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ABSTRACT 

 

Most studies on online self-help groups for healthcare contexts have explored the 

content of social support. However, very little research has shed light on the 

communicative behaviors and language use of participants in online self-help groups 

for mental illness. This thesis studies the communication of social support in online 

self-help groups for anxiety and depression (OSGADs) to reveal their characteristics 

as communities of practice (CofPs) and how the predominant communicative acts of 

the participants contribute to social support communication. 

The data of the present study is a self-compiled corpus of 120 threads 

collected from six selected OSGADs. Mixed methods discourse analysis (MMDA) is 

used as a research method to conduct three empirical studies (i.e., Chapters 4, 5, and 

6), in which both qualitative and quantitative approaches of discourse analysis are 

utilized, including content analysis, textual analysis, and interaction analysis. 

Different analytical frameworks are employed in the analyses. The data analysis 

begins by investigating the main communicative patterns of the interactions (Chapter 

5) and then examines two predominant communicative acts (Chapters 5 and 6). Issues 

closely related to the analysis are also discussed in each of the analytical chapters. 

Using conversation analysis (Jefferson & Lee, 1992) and Social Support 

Behavior Code (Coulson, 2005), Chapter 4 reveals the sequential structures and main 

content of the interactions. The results show that self-disclosure and advice-giving are 

the most predominant communicative acts in the interactions. This chapter argues that 

the optimal matching theory (Cutrona & Russell, 1990) is probably inadequate to 

elucidate that the support proffered by respondents aids the support seekers. Chapter 

5 investigates the multiple functions of self-disclosure in personal, textual, and 

interactional layers. The functions are examined through textual analysis and 

interaction analysis in tandem with frameworks including cognitive discourse 

analysis (Tenbrink, 2015) and rhetorical structure theory (Mann & Thompson, 2009). 

The findings show that self-disclosure enables support providers to distance 

themselves from problems, release their emotions, and increase 

reliability/persuasiveness. Self-disclosure facilitates the disclosure of other 

participants and support recipients may perceive it as advice, mitigation, and 

normalization. Chapter 6 conceptualizes the politeness of advice messages. Viewing 

advice as a speech event, textual analysis is conducted to explore the discursive 

moves and relational strategies (Locher, 2006) in advice messages, and shows that the 

advice messages contain many emphatic moves and relational strategies, including 

sharing own experience, empathizing, and assessment. The notions of 
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contextualization (Gumperz, 1987) and relational work (Watts, 2003) are used to 

argue that empathy is a contextualization cue to make the advice messages 

appropriate and politic.  

Based on the three empirical studies, this thesis suggests three main 

characteristics of OSGADs as CofPs, including an emphasis on supportiveness, 

participants‘ performance of multiple identities, and frequent self-disclosure and 

advice. This thesis argues that self-disclosure is particularly crucial in the social 

support communication due to its multi-functionality. Self-disclosure is also an act 

that contextualizes an empathetic interactional context wherein advice is often politic 

and appropriate. This thesis concludes by discussing implications for interpersonal 

communication and online support groups in Hong Kong. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section provides background 

information about the topic of this thesis, and the second section outlines the 

structure and introduces the main content of the chapters that follow. 

 

1.1 Background information 

This section begins with the definition of social support and then illustrates the 

situation of people with anxiety and depression worldwide, especially in 

developed countries, to demonstrate the increasing seriousness of mental health 

issues. Furthermore, the therapeutic effect of social support provided to people 

with anxiety and/or depression is explained. Leading into the topic of the present 

study, the advantages and disadvantages of computer-mediated communication 

(CMC) in general are considered, followed by a discussion of online self-help 

groups for mental health and their influences on participants in particular. Finally, 

the linkages between the language and communication of social support are 

examined. 

 

1.1.1 Definition of social support 

The definition of social support can be traced back to the 1970s. According to 

Cobb (1976), ―social support is information that makes an individual believe he 

or she is cared for, loved, esteemed, and valued, and belongs to a network of 

communication and has mutual obligation‖ (Cobb, 1976, p. 300). The World 

Health Organization (WHO) has further identified the significance of peer 

support, a form of social support, in sustaining mental health. Social support can 

counter feelings of helplessness and frustration and provide a secure environment, 

and the manner in which people speak to and about each other can affect their 

peers‘ recovery and self-esteem (WHO, 2017).  

Social support can be categorized into four main types: emotional support, 

informational support, companionship support, and tangible support (Uchino, 
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2004). Emotional support primarily refers to empathy, love, concern, and 

intimacy (Langford, Bowsher, Maloney, & Lillis, 1997). When receiving 

emotional support, people can obtain a sense of being valued (Slevin et al., 1996). 

Tangible support refers to offers of concrete and direct means of assistance, such 

as financial support, material goods, or various kinds of services (House, 1981). 

Informational support denotes the provision of suggestions, advice, or other 

useful information for problem-solving. Lastly, companionship support refers to 

the facilitation of a sense of belonging and normality in social groups (Wills, 

1991). The delivery of all four of these forms of social support is normally 

mediated by face-to-face communication. However, contemporary fast-paced 

lifestyles may lead to less interpersonal communication among people, generating 

difficulties in conveying and receiving social support. Nonetheless, new 

technology allows people novel and more convenient ways of connecting 

remotely. 

Thanks to the rapid development of internet technology, online social 

support has become available via most popular social media platforms worldwide, 

such as Facebook, Twitter, and other online forums. While online social support 

is similar to face-to-face social support in certain ways (e.g., the content of social 

support), it also offers several additional advantages, such as non-judgmental 

interactions, convenience, and anonymity (Hwang et al., 2010). Numerous studies 

have found that participants in online support groups for different health issues 

can receive various types of social support (e.g., Coulson, 2005; Coulson & 

Greenwood, 2012; Smedley, Coulson, Gavin, Rodham, & Watts, 2015). It is not 

uncommon to see people with physical or mental health problems seeking social 

support through social media sites, particularly via online support groups. The 

numbers of registered members and visits have been large (thousands of members 

and millions of visits) and are continually increasing. 

 

1.1.2 Anxiety and depression worldwide 

Given the rising rates of anxiety and/or depression in developed and developing 

countries in recent decades, these mental illnesses have caught the attention of 

researchers in different fields. The statistical report of the Anxiety and Depression 
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Association of America (ADAA) indicates that almost 75% of people suffering 

from different degrees of mental disorders remain untreated in developing 

countries, while almost one million people have committed suicide due to anxiety 

and/or depression. The WHO has also observed that anxiety disorders are the 

most common mental disorders globally, with social phobia and major depressive 

disorder being particularly widespread. It is estimated that over 300 million 

people of all ages suffer from different degrees of depression. Depression is 

characterized by a range of symptoms, including sadness, tiredness, loss of 

interest or pleasure, low self-worth or feelings of guilt, poor concentration, and 

disturbed sleep or appetite (WHO, 2019). Developed countries (for example, the 

US, the UK, and Australia) have particularly high rates of anxiety and depression: 

In 2014, around 16.1 million adults aged 18 years or older in the US were 

experiencing depression, while 40 million adults (18.1% of the population) were 

suffering from anxiety. Similarly, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2019) 

reported in 2018 that roughly 3.2 million Australians were living with depression 

or anxiety: about 1 million Australian adults had depression, while over 2 million 

had anxiety. In the UK, a survey conducted by the Mental Health Foundation 

(2019) found that 19.7% of the population aged 16 and older demonstrated 

symptoms of anxiety or depression. Furthermore, since these figures are trending 

higher, an increasing number of mental health organizations and governments are 

working to address the social issues surrounding anxiety and depression.  

 

1.1.3 Social support and anxiety/depression 

Social support‘s therapeutic effect on people with mental illness is primarily due 

to its capacity to address loneliness, a significant source of anxiety and depression. 

Loneliness is defined as the feelings of distress stemming from an individual‘s 

perception that their social needs are not being fulfilled by the quantity, or 

particularly the quality, of their social relationships (Pinquart & Soresen, 2001). 

A lack of intimate relationships can be a cause of depression and anxiety 

(Harrison, Barrow, Gask, & Creed, 1999). Furthermore, as loneliness increases, 

so does the risk of various cognitive and mental health problems (Hawkley & 

Cacioppo, 2010). However, participation in a social network does not guarantee 
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the elimination of loneliness. Even an individual who belongs to a social network 

may feel lonely if the relationships facilitated by this network lack adequate 

support and warmth (Segrin & Passalacqua, 2010). The condition may be more 

severe if the distressed individual is not accepted by his or her society, friends, 

and/or family members. Such individuals may harbour feelings of stigmatization 

that lead to others avoiding contact with them because they are labelled ―mentally 

disordered‖ and associated with stereotypes of incompetence, unpredictability, 

and even dangerousness (Leach, 2015). Conversely, receiving the proper social 

support can fulfil an individual‘s social needs, subsequently diminishing the 

likelihood of them feeling lonely, and thereby forestalling mental illness. 

Consequently, social support is a significant factor in protecting mental health.  

People can obtain social support through interpersonal communication. 

