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Abstract

Objective: The purpose of this exploratory study was to validate and extend previous research on social support by iden-
tifying which dimensions of social support are most commonly exchanged on health-related social networking sites and
how social network structure varies with each support dimension exchanged.

Methods: This research applies a multiple case study approach by examining two social networking sites that focus on
pregnancy and prenatal health. For one month, support seeking and providing messages were content analyzed and a social
network analysis examined the connections between members.

Results: The sample size consisted of 525 support-seeking messages and 1965 support-providing messages. Findings
indicate that participants requested informational and emotional support more than esteem and network support, with
no requests for tangible support. Findings also suggest participants substituted emotional support for informational support
when they were unable to provide the information sought. The social network analysis showed that network structure varied
across support dimensions, with the informational and emotional support networks having the largest number of members
and greatest density and reciprocity.

Conclusions: This study suggests that online support networks are fairly effective in meeting participants’ needs. The support
dimension sought was generally provided and when it was not another dimension of support may have been substituted;
thus, participants may have benefitted in unintended ways. The data also suggest there may be an optimal network size to
support member engagement, whereby too large of a network may facilitate diffusion of responsibility and too small a
network may not facilitate enough momentum to support a well-connected community.
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Introduction

While pregnancy may be a joyful experience for many
women, research suggests it may also be associated with
stress and anxiety.'™ However, studies have found
social support can mitigate prenatal stress and anxiety,
and facilitate positive health outcomes.>™® Moreover,
while the availability of social support has traditionally
been constrained to an individual’s immediate social
ties, the Internet has made access to new, additional
sources of social support easy and convenient for every-
one with an Internet connection. Indeed, research indi-
cates that individuals are going online to find others
who share similar health issues, especially after a
change in health status.”®

In the era of social media, social networking sites
have emerged as popular online platforms for individ-
uals to find similar others and exchange social support.
While research suggests that participation on health-
related social networking sites can have positive out-
comes,” ! little is known about the network structure
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of these communities and how it is associated with the
exchange of social support. Moreover, with social
media becoming increasingly important in health care
services, understanding their strengths and weaknesses
as health promotion tools is essential.

Using content analysis and social network analysis,
the current study contributes to social support research
by mapping the flow of support through two preg-
nancy-focused social networking sites and examining
the resultant support networks formed around each
support dimension. This exploratory study identifies
the kinds of social support most frequently requested
and provided and, therefore, who is most likely to bene-
fit from participation. Before describing the study in
detail, we briefly review the literature on pregnancy,
social support and social networks.

Theory and background
Pregnancy and social support

While pregnancy may elicit strong feelings of happiness in
women,'” research also suggests it may be associated with
anxiety and stress due to women’s concerns about their
baby’s development, labor and delivery, financial matters,
childcare and parenting.'™ Traditionally, women sought
social support from offline sources;'® however, studies
indicate that pregnant women do not always receive the
support they need from family and friends.'* This poses a
risk for women because a lack of social support and pre-
natal stress have been associated with lower birthweight
babies, preterm delivery and postpartum depression.' 2"

Since the widespread diffusion of the Internet, how-
ever, new opportunities for pregnant women to pursue
online sources of social support and information have
emerged and research indicates that women use online
sources to fulfill prenatal health information and support
needs.”'™>* However, rather than providing a resource for
women who lack social support, research suggests that
pregnant women with more offline social support are
more likely to seek information online.** While few stu-
dies have examined online social support communities
and pregnancy specifically, a larger body of research has
explored online social support in the context of a variety
of health issues, including those that confront new par-
ents. These studies will inform the current research, thus
we describe some findings from this work below.

Online social support

While an extensive history of research has shown the posi-
tive effects social support has on health and well-
being,>>~>? more recent research also indicates the bene-
fits of social support are not restricted to face-to-face con-
texts. Instead, the exchange of social support in online

communities is also associated with positive out-
comes.* > Social networking sites, in particular, have
emerged as the latest online spaces where individuals
can exchange social support about health issues. While
Facebook and Twitter may be the most well-known social
networking sites, there is a growing body of research
examining other social networking sites that specifically
focus on health issues.'**~* These sites differ from other
online communities that offer anonymity to participants
by instead encouraging users to construct an individual
profile and a social network that is visible to other par-
ticipants. Creating an identity is inherent in these sites and
is the basis for the network structure.

