implicit or 
explicit, promoting behaviors that help the community to achieve its goals. The effect of social norms on 
newcomer participation has been confirmed in previous studies (Chancellor et al., 2018; Ren et al., 2012). 
In OHCs, social norms have been examined via qualitative methods (Zhou et al., 2020), while few studies 
have quantitatively analyzed social norms, except for Chancellor et al. (2018). Their work examines how 
social norms of social support relate to healthy and subversive behaviors (i.e., gaining/losing weight) in 
OHCs. 

Community members of OHCs may perceive the communities as being endowed with social norms of 
providing social support when they find themselves virtually surrounded by such support. This can create 
a sense of obligation to provide social support to other members. Additionally, one's perception of social 
norms can be implicitly built up via linguistic content (Chancellor et al., 2018), such as a higher proportion 
of social support exposed to one's vision. Considering the two types of social support in OHCs, we therefore 
posit that: 

Hypothesis 3: Community members who have been exposed to a higher proportion of informational 
support are more likely to become informational providers.   

Hypothesis 4: Community members who have been exposed to a higher proportion of emotional support 
are more likely to become emotional providers.   
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Method 

Data collection. We designed a web crawler to collect data from diabetes.co.uk, a popular European OHC 
among diabetes patients and their caregivers. Our dataset consists of all the public threads and user profile 
information from 2007 to 2020, including more than 2,000,000 posts and approximately 13,000 threads 
contributed by about 330,000 users. 

Classifying post. We first determined whether each post was seeking informational support (SIS), 
providing informational support (PIS), seeking emotional support (SES), providing emotional support 
(PES), or simply about companionship (COM), based on the definitions of social support. Posts were 
categorized as informational support if they consisted of the transmission of information, suggestions, and 
personal experiences with the disease or health problem. Posts consisting of expressions of positive or 
negative feelings, encouragement, and empathy were categorized as emotional support. Posts signaling that 
the author was looking for support were categorized as seeking support, and those replying to members 
with support were identified as providing support. Posts labeled as companionship mostly consisted of 
chatting, discussions of offline activities, and daily life. Consistent with prior literature (Wang et al., 2017), 
we did not differentiate between seeking companionship and providing companionship since the nature of 
companionship is about sharing, and community members seek and provide support at the same time by 
getting involved in threads about companionship. Note that it is possible for a post to belong to more than 
one category. Table 1 lists examples of posts and their corresponding categories. 

We used Support Vector Machine (SVM) to identify the type(s) of social support contained in each post. To 
train the classifier, we leveraged human-annotated data. We randomly selected 2500 posts from the dataset, 
and two authors labeled them independently, resulting in an intra-consistency of 92.6% for the labeling. 
We built one classifier for each category, resulting in a total of five classifiers. We will use the best-
performing classification algorithm to categorize each post. 

Labeling participation styles. To trace the transition of community members' participation style, we 
need to identify the participation style in each time unit. The time unit in the present study is one calendar 
day because small time granularity is helpful for interpreting the participation style (Yang et al., 2019). The 
main participation style for each community member is determined by their profile and the largest 
proportion of social support in the posts they have posted in the given time unit. We plan to use a clustering 
algorithm to label the community members' participation styles. 

Measurement. To measure the support that community members receive in a given time unit, we will 
leverage the amount of support in the posts that are in reply to members' posts or threads. To measure the 
support that community members have been exposed to, we will use the proportion of support in the 
threads and posts that the community member has replied to or liked in the given time unit. 

Analysis. After data preparation, we will validate the hypotheses via a probit regression model, with 
transition (or not) as the dependent variable, receiving support counts and exposed support proportion as 
independent variables, and information from the profile as control variables. 

Post SIS PIS SES PES COM 

New Howdy all - has anyone here ever tried to use the dough as a 
pie topping? I fancy making a chicken and mushroom pie and I've 
used fathead dough for pizza and for savoury rolls... so was 
wondering whether the same would work for the topping for a 
pie? 
And is there anybody better kitchen minded than me to give me 
step my step instructions of how to par-bake a pie (thinking of 
using Minced Beef Hot-Pot frozen leftovers to batch cook a few 
smaller empanadas to freeze and then be able to just milk-wash 
and bake. 
Any help appreciated! 

√     
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Hi All, 
Just got back from my eye exam. They gave me the drops (which 
they don't normally do because I have strangely large pupils!) 
probably because they didn't do the usual pre-check. However, 
I've come home feeling quite sick and blurry visioned. And 
strangely only one eye is actually dilated and the other is normal. 
Has anyone else experienced this? Is it just because he didn't get 
the drops into the one eye or something? Or should I be worried! 
I will be shutting the phone of course and lying in a dark room 
but I thought I would ask to out my mind at rest! Hopefully! 

√ √    

Fairy god mother if you do end up posting it 5 x 2nd class stamps 
counts as a second class small parcel (as long as it’s less than 1kg 
and smaller than a shoebox, which a reader definitely should be). 
Just had my dummy pods for Omnipod turn up, so going to wear 
one for a couple of days to see how they feel - then if all ok might 
be time to switch to a new pump! 

  √   

Trust that feeling 
To be fair I found the low carb bread really useful in the early days 
as I was working it all out. Now I eat "normal" things and control 
by portion size, carbs per 100g and my bg response measured by 
the meter. Bread is the new cake. If I'm going to eat it I want it to 
be nice bread and a smaller portion. Someone elsewhere on the 
forum bakes their own bread and slices it really fine (I can see 
that working well). 

  √ √  

Been awake since 2.50 am and the sleep before that was patchy. 
Fbg 6.7 
Making another coffee and still trying to clear my painting desk. 
Why is it taking so long? Because I had a complete system of 
acrylics and brushes and paper set up there from the early 
months of this year. And I have to find a temporary home for that 
lot. Not easy in a tiny bungalow... 

   √ √ 

Table 1. Example Post and Corresponding Categories 

Note: SIS = seeking informational support, PIS = providing informational support, SES = seeking 
emotional support, PES = providing emotional support, and COM = companionship. 

Discussion 

This study will contribute to theory on two fronts. Firstly, it reveals the antecedents of members' 
participation style transition in OHCs, addressing the scholarly call for more investigation into participation 
and its influences in online communities (Malinen, 2015). The present study builds on prior works that 
identify participation styles in OHCs and reveal the existing transition routes among them (Wang et al., 
2014; Yang et al., 2019), and expands the social support theory in the OHC context by disentangling the 
underlying triggers that drive members to transition from social support seekers to providers. Secondly, 
this study draws attention to the essential role of implicit social norms in online communities. Although 
prior research has examined social norms in online communities (e.g., Zhou et al., 2020), few studies have 
investigated implicit social norms via natural language processing (Chancellor et al., 2018) or connected 
social norms with the transition of participation styles. The present study fills this research gap by deducing 
the connection between implicit social norms and members' participation style transition.  

This study also has managerial implications. For administrators of OHCs, our findings will provide an 
actionable guide for nudging members from seekers to providers by exposing them to posts containing 
social support or manipulating their interfaces to construct a community norm of sharing. This will help 
build a sustainable OHC through a community norm of sharing. For community members, our findings can 
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help them distinguish between sustainable and unsustainable OHCs by comparing the proportion of social 
support providers among all members. 
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