However, finding an in-person support group and disclosing one‘s feelings in 

face-to-face communication can be difficult. Online self-help groups provide an 

alternative for people who are seeking social support but have difficulties with 

face-to-face communication. Participants in online self-help groups rely heavily 

on written communication, which by its nature does not involve voices, tones, 

stress, or facial expressions, but only typed words. Thus, in the absence of such 

in-person social cues, language use plays an important role in the communication 

of social support in online self-help groups.  

 

1.1.4 Computer-mediated communication (CMC) in health contexts 

The application of the internet and electronic communication in healthcare 

contexts has been a growing topic of concern and discussion due to the widely 

recognized merits of CMC (Fage-Butler & Jensen, 2015; Miller & Gergen, 1998; 

Wright & Bell, 2003). Examples of CMC include online counselling and online 

medical consultations through emails, forums, and video calls. Although these 

specific types of online health communication have been encouraged because of 

the benefits generated by CMC, they nevertheless have certain drawbacks. This 

section illustrates both the advantages and the disadvantages of online health 

communication. 
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Advantages of online health communication 

Previous literature has enumerated a number of advantages of CMC potentially 

conducive to the therapeutic effect of online forums in health contexts: boundary-

free communication, the convenience of posting messages without time 

constraints, the provision of written records available for subsequent examination 

and deliberation, the reduction of prejudice, the acceptance of multiple opinions 

and personal anonymity (Miller & Gergen, 1998). These advantages encourage 

people to utilize online forums and facilitate further increases in the number of 

individuals who participate in such forums for health-related reasons. These 

participants are often presently suffering or have previously suffered from 

physical or mental illness. There are three predominant advantages of CMC for 

this population, namely diverse information exchange, reduction of stigma, and 

enhancement of self-disclosure. 

The breadth and diversity of the information exchanged, a principal 

component of online health communication, increases the likelihood that internet 

users can obtain the knowledge they seek. A survey conducted by Kummervold et 

al. (2002) has found that informational access is a key reason for people‘s 

participation in online networks in healthcare contexts. Respondents asked for 

opinions on the use of online mental health forums report a belief that the forums 

could fulfil their demands for both practical information regarding medication 

and experiential information from peers concerning mental disorders or stressful 

situations.  

Participation in online support groups can also aid in reducing the stigma 

of mental health diseases. According to Wright and Bell (2003), ―stigma refers to 

the sense of shame, disgrace, or taboo in relation to a particular illness or 

condition, and stems from fears and prejudices surrounding cultural conceptions 

of a health issue‖ (p. 42). Individuals with serious diseases or mental disorders 

are easily stigmatized in traditional society, particularly in Eastern countries. 

Since stigma typically results from societal or stereotypical perceptions, 

communicating online with individuals who share the same experiences enables 

users to avoid the judgments of the general public. Furthermore, Mullany et al. 
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(2016) found that online communication offers greater communicative freedom 

than face-to-face communication and provides a secure platform wherein 

participants can raise sensitive, awkward, and detailed questions while 

simultaneously minimizing their risk of harassment. 

Participants are more willing to disclose their conditions in online 

exchanges than in face-to-face interaction (Kummervold et al., 2002). In online 

support groups, people seldom feel judged, disapproved, or disappointed by the 

respondents (Wood & Smith, 2001). Moreover, the anonymity or pseudonymity 

of online communication provides the participants with a sense of security that 

stimulates them to disclose their problems in the online support group (Wallace, 

1999). Additionally, in the process of discussing his or her experiences, an 

individual inevitably writes about their personal opinions and feelings, which has 

been shown to have therapeutic value in alleviating depression and loneliness, as 

well as reducing pain and stress (Smyth, Stone, Hurewitz, & Kaell, 1999). Lastly, 

numerous studies on online groups indicate that participants experience a sense of 

catharsis after posting messages to their respective online forums (Finn, 1999; 

Miller & Gergen, 1998; White & Dorman, 2001).  

 

Drawbacks of online health communication 

Nevertheless, online communication has been subject to criticism. An especially 

common contention is that social media use can lead to self-isolation. More 

specifically, some scholars have argued that people would be better served by 

returning to their ―real lives‖ to work on restoring the love and friendship that is 

absent in their in-person relationships, rather than indulging in a virtual life and 

receiving substitute support from strangers (Alemi et al., 1996). Moreover, the 

excessive use of online social networks to the extent that social isolation occurs 

may cause internet addiction
1
 (Finn, 1999) and complex psychopathology (Poli & 

                                                 
1
 According to Greenfield (1999, p.4–5), internet addiction is an impulse control disorder that is 

similar to pathological gambling. Internet users who suffer from internet addiction may develop 

emotional attachments to online friends and activities held on their computers. The users indulge 

in aspects of the internet that enable them to meet, socialize, and exchange ideas through online 

forums, chat rooms, and virtual communities. Sufferers of internet addiction rely heavily on the 

internet to connect with others, as a substitution for real-life human connection, which they are 

unable to achieve normally.   
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Agrimi, 2012). Users may become so reliant on their internet peers that they find 

it difficult to leave the social network at all. Furthermore, participants of more 

than 20 health-related online self-help groups have reported difficulty in seeking 

support from those users they had previously communicated with in these groups 

(Wright, 2000). As such, it can be challenging for the participants to establish real 

friendship and trust in online self-help groups or other social networks.  

Another more common problem of online health communication is 

miscommunication and hostile messages, which stem from the lack of in-person 

social presence and the corresponding absence of non-verbal cues and relational 

obligations (Preece, 1998). First, the lack of face-to-face interactions and non-

verbal cues causes difficulties in clearly communicating emotions (Alemi et al., 

1996); given that participants may not be able to understand others‘ specific 

emotions without access to their facial expressions, voices, and vocal intonations, 

miscommunication becomes more likely. Second, the contextual limitations of 

written communication also increase the probability of hostile messages. Hostile 

messages are often associated with cyber-bullying, in which people criticize and 

even insult others through social media. Finally, more general issues regarding 

security, privacy, and the quality and accuracy of information in online networks 

should also be considered (Bauer, Bauer, Spiessl, & Kagerbauer, 2013). Personal 

details are probably divulged on the internet, and this may lead to an invasion of 

privacy. Moreover, fake news or false information can mislead internet users.  

The inherent drawbacks of CMC, such as the lack of non-verbal cues and 

in-person social presence, cannot be negated. Nevertheless, the computer is a 

conduit created for human convenience, and the satisfaction of unmet needs and 

is not necessarily a cause of these drawbacks. It is humans who shape the uses of 

these tools of communicative innovations; given this human influence, it stands to 

reason that online social networks per se do not generate or perpetuate the 

isolation of their users (Alemi et al., 1996). In other words, online social media is 

a platform for communication, but internet users themselves are responsible for 

the content, quality, and accuracy of the messages exchanged therein. Moreover, 

within online social networks, respect among users is as highly valued as in face-

to-face interactions. Internet users should understand the potential disadvantages 
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of CMC while also recognizing that, despite these drawbacks, its advantages have 

led to increasing numbers of people using online social media. 

In a healthcare context, it is crucial to consider both the advantages and 

the disadvantages of online communication. Interactions among internet users and 

the information delivered on online platforms can affect an individual‘s moods 

and mental stability and even influence his or her medical decisions. Therefore, a 

rigorous understanding of online communication in healthcare contexts is 

necessary to avoid harm or misinformation, as well as to increase the utility of 

online platforms in mental health treatments. While various forms of online 

communication related to healthcare topics exist, this thesis focuses on one 

typical form of online health communication: online self-help groups, specifically 

in the contexts of anxiety and depression.  

 

1.1.5 Online self-help groups for mental health 

The term ―self-help groups‖—also named mutual help, mutual aid, or support 

groups—refers to groups of people who offer mutual support to one another 

(Ahmadi, 2017). According to Ahmadi, participants in a self-help group for 

healthcare often share a common disease, either physical or psychological, and 

congregate with the goal of helping each other to address, heal, or recover from 

the illness. Moreover, self-help groups are based on ―principles of empowerment, 

inclusion, nonhierarchical decision making, shared responsibility, and a holistic 

approach to people‘s cultural, economic, and social needs‖ (Finn, 1999, p. 221). 

The participants in such groups uphold the values of cooperative self-organization, 

social support, free services, and non-bureaucratic mutual assistance methods 

(Schopler & Galinsky, 1993). More specifically, participants in self-help groups 

share information, attempt to see both sides of an issue by engaging in dialogue, 

discuss ―taboo‖ topics, share a space with someone else who is ―in the same boat‖, 

experience mutual support, rehearse and solve problems, overcome loneliness, act 

as helpers, and develop social networks (Katz & Maida, 1990). The internet 

relationships established among participants in online forums have social norms 

that facilitate contact and interactions with relative strangers (Gackenbach, 2007). 
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According to Davison, Pennebaker, and Dickerson (2000), self-help 

groups possess numerous therapeutic possibilities. Since institutional healthcare 

systems separate general and physical healthcare services from the provision of 

psychological support, online self-help groups play a complementary role. 