Social networking sites are important new contexts
to study the exchange of social support due to their
widespread popularity. In the US, 62% of all adult
Internet users—or nearly half (46%) of all adults—use
social networking sites and 15% of social networking
site users have gotten health information from these
sites.® Moreover, one in five American Internet users
has gone online to find others in a similar health situ-
ation.” Clearly, millions of people are using social net-
working sites and research has found that members can
benefit from participation in these communities.” "'

Research on social networking sites, as a specific
online context, suggests that new parents are going
online in search of social support and health informa-
tion, and this finding has been shown across a variety of
contexts, such as low income African American
mothers,* parents in Berlin, Germany,** and teenage
mothers in Australia.*! These studies have examined
the motivations and benefits of social networking site
use and they suggest individuals are searching for both
information and social support and that participants
perceive various benefits of participation, such as feel-
ings of social connectedness and helpful informa-
tion,*~* although for some people, participation can
increase fears related to the health issue.”>*

Social support and social network theory

While the exchange of social support has evolved from
face-to-face contexts to also include online contexts, so,
too, has the application of long-standing social support
theories. There exists an extensive history of social sup-
port research anchored in both psychological and
sociological perspectives and these perspectives inform
the current study. From a psychological perspective,
researchers have identified how individuals’ perceptions
of social support, as well as actual support received, are
associated with outcomes.*** In this paradigm, social
support can be defined as ‘“‘the social resources that
persons perceive to be available or that are actually
provided to them by nonprofessionals in the context
of both formal support groups and informal helping
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relationships.”** Social support is theorized as a multi-
dimensional construct whose dimensions are often
referred to as the functional content of relationships
because of the functions they serve, such as providing
information or emotional support.*®

Several typologies of social support have been cre-
ated, including Cutrona and Suhr’s*’ typology that has
been used in previous online studies.**' This typology
distinguishes between five dimensions of support: infor-
mational; emotional; esteem; network; and tangible.
Studies of online social support have found that
online communities are frequently robust sources of
informational and emotional support, with mixed find-
ings related to the other dimensions.**%%~>*

While a psychological approach to social support
focuses on the functional content of relationships, a
sociological perspective examines how an individual’s
social connections provide social support and predict
health-related outcomes. In this paradigm, social net-
work analysis provides insight into how network char-
acteristics, such as size, density, and reciprocity, are
associated with social support.”>™° Larger networks
with greater density—more connections across mem-
bers—and reciprocity have the potential to be more
supportive and yield more health benefits than smaller
networks and networks that are less dense with fewer
reciprocal connections.?>3¢~%°

Scholars have suggested that analyzing both the
quality of support as well as the social network pro-
vides a richer analysis;45’61 however, few studies have
combined both approaches with social network ana-
lysis. Only one study was identified in a recent literature
review that applied social network analysis in an online
health context to compare network characteristics of a
multiplex network, reflecting all dimensions of support,
and uniplex networks, in which only one dimension of
support was exchanged. Chang’s* study of an online
psychosis support group in Taiwan found the multiplex
network was the largest, followed by informational,
network, emotion, and esteem. Network densities of
the uniplex networks ranged from .007 to .03, with
the esteem network having the highest density (.03)
and the informational network having the lowest
(.007). Moreover, Chang suggests some characteristics
of these networks may be influenced by the collectivist
cultural context of Taiwan; therefore, the current study
provides an American counterpoint to Chang’s
analyses.

Chang’s*® findings reflect previous analyses that
indicate online networks are largely weak tie networks
that exchange informational support.®*~* Tie strength
is a network characteristic that describes the contact
between individuals and several factors are associated
with it including frequency of contact and reciprocity.
Strong ties refer to relationships that have a greater

emotional bond while weak ties refer to ties between
diverse individuals with less emotional investment.®
Weak tie networks are beneficial because they provide
individuals access to new information, while strong ties
are more likely to link individuals who are homogenous
and have access to the same information.®® Therefore,
strong ties typically form a dense network with mem-
bers more likely to exchange emotional support, while
weak ties form a less dense network, with members
more likely to exchange informational support.®®

The current study validates and extends previous
research by examining the functional content of sup-
portive relationships through a social network perspec-
tive. The study examines social support on two social
networking sites for pregnant women and identifies
how network characteristics vary based on the dimen-
sions of support exchanged. Moreover, the study
extends research on how social media facilitate support-
ive relationships and therefore identifies potential bene-
fits and weaknesses of these platforms. Based on the
literature review, the study addresses the following
three hypotheses and one research question:

H1: More informational support is exchanged on pre-
natal social networking sites than other support
dimensions.

