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Abstract 
Informational support provides critical help to those visiting online health communities. In our small pilot study 
with an online diabetes community, community members received informational support the most, and the main 
contents of informational support consisted of clinical information and patient expertise. In our main study, we 
examine how community members respond to conversation initiators who ask for these two kinds of information 
sources and, depending on the response, how the conversation threads evolve accordingly. The main study 
investigates engagement between the conversation initiator and the repliers depending on the kinds of informational 
support asked and received. In this paper, we present our pilot study results and discuss our main study design. 
 
Introduction 
Studies have found that online social support can bring positive influence for various diseases1,2. Heaney and Israel3 
argued that social support consists of instrumental, informational, appraisal and emotional support. Among these 
social support types, informational support can play a critical role in fulfilling community members’ information 
needs while visiting online health communities4. Informational support can come from many different sources of 
information. When a community member is asking for informational support, whether the members will receive the 
source of information they ask for is still a question. Our research questions are: What types of informational 
support are being asked and received in online health communities? How do community members provide the 
information that the conversation initiators ask for? 
 
Methods for the pilot study 
To answer the research questions, we first conducted a pilot study to gain insights on developing codes for 
examining informational support exchanges in online health communities. We chose the WebMD online diabetes 
community as our starting dataset due to its active, diverse support activities among community members2. We 
randomly selected 250 posts (32 conversation threads) and qualitatively examined, using open coding5, centering on 
our research questions.  
 
Preliminary Results  
Our preliminary results showed 56.1% of the informational support provided in the replies contained clinical 
information and 47.7% of the threads were patient expertise (not mutually exclusive). 81.3% of the conversation 
initiators were looking for clinical information and 96.1% of them received clinical information. 89.5% of the 
conversation initiators asked for patient expertise and 59.4% of them received patient expertise. The rest were 
related to appraisal and emotional support. Although members received needed clinical information, needed patient 
expertise was not necessarily received. Our main study then is to further examine the possible reasons for this 
phenomenon and what we can do to strengthen the main advantage of online health communities—exchanging 
patient expertise as part of informational support. 
 
Main Study Design and Conclusion  
For our main study, we are using a larger sample to further understand how clinical information and patient 
expertise are being asked for and received in return. Conversation initiators’ replies can reflect their engagement and 
attitude toward the threads and the information received. To analyze the conversation initiator’s follow-up with the 
replies, we focus on conversation threads with only one unique replier. We found there are 1,387 threads in diabetes 
community that fit our requirement. We randomly selected 20%, 277 cases, as our study sample. 
 
With the data collected, we will code and record the following items: 
1. The type of informational support asked (clinical information, patient expertise, or both) by the conversation 

initiators. 
2. The type of informational support offered (clinical information, patient expertise, or both) by the first replier. 
3. The engagement of the initiator. The concept “engagement” in this study includes whether initiators expressed 

appreciation (such as such as “thank you”, “useful”, “helpful”, etc), query, or other feedback. We identify the 
phrases with keywords that can reflect the conversation initiators’ attitude or opinion. It will be coded from the 
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initiator’s first reply, which reflects the initiators’ first feedback toward the information he/she received. We 
also code that whether they had questions included in the comments, and the type of questions they follow up 
with. 

4. The type of information support exchange in the rest of the conversations from both repliers and initiators.  
5. The timeliness of each reply (how soon do initiators and repliers exchange information). 
6. The total length of the thread, which reflects the engagement from both initiator and replier. 
 
We will qualitatively analyze the comments from the conversation initiators. We will further conduct simple linear 
regression tests to help us understand the relationship between initiators’ engagement with the type of information 
they received. More specifically, what type of informational support is appreciated by initiators, what type of 
informational exchange stimulates bigger engagement? Moreover, moderation analysis can help us find the factors 
that moderate this relationship, such as the length of the conversation. 
 
The strength of online health communities pertains to the availability of peer patients’ experiences. Our work helps 
to further develop online social environments in which patients receive enriched social support specifically around 
receiving peer patients’ support unlike other clinical environments. We also examine the effectiveness of online 
health community with the types of informational support being exchanged. The findings from this study can 
provide insights to how we can help online forum users exchange appropriate information. Our study also helps the 
community organizers provide better solutions in facilitating informational support exchange. 
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