Empirical studies suggest that online self-help groups for mental illness have 

positive psychological effects on their users: Mitchell, Rowe, and Counihan 

(2013) found that online mental health forums allow for broader networks and 

flexible, asynchronous access, as well as the development of coping skills for 

newcomers accessing previous posts. Research has also concluded that messages 

containing expressions of care and empathy in online support groups help victims 

of diseases overcome their feelings of loneliness, uncertainty, and grief and offer 

desired peer support (Malik & Coulson, 2008; Yoo et al., 2014) In short, these 

forums can create practical reference guides that help people who suffer from 

mental illness to tackle their problems.  

Another study indicated that social support from online self-help groups 

can mitigate depressive symptoms. Horgan et al. (2013) have evaluated an online 

peer support group for university students with depressive symptoms, revealing 

that students‘ depressive symptoms primarily stemmed from a sense of loneliness. 

According to this study, when the students did not adequately address their 

depressive emotions, mental health problems such as low self-esteem, depression, 

anxiety, and social isolation could ensue. However, these students‘ participation 

in an online group for sharing experiences and identifying with each other, as 

well as offering and obtaining emotional and informational support, provided 

them with comfort, support, understanding, and companionship.  

Furthermore, Scherr and Reinemann (2016) have found that online self-

help groups can help people with suicidal inclinations. In examining how online 

health forums and self-help groups impact the suicidal tendencies of individuals, 

this study discovered that the higher an individual‘s suicidality, the more frequent 

their participation in the online health forums or self-help groups. Consequently, 

the authors concluded that the suicidality of individuals does not increase if they 

visit such websites and that online communities are therefore effective in terms of 

suicide prevention.  
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In sum, previous studies, of which the aforementioned examples represent 

only a few, have recognized the therapeutic effects of online self-help groups. 

Furthermore, social support is a key concept in understanding how participants 

benefit from self-help groups. Since the interactions among participants in online 

self-help groups heavily rely on written communication, the following section 

illuminates the relationships between language and the communication of social 

support. 

 

1.1.6 Language and communication of online social support 

Relatively few studies have focused on the role of language in the communication 

of social support. However, some prior studies have shown that language use can 

influence the communication of social support. Lewallen, Owen, Bantum, and 

Staton (2014) have investigated the ways language influences peer 

responsiveness in an online self-help group for cancer in terms of several 

linguistic dimensions: word counts, types of pronouns, emotion words, and topics. 

Their study has determined that longer messages and messages that include fewer 

second-person pronouns are replied to more frequently; that messages expressing 

a large amount of positive emotion are replied to less readily; and that certain 

topics, including self-discourse, medical experiences, relationship issues, and 

introductory posts, are more likely to receive responses. As such, this study 

provides general insights into how the linguistic attributes of messages affect the 

communication of social support.  

Focusing specifically on the linguistic elements of emotion words, Biehl 

and Kahn (2016) have examined the causal effect of emotion language on the 

request and provision of support in an online community. Their study has found 

that the initial posting of a thread with fewer positive emotion and more negative 

emotion words can generate perceptions that the thread opener is depressed and 

incapable of coping with their problems. Respondents deduce the thread opener‘s 

level of depression in accordance with the emotion words employed in their post 

messages due to the perceived connection between the use of emotion words and 

the emotional experiences of people (Kahn, Tobin, Massey, & Anderson, 2007). 

Moreover, the polarity of emotions can be an indicator of individual coping skills 
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and resilience (Fredirickson, 1998). Additionally, Biehl and Kahn (2016) have 

suggested that messages posted by participants acting as potential helpers contain 

more positive emotion words when responding to initial postings that contain a 

larger amount of positive emotion words and a smaller amount of negative 

emotion words. This phenomenon has been explained by the theory of linguistic 

style matching (Niederhoffer & Pennebaker, 2002)
2
 and the theory of emotional 

contagion (Reber, Allen, & Reber, 2009).
3
 Biehl and Kahn‘s (2016) study thereby 

demonstrates how language use influences the communicative behaviour of the 

participants in online support groups in terms of the two major functions of 

emotion words. Namely, their indicative function, which signals an individual‘s 

level of emotional instability and resilience, and their psychological influence on 

responses from others to the thread openers (who are typically support seekers).  

The aforementioned studies have suggested that language use plays a 

significant role in the communication of online social support. More specifically, 

the language participants use to compose their messages affects the responses 

from others. Linguistic devices, such as pronouns, emotion words, and discourse 

strategies, represent different social meanings to the messages‘ various receivers. 

Therefore, studying language use in the interactions among participants in online 

self-help groups can contribute to further understanding of the communication of 

online social support and provide implications for improvements in the practice.   

Previous research has employed statistical approaches to examine the 

relationship between the utilization of specific linguistic elements and the 

communication of social support. However, these studies did not conduct any in-

depth investigation into specific speech acts or into the linguistic attributes that 

play a significant role in eliciting different types of social support. Therefore, a 

systematic linguistic study that highlights the communication of social support is 

                                                 
2
 The theory of linguistic style matching assumes that the linguistic elements, including words, 

phrases, particular sentence structures, and special expressions, one person uses co-vary with 

those the other person uses on both a turn-by-turn level and a broader conversational level 

(Cappella, 1996). Niederhoffer and Pennebaker (2002) propose that the words one speaker uses 

prime the listener to respond in a specific way.  

 
3
 Emotional contagion entails that one person‘s emotions can be synchronized with the emotions 

expressed by others nearby.  
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needed to facilitate further understanding of the communicative habitus of the 

participants in online self-help groups.  

 

1.1.7 Section summary 

This section began by defining the concept of social support and the situations of 

people suffering anxiety and/or depression in different countries. It then discussed 

the possible advantages and drawbacks of CMC and argued that computer users 

can ultimately decide how best to use different social media platforms to benefit 

from CMC, before narrowing the focus to online self-help groups for mental 

health, which are a type of CMC. Previous research recognizing the therapeutic 

effect of online groups offering a variety of social support to people with mental 

illnesses was also discussed. Next, digging deeper into the relation between social 

support and mental health, I reviewed the studies that delineate how (online) 

social support contributes to alleviating people‘s emotional instability and mental 

disorders from a social and psychological perspective. The reviewed studies 

revealed that language can influence the delivery of social support by utilizing 

statistical analysis to highlight the correlation between language use and the 

communicative behaviours of participants in online self-help groups. This section 

concluded by stating that very little research has investigated through detailed 

examples how language use contributes to the communication of social support 

from a sociolinguistic point of view.  

 

1.2 Lead-in 

With an understanding of the relevant background information now established, 

this section explains the motivation for conducting the present research and states 

the research questions of this study. It also outlines the structure of this thesis.  

 

1.2.1 Research motivation 

As noted in Section 1.1.2, although anxiety and depression are the most common 

mental illnesses worldwide, with the number of sufferers steadily increasing, very 

little attention has been paid to these mental disorders compared to other physical 
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diseases in the context of research into online self-help groups. The majority of 

the research on online self-help groups has examined support for physical health 

conditions, such as irritable bowel syndrome (Coulson, 2005), Huntington‘s 

disease (Coulson, Buchanan and Aubeeluck, 2007), HIV (Coursaris and Liu, 

2009), childhood cancer (Coulson and Greenwood, 2012), and cannabis abuse 

(Greiner, Chatton and Khazzal, 2017). Moreover, mental health merits study 

alongside physical health because mental health is a key element of quality of life. 

Thus, research contributing to the alleviation and cure of anxiety and depression 

should be encouraged. 

With more and more people using the internet to receive and deliver news, 

information, and messages, the influence and power of CMC has expanded in 

recent decades. CMC has become increasingly popular as a form of interpersonal 

communication. As such, the rapid development and changes of CMC require 

further and more comprehensive research to facilitate better understanding of the 

social situations and human behaviours related to CMC. Though online self-help 

groups have been broadly studied, more research on such groups is needed to 

ensure a diversity of viewpoints because the internet world has been constantly 

changing over time. 

Many people are committed to their work to maintain their current living 

standards while striving for a high (materialistic) standard, which can cause stress. 

Consequently, it can be difficult for such individuals to sustain a positive mindset 

and supportive manner in interpersonal interactions, particularly those living in 

metropolises. Moreover, people may not be aware of how to speak empathically 

to others with anxious and/or depressive emotions. The conversation threads in 

online self-help groups are, in this context, samples of supportive interactions, a 

kind of supportive discourse. Investigating the communication of online social 

support is expected to generalize some specific language uses that convey support 

to others. Awareness of such supportive language can be useful and helpful for 

people when interacting with others who are anxious and depressed in social and 

professional contexts.  
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While online self-help groups have been operated and used as a tactic of 

therapeutic intervention in Western developed countries such as the UK, the US, 

and Australia, online self-help groups in Hong Kong and other Asian countries 

are less robust. Nevertheless, according to the Hong Kong Mental Morbidity 

Survey (2013), 13.3% of Chinese adults suffered from common mental disorders, 

while Lun et al. (2018) revealed that 68.5% of Hong Kong students have mild to 

severe anxiety and depression symptoms. However, in Chinese culture, disclosing 

a mental disorder has long been seen as a taboo due to concerns of stigmatization. 