H2: Prenatal social networking sites contain more
weak ties than strong ties.

H3: The dimension of support exchanged varies as a
function of tie strength:

a. Weak ties exchange more informational support.
b. Strong ties exchange more emotional support.
RQ1: How does the structure of the support network

vary based on the dimension of support provided?

Methods

The study methodology was reviewed and approved by
the Institutional Review Board (IRB). Informed con-
sent was not required because participants were
engaged in a public discussion and no personally iden-
tifiable information was collected.

Sample

A sampling frame of eight social networking sites that
focused on pregnancy was identified through a key
word search using Google search engine. Of these
sites, two general pregnancy forums were selected for
analysis, identified as Sites “A” and “B”, due to their
level of member engagement, which included enough
messages to provide a robust sample of approximately
300 posts per month. The sample of messages included
all original posts (i.e. requests for support) and the first
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10 responses for a one month period. Follow-up posts
from the advice seeker, posts from the site owner/mod-
erator(s), and solicitations were excluded from the
sample.

Content analysis methodology

Pilot testing. Content analysis code sheets and a coding
manual were developed based on the literature. The
instruments were pilot-tested by the first author and
two research assistants by coding a sub-sample of mes-
sages. These results were then compared to identify
discrepancies, which were discussed and refinements
were made to the code sheets and coding protocol as
needed, until all disagreements were eliminated.
Discrepancies were resolved by comparing how each
coder interpreted and applied the coding scheme
(based on previous training and the coding manual)
with particular attention paid to how earlier
studies*® " also applied a similar coding scheme.
Every effort was made to be consistent with ecarlier
research and retain the validity of the social support
taxonomy.

Interrater reliability. After pilot testing the instrument,
only two coders participated in the remainder of the
study. Interrater reliability was assessed on an inde-
pendent sample of 15% of both the advice seeking
and provision messages. Reliability was computed
with simple percent agreement, one of the most popular
coefficients of reliability,®” because of its ease of under-
standing and the difficulty that Cohen’s kappa and
Scott’s pi have with calculating reliability when distri-
butions are extreme (i.e. have low variance).®’~"" For
the seeking and providing of each dimension of sup-
port, reliability was as follows: (1) informational sup-
port, 93% and 83%; (2) emotional support, 81% and
80%: (3) esteem support, 97% and 93%:; (4) relation-
ship support, 89% and 92%; and (5) tangible support,
100% in each reliability sample.

Protocol. Two coders independently coded two weeks of
messages from each site, resulting in one month of data
from each site. The messages were first coded on paper
code sheets and later the data were entered into elec-
tronic datasets using Qualtrics online survey software.
Content analysis data were analyzed with SPSS. Each
message was coded for the presence of five dimensions
of social support. In addition, the screen name of each
participant was also coded and later converted into a
numeric identifier to facilitate the social network ana-
lysis. Descriptive statistics were conducted to identify
the frequency of exchange of each support dimension
and nonparametric chi-square analyses tested for sig-
nificant differences among support dimensions in two

sub-samples of messages that contained only one
dimension of social support. Chi square analyses also
tested for differences among a subsample of support
provision messages that compared strong ties and
weak ties, based on a variable that captured the fre-
quency of contact between participants.

Unit of analysis

The unit of analysis included the support seeking and
provision messages as well as the tie between two mem-
bers (for the social network analysis).

Measures

Social support. Cutrona and Suhr’s*’ typology of social
support was used to code the support content of the
messages. Five dimensions of social support were
coded: informational; emotional; esteem; network;
and tangible. This support typology was informed by
studies®® ! in which network support was defined as an
attempt to create structural connections, links between
people, as opposed to emotional connections. Table 1
indicates the social support coding scheme for support-
seeking messages. A similar scheme, though not
included here, was also used for support-provision
messages.