As such, people with mental disorders may find it difficult to reveal their illness 

and release any negative emotions among their relatives, friends, and colleagues. 

Online self-help groups for mental illness can be a ―secure‖ platform that allows 

for the sharing of personal experience and exchanging of social support among 

people suffering from similar symptoms. Thus, studying online self-help groups 

for anxiety and depression can provide insights into the possibility of developing 

effective online self-help groups in Hong Kong or in the Greater China Region. 

 

1.2.2 Research objective and research question 

Viewing the online self-help groups for anxiety and depression (OSGADs) as 

communities of practice (CofPs), the present study aims to enhance the 

understanding of the communication of online social support from a 

sociolinguistic perspective. More specifically, it examines the most predominant 

communicative acts that support providers use to offer social support to support 

seekers, considering the functions of those acts. Based on the results of three 

analytical studies (i.e., Chapters 4, 5, and 6), the characteristics of OSGADs are 

described and discussed in accordance with the CofPs framework. Two research 

questions will be addressed in this thesis:  

1. How do the predominant communicative acts used in OSGADs 

contribute to the communication of social support?  

 

2. What are the characteristics of OSGADs as CofPs? 
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1.2.3 Outline of the thesis  

This section outlines the composition and main content of the subsequent 

chapters of the thesis.  

 

Chapter 2 Literature review  

This chapter reviews research and theoretical notions related to the present study, 

focusing on three main components. First, social constructionism, the theoretical 

notion underpinning this study, is introduced and explicated. Based on social 

constructionism, the concepts of discourse analysis (DA) and its relationship with 

language use are then illuminated. Regarding the methodological approach of the 

present study, computer-mediated discourse analysis (CMDA), a discourse 

analytical approach to investigating digital discourse, is elucidated. To integrate 

all the aforementioned theoretical notions, mixed-methods discourse analysis 

(MMDA) is proposed and explained as the research method employed in this 

study. Second, the previous linguistic studies on online self-help groups are 

reviewed and discussed to reveal the research gaps to be filled. Third, in terms of 

the theoretical notions applied, prior studies concerning the CofP framework are 

reviewed to demonstrate its applicability in the present study and to facilitate 

understanding of this framework. Lastly, this chapter presents the research 

objectives and restates the research questions of this thesis. It also explains the 

research significance of this study. 

 

Chapter 3 Research methodology 

The procedures of data collection and data analysis utilized in the present study 

are described and explained in detail in this chapter. This study adopts the 

MMDA approach. The specific methods of MMDA employed in each analytical 

chapter (Chapters 4, 5, and 6) are explained thoroughly. For the data analysis, the 

analytical chapters use the same data set, namely a self-compiled corpus of 

conversation threads in OSGADs. These chapters aim not only to answer the 

research questions of this thesis, but also to consider critical issues related to their 

own topics associated with each question. Specifically, Chapter 4 discusses the 
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helpfulness of social support based on the communicative patterns in OSGADs; 

Chapter 5 reveals the functions of self-disclosure in the delivery of social support; 

and Chapter 6 investigates the conceptualization of politeness in advice messages. 

 

Chapter 4 Structure and content of the online communication of social support 

As the first step in addressing the research questions, this chapter conducts an 

overall analysis of the communicative acts in the interactions among participants 

in OSGADs to determine which acts predominate. Through content analysis and 

conversation analysis (Jefferson & Lee, 1992), the research identifies the most 

prevalent type of social support exchanged among participants and the most 

predominant communicative acts of the participants. The following two analytical 

chapters therefore focus on two of the most frequently occurring communicative 

acts. In addition, this chapter evaluates the advantages and drawbacks of the 

communicative patterns in OSGADs, challenging the applicability of optimal 

matching theory in determining the helpfulness of social support.  

 

Chapter 5 Giving support through multifunctional self-disclosure  

This chapter illuminates the multiple functions of the act of self-disclosure in the 

messages of support givers. To elucidate these functions comprehensively, a 

three-layer analytical framework is proposed and both textual analysis and 

interaction analysis are adopted. The analysis examines various functions or 

effects of self-disclosure at the personal, textual, and interpersonal levels. It is 

argued that these functions occur simultaneously during interaction with support 

seekers. The multifunctionality also explains the predominance of self-disclosure 

as a communicative act in OSGADs. 

 

Chapter 6 Exploring politeness in advice messages 

This chapter explains the ways support providers offer advice in relation to the 

notion of politeness. It responds to the tendency of previous studies on advice and 

politeness to equate certain mitigation strategies with means to achieve politeness 

in interactions. By contrast, this chapter argues that the sociocultural contexts of 
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interactions must be taken into account to understand the politeness of advice. 

Using the lens of relational work (Watts, 2003) and Gumperz‘s notion of 

contextualization, this chapter conceptualizes the politeness of advice messages. 

Textual analysis is employed to uncover the discursive moves and relational 

strategies in the advice messages, after which interaction analysis is conducted to 

examine the relational work of advice exchanges. 

 

Chapter 7 Conclusions 

This chapter answers the two proposed research questions, explicating the ways 

in which self-disclosure and advising facilitate the communication of online 

social support and the characteristics of OSGADs under the CofP framework. The 

significance of self-disclosure is highlighted, and the complementary relationship 

between self-disclosure and advice-giving is described based on the analytical 

results presented in Chapters 5 and 6. The research implications of this thesis are 

also discussed, including implications for online communication of social support, 

interpersonal communication, and launching online support groups in Hong Kong 

society. The final section explains the limitations of the analytical studies and 

suggests directions for future research.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 

This chapter reviews previous research and theoretical concepts closely related to 

the present study. This review covers four major aspects. The first section reviews 

the theoretical notions of social constructionism which underlie the present study. 

The second section illuminates the methodological approach of mixed-methods 

discourse analysis (MMDA) by explaining the close relationship between 

language and discourse analysis (DA), reviewing the knowledge of DA, and 

introducing the approach of computer-mediated discourse analysis (CMDA). The 

third section reviews prior studies on the communication of social support in 

various online self-help groups and indicates the research gaps in these studies. 

The final section revisits the studies, utilizing CofPs as a framework to 

investigate communicative behaviours in different sectors, particularly healthcare.  

 

2.1 Social constructionism  

There is no absolute definition of social constructionism. Gergen (1985) has listed 

various philosophical assumptions about the world held by social constructionists 

that are useful for understanding the worldview of social constructionism. I use 

his conceptualization of social constructionism as the theoretical background in 

this thesis. As summarized by Burr (1995), Gergen‘s conceptualization of social 

constructionism comprises four main tenets: 

1. Being critical toward ―fact‖ 

Social constructionism encourages people to challenge commonly 

accepted knowledge which is heavily circumscribed by culture, history, or 

social context or altogether nonexistent (Gergen, 1985). Therefore, social 

constructionists maintain a critical stance toward knowledge that is ―taken 

for granted‖ and generally perceived to be factual. Such knowledge can be 

scrutinized, criticized, and even opposed because it is not necessarily real, 

unproblematic, or true. 

  

2. Interrelation of history and culture 
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From social constructionists‘ perspective, ―the process of understanding is 

not automatically driven by the forces of nature, but is the result of an 

active, cooperative enterprise and persons in relationship‖ (Gergen, 1985, 

p. 267). Social constructionists observe that humans‘ understanding of the 

world is interconnected with history and culture. Knowledge of the world 

becomes a product of history and culture since human perceptions of 

knowledge are mostly history- and culture-related. An individual should 

not assume that his or her way of understanding is perforce nearer the 

truth than that of others.  

 

3. Knowledge is based on social processes 

According to Gergen (1985), in social constructionism, a prevailing or 

sustained conventional understanding is dependent on the vicissitudes of 

social processes, such as communication, negotiation, conflict, and 

rhetoric. Social constructionists suggest that humans construct knowledge 

and accept ways of understanding the world through social interactions 

wherein meanings are negotiated. Thus, such meanings become inherently 

ambiguous and are continuously evolving. Social constructionists are thus 

interested in language and other symbolic communication among people.  

 

4. Knowledge is bonded to social actions 

Negotiated understanding and meanings take a wide range of forms, such 

as social interactions and written texts in specific contexts, and many 

―social constructions‖ of the world are therefore possible. Different types 

of social actions are embedded within different social constructions in an 

interrelationship. Consequently, meanings or interpretations of the same 

value, human behaviour, and symbols vary among different social actions. 

Descriptions and explanations of the world themselves construct forms of 

social action and are thus intertwined with human behaviours (Gergen, 

1985). 

In sum, social constructionists propose that our understanding of the world is not 

a definite truth but rather stems from our own perceptions that arise in relation to 

history and culture. Accordingly, facts and the nature of the world cannot be fully 
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determined by humans. Meaning and understanding of the world are constructed 

and deconstructed via social interactions, which include but are not limited to 

language, gestures, symbols, and values. Negotiated understanding and meanings 

can be distinct from context to context, group to group, and person to person, 

given the discrepancies between different social constructions.  

The present study‘s data set comprises hundreds of thousands of online 

conversations among people with anxiety and depression. Social constructionism 

is considered an appropriate theoretical notion that suits the context of OSGADs, 

where meanings are predominantly revealed, interpreted, and exchanged via 

social interactions. Through applying the theoretical concept to this study, I have 

developed at least four perceptions toward the community of OSGADs. First, the 

knowledge or information exchanged can be suspect and may be problematic. 

Hence, the participants in the groups may question the truth of the information 

they have received. Second, history or personal experience and culture play a 

critical role in the understanding of OSGADs, where people are suffering from or 

have previously experienced anxiety and depression. The participants may have a 

unique culture that constitutes their world, including special worldviews, values, 

and characteristics. Third, the knowledge the participants obtain in the groups is 

acquired through interactions in which its meaning is discussed and understood. 

These meanings are specifically negotiated and are thus different from those 

generated elsewhere. Finally, negotiated understanding and meaning in OSGADs 

occurs in the form of online conversations, which are composed of written or 

typed texts. Meanings or interpretations of value, human behaviour, and symbols 

are socially constructed through the social actions of the participants. 

 

2.2 Language and discourse analysis (DA) 

DA is not a single approach, but a series of approaches that assist the exploration 

of interdisciplinary research questions (Johnstone, 2008; Jorgensen & Phillips, 

2002). Different applications of discourse analytical approaches are attributed to 

different perspectives on the relationship between language and the subject. To 

build a foundation for the discussion of diverse discourse analytical approaches, 

Jorgensen and Philips (2002) have reviewed several universal views of language 
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and the subject among these approaches. They present a summary based on social 

constructionism, poststructuralism,
4
 and Saussurean structuralism

5
 that proposes 

four primary points. First, language is not a reflection of a pre-existing reality 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p.12). Rather, language is a tool that assists us in 

creating representations of reality and contributes to the construction of reality, 

which obtains meanings through discourse. Second, language is structured in 

patterns or discourses. Meanings undergo changes from discourse to discourse 

due to the lack of a general system of meaning. Put another way, meaning in 

languages is not fixed, but varies according to the contexts within which it is used 

(Laclau, 1993). Third, the patterns in discourse are sustained and transformed in 

discursive practices, which contribute to the diverse patterns of discourses in 

various contexts. Finally, owing to the variable linguistic patterns of discourse, 

the maintenance and transformation of the patterns should be examined by 

analysing contexts in which language is the dominant mode of communication. 

The exploration of such patterns is the key goal of DA, which aims to identify 

patterns that are exhibited in discourse, both written and spoken, but which are 

not obvious to outsiders or discourse participants (Goffman, 1959). By revealing 

such discursive patterns, DA provides insights into both linguistic and non-

linguistic phenomena (Herring, 2004). 

Owing to the difficulties involved in interviewing participants to collect 

first-hand and authentic data, the present study relies heavily on the textual 

conversations in the OSGADs. The intimate relationship between language and 

DA enables this thesis to operate at the basis of discourse study. Therefore, 

language use, discourse patterns, and communicative attributes are significant in 

this study as they are perceived as evidence that indicates social meanings, values, 

and cultures in an online social group. Through analysing the discourse of social 

                                                 
4
 Poststructuralism is an extension and critique of structuralism that denies the possibility of 

discovering absolute ―truth‖ about the world. It argues that studying underlying structures is 

culturally and contextually constructed and thus subject to biases and misinterpretations. It is thus 

necessary to study both the object itself and the systems of knowledge that produced the object in 

order to understand an object (e.g., one of the many meanings in a text) (Raulet, 1983). 

 
5
 Saussurean structuralism perceives language as a system of signs constructed by convention. A 

linguistic sign comprises a signifier, a sound associated with or an image of something, and the 

signified, an idea or concept of the thing. Saussure believes that meaning is relational, is produced 

by interaction between various signifiers and signifieds, and cannot be understood in isolation. 
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support communication, the predominant communicative acts can be identified 

and the understanding of such communication can be enhanced.  

 

2.3 Mixed-methods discourse analysis (MMDA) 

This thesis employs MMDA, combining different discourse analytical approaches 

to examine different components of the data. In this combination of approaches, 

―different forms of knowledge produce not a universal understanding but a 

broader, albeit contingent, understanding‖ (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 155). 

This section explains the proposed methodology of MMDA. 

 

2.3.1 Computer-mediated discourse analysis (CMDA) 

The present study‘s analyses are informed by the framework of DA. As this thesis 

is not purely linguistic in its approach, but an interdisciplinary study that involves 

knowledge of social psychology, communication, and linguistics, DA is an 

appropriate method. Specifically, the key notion of social support is a concept of 

social psychology, which studies human feelings, thoughts, and behaviours. This 

thesis focuses on the participants‘ communicative behaviours and their linguistic 

features in online self-help groups. Therefore, the theoretical approach adopted is 

CMDA, a form of DA proposed by Herring (2004) that examines logs of written 

interaction, such as messages, exchanges, threads, and archives, in online 

communication. CMDA observes online human behaviour from a linguistic 

perspective, interpreting this behaviour on the basis of the examinations of the 

interlocutors‘ language and language use (Herring, 2004). This perspective is 

underpinned by three theoretical assumptions. First, that discourse exhibits 

recurrent patterns. Language users may produce patterns in discourse consciously 

and unconsciously (Goffman, 1959). A key objective of DA is to identify those 

patterns manifested in the course of communication that are not necessarily 

obvious to outsiders or the discourse participants. Second, that discourse involves 

speaker choices, which are not only based on linguistic considerations but also 

driven by cognitive and social factors (Chafe, 1994; Herring, 2004). DA is thus 

considered suitable to provide insights into both linguistic and non-linguistic 
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phenomena (Herring, 2004). Building on the first two assumptions, the third, 

specific to CMDA, is that computer-mediated discourse may be, but is not 

inevitably, shaped by the technological features of CMC systems (Herring, 2004, 

p. 341).  

Drawing on the notions of social constructionism and the close 

relationship between language and DA, CMDA is a theoretical approach 

specifically designed for examining human communicative behaviours in online 

discourse. It enables researchers to deal with written communication on the 

internet as real interactions among interlocutors, taking into account the 

contextual characteristics that influence discourse patterns and communication 

features. OSGADs are undeniably an online community wherein people with 

anxiety and depression interact, forming a space with a unique culture. Thus, 

CMDA is one of the critical theoretical notions included in the present study. 

 

2.3.2 Mixed methods analysis 

The definition of mixed methods research varies slightly from scholar to scholar, 

but some common parameters are evident. Bergman (2008, p. 1) defines this 

approach as ―the combination of at least one qualitative and at least one 

quantitative component in a single research project or program‖. This definition 

highlights the most significant element of mixed methods research, namely the 

application of both quantitative and qualitative tools. Hanson et al. (2005, p. 224) 

provide a relatively specific definition of mixed methods research as ―the 

collection, analysis, and integration of quantitative and qualitative data in a single 

or multiphase study‖. Furthermore, Tashakkori and Creswell (2007) propose a 

more comprehensive definition of mixed methods research as ―research in which 

the investigator collects and analyzes data, integrates the findings, and draws 

inferences using both qualitative and quantitative approaches in a single study or 

program of inquiry‖ (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007, p. 4). In short, researchers 

utilize both qualitative and quantitative methods, including data collection, 

analysis, interpretation, and developing discussions and conclusions, throughout 

the study procedures. In the analytic chapters (i.e., Chapters 4, 5, and 6) of this 

thesis, both qualitative and quantitative methods were employed in the DA. In 
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contrast to merely using diverse approaches, mixed methods research serves the 

dual purposes of generalizing and generating an in-depth understanding of the 

data (Bazeley, 2004): quantitative methods allow for a generalized overall view, 

while qualitative methods aid in obtaining in-depth understanding.  

 

2.3.3 Discourse analysis (DA) 

DA is one of several social constructionist approaches, and it is among the most 

widely used methods of researchers adopting a social constructionism perspective 

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Many introductory books on DA have defined this 

method. For instance, Jones (2012, p. 2) defines DA as ―the study of the ways 

sentences and utterances are put together to make texts and interactions and how 

those texts and interactions fit into our social world‖. Jørgensen and Phillips 

(2002) propose that DA is the analysis of language patterns that language users 

follow in different social contexts, such as ―medical discourse‖ and ―political 

discourse‖, noting that DA is an interdisciplinary approach applicable in many 

social domains across research fields. Similarly, Johnstone (2008) defines DA as 

a methodology that can be used to answer interdisciplinary research questions. 

Discourse analysts typically divide long stretches of discourse into smaller parts 

according to various criteria, such as theme, speech acts, discourse strategies, and 

rhetorical devices, and study the particular characteristics of each. This approach 

makes DA well suited to addressing cross-disciplinary questions.  