Social network analysis methodology

Social network data were collected from the content
analysis and included member screen names (converted
into numeric identifiers), the dimensions of support
sought and provided, and the frequency of contact
between members. Social network data were converted
fr0m72the SPSS data file and analyzed with UCINET
6.00.

Social network measures. Network structure was assessed
with the following metrics: network size (how many
members in the network); mean in-degree and out-
degree (average number of support messages received
and given for each member); density (proportion of
connections relative to the total number possible); in-
degree centralization (variance of in-degree scores; a
higher in-degree metric reflects a network that is
highly organized around one central individual receiv-
ing the most support’?), out-degree centralization (vari-
ance of out-degree scores; a higher out-degree metric
reflects a network that is highly organized around one
central individual providing the most support’®) and
reciprocity (ratio of reciprocal ties to all ties). Tie
strength was assessed through frequency of support pro-
vision (how many times the same person provided sup-
port to another) and reciprocity (whether the support




Hether et al.

*(BumisAgeq *8'3) 4ay9as-poddns ayy oy A1raaip yse) e wiopad 0y 1sanbad vy ysp} Padig
‘Asuow Suipnpul ‘Sulylpwos 1ayaas-poddns ayy aald o3 1sanbas v 3in
‘ASuow Suipnjpul Sulylewos J9y33s-1oddns sy} pus| 0} }sanbal y :ubo7

*(,;mou Y51 Suias) w,| moy Inoqe o} y|e} Ajjeas ued
| oym 3j1] Aw ur auohue saiay} yuiyy 3uop |, “5:3) wajqoid e noge o} yje} ued Ay woym
yum suoluedwod Sulisixa jo Alljiqe|ieAe 3y} jo papUIWdL g 0} SPAIU OYM SU03WOS SUoIUDAWIO0)
*(,,699}402 10} }93W O} Y| P|NOM OYM B3IR UO0ISOg Y} Ul SulAl| 3s|d auokue
s|,, *8°3) uolel0| 21ydei5035 SWes ul USWOM J3Y}0 }93W 0} SUu00| BU0IWOS :2auasald [DIISAYd
*(,,/99-0}-swow J3y}o
UM SPUSLI} MU 3WOs 3yeuw 0} 31| p,| asnedaq dnotS siyy paurof isnf |, *5°3) uoiesIaAU0D
91eAlid e ul 10 91ep Idle| e 1e yj|e) 0} SIayo/sisanbal 1o sassalppe |lews [euosiad Jo aSueydxa
Aue sspnjpui os|y *dnouS sy} ul S1eddipied pue spuaiy jew o} sanbau yd1jdxa uy :diyspuali4
*(..£03 Y/[B) PO | 1Ry} iy} ySnody} auos
s,0ym 3s|a auoAue mouy noA op ‘swoipuhs s,umoq Joy aniisod paisal Ageq Ap,, 58°3) dnous
Hoddns Jayjoue o0} ssadxe Suipnpul ‘suoiuedwod Mau 0} ssadde apiroid 0} SUOIWOS :SSaNY

“(.-p1p noA Aem ayy Suryifsans Surjpuey 4oy Suotis oS aie noy,, “5:3) J9)3dS
-poddns e jnoge sSuiyy anysod Suifes :(Ajuo 1ioddns jo uoisinoad ayy ur papod) juawijduio)
*(,-98enuedsiw Aw pasned pip | Suiyldwos jeyy Aying os Suijaay we |, *5-9)
uoljenyis ay} noge }Ing jo sSul|aay s,49%93s-10ddns 3y} S)eINS||E 0} dUOSWOS Bwin|q Jo Jaljay
*(,.ewoou Asaniap
3y} Ul Jay juem uop | jeyl me|-ul-saylow Aw Suij23 Aq Suiyy 1ySu syl op | pig,, "5'9) uone
-n}is 3y} uo aapadsiad s ayaas-Hoddns 3y} yum jusawsaaiSe ssaldxa 0} UOIWOS :UOHDPI[DA

“(./Aexo aq |im Suiyihisns

1eyy ‘Aqeq Aw pue sw Joy Aead ases|d,, *5-9) Jaquiaw Jayjoue Joj/yim Aeid o0} suoswos :siafbid
*(.can0 Ageq siyy ysnd ued | yuiyy J,uop | Joge| ySnodyy SuloS jo paieds