The common ground of these definitions is the presence of patterns in 

discourse and social contexts, that is, the linguistic patterns of discourse that 

language users employ in particular social interactions. However, the specific 

analytical approaches subsumed under DA are rarely explicated precisely, as the 

boundaries between DA and other language study approaches remain permeable. 

Instead, scholars of DA have tended to treat the possible approaches as examples 

to reveal patterns of written and spoken discourse (e.g., Fairclough, 2003; 

Johnstone, 2008; Jones, 2012; Paltridge, 2012). Integrating the approaches 

proposed in these DA monographs, I can summarize three predominant 

approaches to DA: genre analysis, interaction analysis, and texture analysis. First 
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is genre analysis, which aims to reveal the structure of a genre by dissecting the 

discursive moves involved in the genre. A particularly well-known related study 

is the move analysis of academic writing conducted by Swales (1990), who 

proposes move analysis as a method to investigate genre structure. According to 

Swales, move analysis seeks to identify the textual boundaries between the 

moves
6
 in genres in terms of their content and linguistic criteria. This analytical 

method can be employed to examine a variety of discourse and thereby explain 

the compositional choices made by members of a particular group in various texts 

(Bhatia, 1993). Some conversation analysts focus on the sequential structure of 

conversations, holding that the basic sequence of conversation can be revealed 

through such analysis (Jefferson & Lee, 1992). The structure of conversation is 

uncovered by identifying the primary actions of interlocutors. Although both 

move analysis and conversation analysis are types of genre analysis, move 

analysis is often used to examine written discourse, whereas conversation 

analysis is typically utilized to analyse spoken discourse.  

Second is interaction analysis, which mainly deals with spoken discourse 

and is used to explore the interpersonal relationships among interlocutors. 

Interaction analysts believe that the language use of interactants can indicate and 

be closely related to their social relationships. Specific topics regarding social 

relationships include power, politeness, and identity (Johnstone, 2008; Jones, 

2012). Interaction analysis
7
 focuses on the conversational strategies or language 

use of an individual in negotiating his or her relationship with others. This 

approach considers contextualization cues, such as social norms, expectations, 

and purposes of communication. Third is texture analysis, which investigates the 

relationship between discourse and textual elements, such as clauses, grammar, 

and lexis. For instance, the meaning relations (i.e., semantic relations) between 

clauses and between sentences could indicate how a text is structured to achieve 

certain communicative goals, such as legitimation, persuasion, or lexical cohesion 

                                                 
6
 A move represents a stretch of text or a single clause or sentence that serves a particular 

communicative function (Swales, 1990). 

 
7
 Since most interaction analysis involves social conversations, some researchers refer to this as 

―conversation analysis‖, which differs from the conversation analysis proposed by Jefferson and 

Lee (1992). Conversation analysis in this thesis refers to the analysis of sequential structures of 

conversations. 
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(Fairclough, 2003; Paltridge, 2012). For example, the textual metafunction under 

systemic functional linguistics (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2013) is type of texture 

analysis in DA. The mood system categorizes clauses into three major types: 

declarative, imperative, and interrogative. These different moods convey different 

meanings in discourse. Distinguishing the speech functions of the interaction 

participants, such as statement, question, answer, and command, is another 

instance of texture analysis employed to evaluate their social relationships in the 

interactions (Eggins & Slade, 2005). The above methods are the three primary 

analytical approaches of DA. 

 

The application of mixed methods analysis in discourse analysis (DA) 

Mixed-methods analysis is suggested as a possible alternative approach to DA in 

the present study. First, both quantitative and qualitative research methods are 

used. More specifically, systematic coding, which can be involved in quantitative 

textual analysis and content analysis, provides frequencies and percentages of 

each categorical item, while interaction analysis serves as a qualitative approach.  

Second, the mixed-methods approach rationalizes and enables the use of multiple 

frameworks in DA. As discussed in the literature review of DA, discourse 

analysts often utilize more than one analytical framework to examine specific 

discourses for the sake of achieving (multiple) research objectives. This practice 

seems to have been common in the field of DA; however, a rationale or particular 

explanation for the practice remains lacking. 

 

2.3.4 The operation of mixed methods discourse analysis (MMDA) 

In many ways, DA is an umbrella term that refers to a variety of analytical 

approaches to discourse study. Indeed, it is common to see scholars combining 

more than one DA approach in studying a particular discourse. However, 

discourse researchers rarely explain their research methodology in detail; rather, 

they simply state that they have employed DA in their studies. This oversight 

leads to confusion concerning DA as a research methodology. Thus, MMDA is 

proposed as the research methodology of this thesis. MMDA is a discourse 
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research method that is underpinned and operated by specific theoretical concepts 

and approaches (i.e., social constructionism and the relation between language 

and CMDA), as illustrated in Figure 2.1. 

 

                                     Figure 2.1 Operation of MMDA 

 

As shown in Figure 2.1, the theoretical notions are interrelated to each 

other with gradations that classify these notions according to their generality and 

specificity. The more theoretical notions are located at the general layers, such as 

social constructionism and the relationship between language and DA, while the 

more methodological notions are positioned at the specific layers, such as CMDA 

and MMDA. Drawing upon the theoretical notions and the methodological 

approach of CMDA, MMDA is designed for two purposes: first, it enables 

researchers to explore digital discourse from a social constructionism perspective; 

second, it fills the gap caused by the scant explanations of specific DA 

approaches. MMDA is characterized as having the features of both mixed 

methods analysis and DA. That is, it deploys both qualitative and quantitative 

analysis with applications of multiple discourse analytical approaches. The 

approaches adopted hereby include content analysis, conversation analysis 

(Jefferson & Lee, 1992), interaction analysis (Johnstone, 2008; Paltridge, 2012), 

and texture analysis (Fairclough, 2003). Most of the adopted approaches have 

been recognized as a type of DA in the literature. Furthermore, it should be noted 
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that although content analysis is not traditionally subsumed under DA, I have 

categorized it as one of the approaches in MMDA. Content analysis is ―a research 

technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other 

meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use‖ (Krippendorff, 2004, p. 18). It 

explores different genres through determining and calculating the occurrence of 

certain lexical words or specific concepts within discourses or sets of texts. This 

method corresponds to the general definition of DA as the study of language 

patterns, given that content is unquestionably a part of language. The 

methodology chapter (Chapter 3) provides further explanations regarding the 

employment of MMDA.  

 

2.3.5 Section summary 

The preceding review has covered the theoretical notions employed in the present 

study, including social constructionism, the relationship between language and 

DA, and CMDA. These notions are interrelated with one another and penetrate 

the entire study‘s theoretical and methodological approaches. More specifically, 

social constructionism and the relationship between language and DA are the 

predominant theoretical approaches adopted in this thesis. Based on these two 

notions, the methodological approach of the present study is DA. To address the 

contextual attributes of OSGADs and the insufficient scholarly discussion about 

the special methodological approaches of DA, this research deploys the notion of 

CMDA (Herring, 2004), subsequently proposing MMDA as the study‘s principal 

research method. The following sections review the previous research on social 

support in online self-help groups and the notion of CofPs, a framework used to 

investigate OSGADs in the present study. 

 

2.4 Prior research on social support in online self-help groups 

Most of the relevant studies have focused on the content of social support at the 

expense of closely investigating the communicative behaviours of the participants. 

Some studies have touched on general linguistic features in the communication of 

social support but have not proceeded to thorough examinations. Most studies 



 

 

 

29 

 

have tended to employ the content analysis method to examine various categories 

of social support (e.g., Atwood, Friedman, Meisner, & Cassin, 2017; Coulson, 

2005; Coulson, Buchanan, & Aubeeluck, 2007; Coulson & Greenwood, 2012; 

Coursaris & Liu, 2009; Greiner, Chatton, & Khazaal, 2017; Horgan et al., 2013; 

Prescott, Hanley, & Ujhelyi, 2017). Furthermore, all studies have concluded that 

emotional and informational support are the two predominant categories of social 

support, but that sub-categories and content may vary depending on the themes of 

online self-help groups. As such, the language use and communicative behaviours 

of the participants seem to have been overlooked despite the significant influence 

of these phenomena on the communication of social support. 

Despite the limited number of linguistic studies, a handful of the 

aforementioned studies have provided general insights into the communicative 

attributes of online self-help groups. For instance, Coursaris and Liu (2009) have 

suggested that several types of group interactions can enhance social support 

exchanges among the group members, including expressing gratitude, sharing 

personal experience, and offering congratulations. According to the authors, these 

communicative patterns facilitate solidarity and closeness and elicit emotional 

support. This study also reveals some speech acts that participants often produced 

in interactions: they offer advice and solutions to provide informational support to 

each other (Coulson & Greenwood, 2012). However, the communicative acts 

identified are restricted to those that can facilitate the exchanges of social support. 

The participants‘ communicative behaviours are not explored systematically.  