Ajjess we |,, *5-9) duapyuod pue adoy yum juaididas ay} apiroid 0} auoawos Juawabpinoiug
ihzead> wayy Supjew si mej-ul-1ayjow Isoym auo Ajuo ayy | wy,, *5'3) duandxd

Jeuosiad ySnoay} ualyo ‘uollen}is Ay} puelsidpun o} auoswos Aypdwa/buipupisiapun
“(.S%99Mm 6 1e Aqeq Aw patuiedsiw | 1ey) auohksans ||}

0] pajuem |, *59) uoienys s,49xa3s-110ddns ay} 40} 194534 10 MO.IIOS |93} 0} dUOWOS AypduwiAs
(@ '8-9) Joy payse Suiaq Inoyym ‘papiroad si oddns jo pury siyy Ajjelauan

‘suodijowsa Suisn Jo ‘sSny Sulpuas se yons pejuod |eaishyd , jenuin,, sapnjouj wuonaffy

*(,,¢SIS3IUIOIUWE UB UY}IM PIIRIDOSSE SHYSII DY} e Jeyp,, “5°9) uonenys ay} yum |eap o}
papaau S||I)S Y} IN0Ge JO UOIIBN}IS B INOQR SMAU JO ‘s)ae} ay) ulejdxa 0} auoawos :bujyonaj
*(,.iMOU 3UO puaWIWOoddJ 3y pinom Ayp) “s¢ aSe Jaye
papuswwodal Ajuo a1am 3sayy ySnoyl | "sisajuadoluwe ue pajsadsns sey Jopop Aw pue
pjo sieak og Ajuo wy|,, S:3) uoieN}iS dY} AUIAPAI JO SSISSEI 0} BUOIWOS :SIniddD UOLDN}IS
*(,.éea4e Aw uy siapinoad
91edAep PasuadI| Jnoge UOIeWLIOU] puUly | UBD dI3YA,, “5°3) (UolPAUU0D yJomiau/uosiad e
Sulpn|axa Inq) 400q 40 }SYIM B SE YdNS ‘UOIIRLWIOJUI JO 3INOS JBYOUR 0} |BIIDJRY :S/DII3faYy
*(,.idueusaid w,| ssoq
Aw |91 | p|noys uaypn,, "8:3) suolde }s385nS pue seapl I340 0} 3UOWOS :dIAPD/SUONSsabbng

‘pie |edishyd Joy sysanbay

*sdnoJg
10 S|ENPIAIPUL J3YI0 Y}IM SUOI}IBUUOD |RIn}dIN}s 3)eald 0} sydwany

"95|9 Suly1aWos noge suoijowa J1ay} ueyy Jayel suondadiad-jas
s,uosJad e uo sasnd0j 3 asnedaq poddns |euonows wouy paysinSuly
-SIp SI 3| "3N|BA DISULIIUI PUB ‘S3LI|IGe ‘S||1YS S,3U0 IO} pieSal 0} SIajaY

‘uoljewuoyul Jou ‘sguljas) noqe aq AjjedidAy |jim aSes
-SaW 3y} Jo SN0} 3y| “SulpueISIIPUN JO YIBGP3I) [BUOIOWS JO puly
awos Sunjaas si jueddilied pue uolOWS Jo SWIS) Ul pawel) S| WI|qodd

‘uonenyis
10 anss| d14>3ds e nNoge uoleWIojUl 10 AFPI|Mouy 1o} sisanbay

poddns 3|qiSue|

Hoddns ylomiaN

poddns waajs]

Moddns euonow3

poddns |euoljew.oyu)

‘sagessaw Juiyaas-poddns 1oy awayds Sulpo) ‘T 3|qeL




DIGITAL HEALTH

provision was mutual). Weak ties were identified as
those wherein participants only provided support one
time to another member, while strong ties are those that
had three or more support provisions. Reciprocity was
assessed through the reciprocal provision of support
between two participants.

Results
Social support exchange

During the study period, there were 704 participants
across both sites. These members posted 525 messages
that contained explicit requests for support. As Figure |
shows, across both sites, the majority of messages sought
informational support (87%), followed by emotional
support (49%), with network (4%) and esteem support
(4%) far less in demand, and no requests for tangible
support.