Several studies have indicated that self-disclosure is prominent in online 

self-help groups. Coulson and Greenwood (2012) have found that the participants 

in their study provide each other with high levels of self-disclosure in which they 

discuss their personal issues, feelings, and experiences. Greiner et al. (2017) 

discovered that a large proportion of self-disclosure and description of symptoms 

were used in an online self-help group for cannabis abuse. Narrative messages, as 

a form of self-disclosure which can elicit emotional responses, facilitated bonding 

between the respondents, diminished the likelihood of counter-arguments, and 

enhanced persuasion (Moyer-Guse & Nabi, 2010). Narrative messages have been 

shown to be more likely to trigger empathic and helpful responses, promote 
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reciprocal communication, and establish a supportive online community (Wang & 

Shen, 2017). Moreover, Wentzer and Bygholm (2013) analysed the narrative 

messages in two Danish online support groups for people with lung and fertility 

problems, concluding that these narratives enabled the participants to pursue their 

conceptions of life and quality of health and construct a collective group identity 

of patienthood via interactions. Nonetheless, these studies on self-disclosure are 

relatively superficial, as they indicate merely the prevalence of this speech act. 

Further examination, such as discourse functions and the textual structure of self-

disclosure, remains absent.  

In their investigation of emotional and informational support in an online 

mental health forum, Prescott et al. (2017) have divided such support into two 

categories: directive and nondirective. Their study has established that to convey 

directive emotional support, the respondents directly expressed their empathy, 

sympathy, and understanding and emphasized normality through statements such 

as ―you‘re not alone‖, ―things will improve‖, and ―it‘s normal‖. For nondirective 

emotional support, the participants shared their own experiences. Conversely, for 

directive informational support, the respondents offered practical solutions related 

to mental illness, while to provide nondirective informational support, they shared 

similar stories and solutions with the thread initiator.  

Paulus and Alice Varga (2015) have analysed the responses to newcomers‘ 

postings in an online grief support forum. The respondents expressed validation 

and empathy through telling second stories,
8

 constructed grief through 

descriptions, and showed acceptance through advice-giving and invitations to 

return. The study delineates the communicative behaviour of the members of an 

online grief support group when responding to newcomers, and it indicates that 

the pragmatic functions of second stories are to demonstrate understanding of the 

first story and proffer advice or empowerment (Arminen, 2004). Paulus and Alice 

Varga (2015) have also found that the respondents offer advice to the newcomers 

in spite of not receiving requests for advice. These studies comprise the relatively 

                                                 
8
 Second stories are used to reply to an original story or previous story for the sake of indicating 

and proving one‘s understanding, and their designs are often analogous to the first story (Arminen, 

2004).  
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small body of research that reveals the predominant communicative behaviours of 

the participants in online self-help groups, such as sharing self-experience, giving 

and accepting advice, and telling second stories. However, the moves of support 

seekers in their interactions with support providers appear to have attracted less 

attention from researchers. Thus, Alice Varga‘s study (2015) has not successfully 

manifested the interactivity and dynamism of such online communication. Taking 

into account the communicative behaviours of the support seekers can be 

significant, as their actions could have implications for evaluations of the 

helpfulness of participation in online self-help groups.  

Prior studies have already illuminated the social support that participants 

can obtain from online self-help groups. Social support is a key component that 

makes such online groups therapeutic for their participants. However, most 

previous studies have focused on the content and typologies of social support 

rather than the language use and communicative behaviours of the participants. 

Regarding the methodology, the majority of the research concerning online social 

support has employed content analysis to identify the types of support being 

exchanged and the physical and mental health outcomes associated with 

participation in online groups (Li & Feng, 2015, p. 304). Content analysis is 

defined by Krippendorff (2004, p. 18) as ―a research technique for making 

replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the 

contexts of their use‖. This approach is conducive to investigating the content the 

forum users produce to deliver support to each other; however, the analysis tends 

to be descriptive, lacking any detailed and systematic account of the linguistic 

attributes of the communication of social support. Scarcely any research has 

closely examined the discourse patterns of the language in online support groups. 

Rather, existing studies provide general findings regarding how language 

influences the communicative behaviours of participants in online support groups. 

 

2.5 Communities of practice (CofPs) 

The notion of CofPs was first introduced in Situated learning: Legitimate 

peripheral participation by Lave and Wenger (1991), which describes the process 
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of learning as ―situated in the context of our lived experience of participation in 

the world‖ (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p.3). CofPs are generally defined as ―a set of 

relations among persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation to other 

tangential and overlapping communities of practice‖ (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 

98). Participation in CofPs can be viewed as an involvement in the group practice 

(i.e., community) through which the identity of an individual is constructed by 

mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoires of practice (Umino & 

Benson, 2016). Participation in CofPs is the process of an individual‘s transition 

from an out-group position to an in-group position. More specifically, the concept 

of legitimate peripheral participation expands on how a peripheral member 

gradually develops into a full member through sustained participation. Based on 

these features, CofPs are understood as ―groups of people who share a concern, a 

set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and 

expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis‖ (Wenger, McDermott, & 

Snyder, 2002, p. 4). CofPs provide not only a repository for knowledge and skills 

in community activity, but also the proper conditions for making sense of 

knowledge (Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodgkinson, & Unwin, 2005). Within CofPs, 

participants are expected to command and apply specific knowledge and skills to 

obtain full membership by following the group‘s social and cultural practices. 

After becoming members of CofPs, individuals continue to learn through mutual 

engagement and negotiate meanings inside and outside the community (Wenger, 

1999).  

Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder (2002) have provided more specific 

descriptions of the actions of participants in CofPs, arguing that people meet to 

search for value in their interactions without necessarily seeking to work together. 

Individuals discuss their situations, beliefs, thoughts, and needs, thereby helping 

each other to solve problems, accumulating knowledge, and becoming informally 

bound by the mutual value that they discover in these interactions. This value can 

be utilized in the participants‘ work and is conducive to a sense of personal 

satisfaction that stems from mutual understanding and belonging to a group of 

people ―in the same boat‖. Over time, participants gradually develop a body of 

common knowledge, practices, and approaches, establish interpersonal 
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relationships, and generate an interactional habitus in their CofPs; they may even 

construct a group identity in the process. 

Engeström (2007) has criticized CofPs as limited and local entities that 

merely recognize certain boundaries and membership criteria in communities, 

arguing that the CofP framework does not account for the centrifugal movement 

of participants. Rather, CofPs are only characterized as stable and cohesive 

entities (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Indeed, people moving from group to group and 

shifting their identities within a given context makes the boundaries and sizes of 

CofPs in reality difficult to ascertain. Therefore, CofPs have become dynamically 

constructed rather than static entities. Given the difficulty in confirming the 

boundaries and sizes of CofPs, linguistic research tends to utilize this notion to 

investigate the characteristics of CofPs instead of the formation of communities, 

considered as a process involving discursive actions. Table 2.1 summarizes key 

characteristics of CofPs (Wenger, 1999).  

 

Table 2.1 Characteristics of communities of practice (CofPs) 

Characteristics of CofPs 

a. Sustained mutual relationships – harmonious or conflictual 

b. Participation in practices generates identities and meanings 

c. Shared ways of engaging in activities together 

d. Rapid flow of information and propagation of innovation 

e. Absence of introductory preambles, as if conversations and interactions are 

merely the continuation of an ongoing process 

f. Knowing what others know, what they can do, and how they can contribute to 

an enterprise 

g. Mutually defining identities 

h. Ability to assess the appropriateness of actions and products 

i. Specific tools, representations, and other artefacts 

j. Jargon and shortcuts to communication, as well as the ease of producing new 

shared terms 

k. Certain styles recognized as displaying membership 

l. Shared discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world 

m. Members have multiple communities of practices 

n. Persons and the community of practice are relational 

Source:  Compiled from Wenger (1999, p. 125–126) 

 

The characteristics listed above can be further distilled to define CofPs according 

to three aspects—domain, community, and practice—as shown in Table 2.2.  
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Table 2.2 Characteristic aspects and descriptions  

Characteristic aspects Descriptions 

Domain CofPs are not only a unity of connection between people but 

also an identity defined by a shared domain of interest. 

Membership is thus bounded by a commitment to the domain, 

and shared competence helps distinguish members from others.  

 

Community With their enthusiasm for pursuing an interest in their domain, 

members partake in joint activities and discussions, help one 

another, and share information. These activities enhance the 

establishment of their relationships, at the same time enabling 

them to learn from each other.  

 

Practice Members of CofPs are the practitioners who develop a shared 

repertoire of resources, such as experiences, stories, tools, and 

solutions for recurring problems, in a short shared practice, 

which takes time and sustained interaction.  
Source: Summarized from Wenger (2006) 

 

2.5.1 Modes of belonging in CofPs 

In CofPs, participants make sense of their identity formation and learning. Their 

identity is primarily constructed through participation, which consists in three 

modes of belonging: engagement, alignment, and imagination. Engagement refers 

to the active negotiation of meaning through forming trajectories and unfolding 

the histories of practice (Wenger, 1999). Mutual engagement establishes a shared 

reality in which participants negotiate meanings and act to construct their identity. 