In response to the support requests, 1965 messages
were posted, with a mean of 3.44 and mode of 1 per
original message. Similar to support requests, the
majority of messages contained informational support;
however, the amount of information provided did not
match the demand for it. Specifically, as Figure 1 indi-
cates, while 87% of messages sought informational sup-
port, only 77% of responses provided it. Further, 49%
of messages sought emotional support while 58% of
messages provided it. There was, however, an even
exchange of esteem and network support and no
requests or provisions of tangible support.

Nonparametric chi-square analyses tested for signifi-
cant differences among the four support dimensions in
two sub-samples of messages that contained only one
dimension of support. As Table 2 shows, significantly
more of these support-seeking messages sought infor-
mational support than emotional (227 vs. 15, x°
(1)=185.72, p <.001) or network support (227 vs. 27,

Informational -— 87%
1%

Emotional ‘_ﬂ\%ﬁ%%
4%
Esteem 4%
Network 4%
4% B Support Sought
Tangible 8;2 O Support Provided
t T T T T 1
0% 20%  40%  60%  80%  100%

Figure 1. The exchange of five dimensions of social support.

x> (1)=157.48, p <.001). Similarly, in the support-pro-
viding messages, there were significant differences in the
frequency of each dimension of support provided, with
informational support being provided significantly
more than the other dimensions. Therefore,
Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Tie strength

As Figure 2 illustrates, the majority of contact (>80%)
between members was a one-time support provision.
Moreover, as Table 3 indicates, these networks had
low reciprocity (Site A =.07 and Site B =.006), indicat-
ing that 7% of the ties were reciprocal on Site A and
less than 1% were reciprocal on Site B. Therefore, these
networks were weak tie networks that primarily con-
sisted of one-time support provision between members
with low reciprocity. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was
supported.

To test Hypothesis 3, chi square analyses compared
whether weak ties were more likely to provide informa-
tional support and whether strong ties were more likely
to provide emotional support. Across both social

Table 2. Non parametric chi-square analyses comparing the fre-
quency of social support dimensions within messages that sought
or provided only one dimension of support.

Support- 227° 15° 0 27°
seeking

Support- 6547 253° 3¢ 68¢
providing

“Numbers in the same row with different letter superscripts are signifi-
cantly different from one another at the level of at least p < .05.

100% A
90; 91% mSite A
6
80% OSite B
80% -
70% A
60% -
50% -
40% -
30% A
20% A 13%
7%
10% ° 4% o9 1% 1%
0% -
1-time 2-times 3-times 4+-times

Figure 2. Frequency of support provision within dyads across both
sites.
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networking sites, significantly more messages between
weak ties contained informational support than those
that did not (Site A: 555 vs. 177, x* (1)=195.20,
p<.001 and Site B: 495 vs. 103, x> (1)=256.96,
p <.001). Analyses of strong ties, however, showed no
significant difference in the frequency of messages that
contained emotional support than those that did not
(Site A: 112 vs. 126, x> (1)=.82, NS and Site B: 22
vs. 26, x* (1)=.33, NS). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was
only partially supported.

Social network structure

Five support networks were constructed for the two
social networking sites: one multiplex network examined
overall support and four uniplex networks reflected each
dimension of support provided on the sites. On Site A,
the multiplex network consisted of 199 people with 927
ties between them and Site B had 465 people with 659 ties
between them. Table 3 reports the mean in- and out-
degree, degree centralization, density, and reciprocity
measures. The data show that the smaller network
(Site A), in terms of number of members, was the more
active network, with a mean degree of 6.14 compared to
1.59 for the larger site (Site B), indicating that, on aver-
age, each member on Site A had ties to six other mem-
bers, whereas on Site B, each member connected with
less than two other participants which is reflected in the
density metrics of .03 for Site A and .003 for Site B.
However, even the more active network, Site A, was
not a very dense network, with only 3% of all possible
ties being realized, while on Site B less than 1% of all
possible ties had been made. Further, both sites had low
reciprocity, suggesting that support only flowed one way
on Site B, while on Site A there was some minimal recip-
rocal support provision.

Site A was more centralized on in-degree, suggesting
some participants were receiving more support than
others. On Site B the support networks were generally
more centralized on out-degree, although not strongly.
Higher measures of out-degree centralization suggest
the provision of support was not evenly distributed
throughout the network. However, on both sites
esteem support was more centralized on in-degree indi-
cating that a few members, in particular, received more
esteem support than others. In regards to network sup-
port, Site B had the same in- and out-degree centraliza-
tion measure suggesting that the network was not
strongly centralized on either of these measures.

The most prominent similarity across both sites was
that the support networks became less centralized and
less dense as the dimension of support provided varied
(Table 3). There were some key participants holding the
informational support network together; however,
these central figures dropped out of the network,
along with many other members, with the other sup-
port dimensions, resulting in a more decentralized net-
work. For example, Figure 3 illustrates how much
larger and more dense the informational and emotional
support networks are on Site A, in comparison to the
esteem and network support networks. Thus, the struc-
ture of the support networks varied widely across each
dimension of support exchange.

Discussion

Similar to previous social support research,**>=>*7* the

current study found informational and emotional sup-
port were most in demand on pregnancy-related social
networking sites. There were far fewer requests for
esteem and network support, and none for tangible sup-
port. These findings are consistent with previous

Table 3. Comparison of five support networks on social networking sites A and B.

Number of nodes 199 465 181 417
Mean degree 6.14 1.59 4.65 1.25
Normalized mean degree .35 .07 .26 .07
Out-degree centralization 4.84 1.14 3.80 1.17
In-degree centralization 5.97 80 4.70 .96
Average density .03 .003 .02 .003
Reciprocity .07 .006 .06 .01

170 364 41 B85 29 75
3.45 .98 41 .07 12 oAl
.35 .07 .05 .01 .03 .01
4.52 .23 1.22 42 48 35
4.83 1.01 1.72 1.28 L7 35
.02 .002 .00 .00 .00 .00
.05 .01 .00 .00 .00 .00
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Figure 3. Sociometric diagrams depicting four networks of support exchange on Site A.
A =informational support provision; B=emotional support provision; C =esteem support provision; D = network support provision.

research that found that pregnant women rely on the
Internet to find both information and social sup-
port.*>?* Moreover, the data indicate most support
needs were met on the sites. Thus, these sites represent
a valuable source of social support, particularly infor-
mational and emotional, for pregnant women. Findings
suggest participants generally received the type of sup-
port they requested and when they did not, as in the case
of informational support, emotional support was sub-
stituted instead. While studies have found contradictory
impacts of unsolicited support,”>~"” researchers suggest
unsolicited support may be beneficial when there is a
greater overall need for support.”® Thus, the provision
of unsolicited emotional support, in lieu of the informa-
tional support that was sought on these sites, may be
beneficial for participants because it reflects an attentive
community trying to be supportive; however, future
research is needed to verify this suggestion.

The findings also indicate these social networking
sites were weak ties networks with infrequent repeti-
tive contact. While this study supports previous
research that weak ties are more likely to provide
informational support,®® the study could not confirm
that strong ties were more likely to provide emotional
support. These data suggest that informational

support is the backbone of online support networks
and that tie strength may have different implications
in an online context.

In terms of network structure, the smaller multiplex
network was the more active site, indicating that, des-
pite having more members to provide support, larger
communities are not necessarily more supportive. In
fact, smaller networks may facilitate more interaction
among participants because members can more easily
connect with a majority of the network, which becomes
more difficult as network size increases’” and responsi-
bility for support provision may diffuse across the net-
work. The smaller multiplex network was also more
centralized than the larger multiplex network, indicat-
ing that there were some very active participants at the
center of Site A, while participation on Site B was more
diffuse. This suggests that online communities benefit
from some more active individuals, such as moderators,
at the center of the network to help engage the commu-
nity. From a public health perspective, there may be an
opportunity for moderators to act as peer health edu-
cators,® in which, with some training, they could pro-
vide some more qualified advice and support.

Not all small networks are well connected, though, as
illustrated in the smaller uniplex networks formed on
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these sites. Analyses of the uniplex networks revealed
that network structure changed with each dimension
of social support provided. The informational and emo-
tional support networks were more robust than the
others, with the most participants, and also the greatest
density and reciprocity. This suggests members feel most
comfortable and willing to exchange informational and
emotional support in this context. The uniplex networks
with fewer members—those created around esteem and
network support—were not well connected with no reci-
procity and no density. Therefore, these data indicate
there may be an optimal network size that is large
enough to facilitate engagement among participants
but not too large so responsibility for participation
becomes too widely diffused across the network.
Moreover, these data indicate the robustness of net-
works is not solely associated with their size, but also
the content or function of their connections.

The current study’s findings are similar to Chang’s*®
study of a Taiwanese sample in that the informational
network had the largest number of participants.
However, in Chang’s study network support was the
second most in-demand support dimension and
the emotional support network had less than half the
number of participants than the informational support
network. Thus, there were differences in the support
networks between Chang’s study and the current one.
These differences may be attributed to traditional, cul-
tural differences related to the public display of emotion
or they may reflect differences related to gender or the
health issue under discussion. The current study
included an all-female sample who may feel more com-
fortable exchanging emotional support, and/or there
may be an interaction effect between the topic (preg-
nancy) and gender of participants that is associated
with the exchange of more emotional support.

Our findings also illustrate the importance of combin-
ing content analysis with a network perspective enabling
us to investigate how these support networks function.
While the study found an even exchange of esteem and
network support, the support networks formed around
these support dimensions were not nearly as robust as
the networks formed around informational and emo-
tional support. Therefore, by combining these two meth-
odologies researchers can learn more about both the
availability of social support in an online context, as
well as how the functional content of supportive rela-
tionships is associated with social network structure.

Limitations and directions for future research

This research focused on two health-related social net-
working sites in a US context; therefore, findings are
not generalizable to the entire population of online
social support networks. Thus, future research should

consider a larger sample size and researchers should
also consider sites that address different health issues
with different populations. The current study focused
on sites primarily used by American women, additional
studies should examine whether there are differences
among sites that are more popular with men only as
well as mixed-gender sites and sites targeted for users in
other cultural contexts. In addition, future research
should further examine the role that cultural influences
may play in online networks. The study also was
grounded in Cutrona and Suhr’s*’ typology of social
support; therefore, the findings may change when using
other support typologies.

The current study suggests several areas of inquiry
for future research. More research is needed to validate
the finding of support substitution, such as when emo-
tional support was substituted for informational sup-
port, and the potential impact of such substitutions on
support-recipients. More studies are also needed to
examine the quality of informational support provided.
Informational support was the dimension of support
most frequently exchanged among members; however,
more research is needed about the quality and accuracy
of the informational support provided and whether
members follow the advice received in this context. If
members accept and act on erroneous information, this
could result in serious, negative health outcomes. More
research is also needed as to why there is such a high
demand for informational support on these social net-
working sites. This high demand may suggest informa-
tional needs are not being met in a pregnant woman'’s
clinical relationships with her health care team.
Qualitative research that directly elicits feedback from
women about their experiences would also add to the
literature.

Additional studies are also needed to better under-
stand the factors that facilitate a more connected sup-
port network and to identify whether there is an “ideal”
network size for the exchange of support. Prior
research has suggested that larger networks have
more potential resources for support provision;>>->¢-¢°
however, the current study found the largest multiplex
network was not the most connected. Therefore, more
research is needed to identify whether a larger network
encourages a diffusion of responsibility wherein mem-
bers may not participate because they think someone
else will. Conversely, more research is needed to iden-
tify why the smallest uniplex support networks were not
well-connected either. These data suggest that too small
a network may also impede engagement. Finally, more
research is needed with a larger sample to further exam-
ine the differences between the uniplex support net-
works. Since so few messages exchanged esteem and
network support the current comparison of uniplex net-
works is limited.
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Conclusion

The findings from this study confirm social networking
sites are active forums for the exchange of informa-
tional and emotional support. The findings suggest sup-
port seekers’ needs are generally being met on these
sites and when they are not—as in the case of informa-
tion—another support dimension may be substituted.
The findings also indicate the structure of support net-
works varies across individual support dimensions,
such that all networks are not equally connected and
robust. However, these networks are primarily weak tie
networks that exchange informational support, with
little reciprocity and low density. For health care prac-
titioners, this study serves as another important remin-
der that patients are acquiring health care information
online, which may or may not be factually accurate.
Therefore, these findings suggest health care practi-
tioners, particularly in a US context, should consider
how they can better meet their patients’ needs for infor-
mational support, either offline or through their own
moderated support network, so as to ensure patients
are receiving accurate information and the support
they need to cope with their health issues.
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