Alignment refers to the coordination of energy and activities to contribute to 

building broader groups comprising multiple CofPs. Individuals do what the 

participants do in a larger group to become members of that group through 

alignment. Such alignment can amplify the power of participants, but it can also 

make them vulnerable to delusion and abuse. Finally, imagination refers to the 

extrapolation of a member‘s own experiences through time and space. Through 

imagination, participants can reflect on whether they belong to a particular CofP. 

According to Wenger (1999), imagination is ―an image of the world‖ (p. 184); 

therein, participants locate and orient themselves, conceive things from a different 

perspective, conduct self-reflection, and explore possibilities.  
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Through these three modes of belonging, participants construct their 

identities in different trajectories. Wenger listed four types of identity trajectories, 

as outlined in Table 2.3 below. 

 

Table 2.3 Types of identity trajectories 

Identity trajectory  Description  

Inbound Newcomers‘ identities are invested in their future as full members 

of a specific community of practice (e.g., becoming an increasingly 

involved member in a specific community of practice, learning 

about the norms and expectations). 

Boundary  Newcomers aim to sustain participation and membership across the 

boundaries of different communities of practice.  

Peripheral  Newcomers do not aim for full membership but tend to mostly 

observe, learning about community norms and expectations while 

determining whether to make a greater investment in the 

community. 

Outbound Being directed out of a community may involve ―developing new 

relationships, finding a different position with respect to a 

community, and seeing the world and oneself in new ways‖, 

through which a member prepares to diminish or end participation. 
Source: Compiled from Wenger (1998) 

 

Borrowing this concept of CofPs, this thesis explores the characteristics of 

OSGADs as CofPs through the use of MMDA. The rationale for selecting CofPs 

as a framework is that CofPs enhance the understanding of how reified rules and 

statements co-occur in the participation of communities; thus, this framework is 

useful for researching online communities (Stommel, 2008). Furthermore, its 

conceptualization of the formation and activities involved in an online community 

enables researchers to investigate the community features of OSGADs. More 

specifically, CofPs offer a framework that directs the perspectives for exploring 

characteristics of a community in terms of domain, community, and practice. This 

concept can be utilized to describe and explain the modes of belonging that 

participants adopt in community interactions and to explore the trajectories of 

participants‘ identity constructions. The discussion of OSGADs as CofPs is based 

on the analytical results of this thesis. 
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2.5.2 Previous studies of CofPs 

The notion of CofPs has been used in studies of various fields, such as sociology, 

linguistics, and communication and information management. Different fields of 

research employ the notion in diverse ways, but there are two main approaches. 

The first utilizes CofPs as a framework to explore the characteristics of specific 

communities via language and communication studies. The second views CofPs 

as a practice in specific communities and evaluates their efficiency and efficacy 

toward the operations of these communities. 

 

2.5.3 Linguistic studies of CofPs 

Research regarding CofPs is not uncommon in the field of discourse studies, 

which typically characterizes CofPs based on the linguistic features revealed. For 

example, Ho (2011) has compared and contrasted the rapport management and 

relational work of the English teachers of three CofPs to maintain a harmonious 

relationship with one another through request emails. Under the framework of 

CofPs, Mak and Chui (2013) have explored how employees in an Italian 

restaurant communicated workplace issues and negotiated power in Facebook 

status updates outside of a work context. The study revealed that the employees 

individualize their talk for suggesting administrative amendments, managing 

colleague relationships, highlighting professionalism, and releasing work-oriented 

tension through discursive strategies. Marra (2012) has investigated the skilled 

migrant interns in a New Zealand workplace from a CofP perspective. The study 

shows that these newcomers are unintentionally hindered in their learning ability 

and contribution to community norms, obstacles that limit access to the CofPs 

and their new communities. Clarke (2009) has explored the discursive 

construction of interpersonal relationships in an online discussion forum for pre-

service students, which is treated as a CofP. The study found that the teachers 

employ a range of discursive legitimation strategies to co-construct community 

and communication, concluding that the system of knowledge and forms of 

communication in this CofP are discursively co-constructed. The reviewed 

studies utilize the framework of CofPs to explicate the interactions among the 

members in CofPs, such as the ways they construct their communities and 
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integrate newcomers. Particular communicative actions or discourse strategies are 

identified as evidence to support the observed activities of members in the CofP. 

In other words, the notion of CofPs is used as a broader framework to explore the 

linguistic behaviours of members in such communities. The linguistic and 

communicative features this research reveals can be indicators of the 

characteristics of the specific CofPs. 

 

2.5.4 Studies of online CofPs in healthcare contexts 

The CofP framework is also commonly employed to study online communication 

in healthcare contexts. The CofPs supported by internet technologies, such as 

online forums, chat rooms, or other social media, are termed virtual communities 

of practice (VCofPs) (Ogbamichael & Warden, 2018). The main aim of a VCofP 

is to acquire knowledge, which a newcomer learns from the established members. 

The notion of CofPs assumes that less experienced members can learn from more 

experienced members with expertise through social interactions in a community 

(Wenger, 1999). 

Numerous studies have examined VCofPs or online CofPs in healthcare 

contexts and have suggested that these communities are beneficial to professional 

practices in the healthcare sector. Saigí-Rubio and González-González (2014) 

have elucidated how healthcare professionals conduct activities at management 

and performance levels, proposing that VCofPs benefit the healthcare sector at 

the personal, community, and organizational levels. More specifically, VCofPs 

impact the personal lives and professional activities of healthcare professionals; 

may influence the ways relationships are established in groups; and affect the 

activities, output, and values of the organizations. VCofPs are able to promote 

informal knowledge sharing, which helps remove barriers of knowledge flow and 

stimulates the spread of tacit knowledge (Ogbamichael & Warden, 2018). Apart 

from facilitating the delivery and sharing of information and knowledge, VCofPs 

can improve communication among medical providers and further enhance care 

and practice efficiency (Díaz-Chao, Torrent-Sellens, Lacasta-Tintorer, & Saigí-

Rubió, 2014). The VCofPs allow medical providers with mutual objectives and 

interests to establish networks for creating and sharing knowledge, collaborative 
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learning, and obtaining a higher satisfaction in the collaborative learning process 

(Jiménez-Zarco, González-González, Saigí-Rubió, & Torrent-Sellens, 2015). This 

can lead to several advantages, including faster management, cost reduction, 

quality care, and higher diagnostic accuracy (Díaz-Chao et al., 2014). These 

benefits of VCofPs have been recognized by Sims (2018), who has investigated 

telemedicine
9
 and online medical communities using the concept of CofPs. The 

study confirms that virtual medical communities achieve greater effectiveness in 

terms of knowledge sharing, and that the virtual communities become sustainable 

as long as the knowledge shared enhances medical practice. 

The above studies have demonstrated that the VCofP framework can be 

useful for exploring the communicative and professional practices of healthcare 

providers. It enables researchers to conceptualize the behaviours of participants in 

such virtual communities, including knowledge sharing, problem-solving, and 

work management. Examining the activities in VCofPs serves several purposes. 

First, characteristics such as attitudes, values, communication, language use, and 

the habitus of particular groups of people can be revealed. Second, by utilizing 

comprehensive evaluations, the advantages and the drawbacks of the VCofP can 

be disclosed, and guidelines for improvement in professional practice in both real 

and virtual healthcare communities can be formulated. Previous studies of online 

CofPs have tended to conduct surveys and case studies to evaluate the impacts of 

online CofPs. However, since there is scant research investigating online CofPs in 

healthcare contexts from a language and discourse perspective, some significant 

communicative features of particular online CofPs have been overlooked, namely 

those of written communication. This study employs the MMDA research method 

to examine the communication in OSGADs. Based on the results of data analysis, 

this thesis discusses the CofP characteristics, modes of belonging of the 

participants, and influences on the practice of online self-help groups according to 

the notion of CofPs. 

 

                                                 
9
 Telemedicine refers to the use of telecommunications technology to deliver healthcare services, 

such as health assessments or medical consultations. It enables healthcare practitioners to evaluate, 

diagnose, and treat patients via internet technologies, such as smartphones and video conferencing. 
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2.6 Research objectives  

The present study has recruited the approaches of linguistic research on CofPs, 

viewing OSGADs as a type of CofPs. The communicative acts and specific 

linguistic features involved are revealed to suggest the characteristics of the CofP. 

MMDA is employed, using multiple DA methods to investigate the interactions 

among participants in OSGADs. This thesis consists of three analytical studies 

(i.e., Chapters 4, 5, and 6) which each adopt a different method of DA to analyse 

the same data set with different foci. Based on these studies, the present research 

aims to enhance the understanding of the online communication of social support 

from a sociolinguistic perspective. To reiterate, the two research questions of the 

present study are framed as follows: 

1. How do the predominant communicative acts used in OSGADs 

contribute to the communication of social support?  

 

2. What are the characteristics of OSGADs as CofPs? 

 

2.7 Research significance 

Most governments place importance on medical policies for physical healthcare. 

By contrast, mental healthcare is neglected, particularly in Eastern countries. As 

the number of people suffering from varying levels of anxiety or depression in 

developed countries expands, the need to conduct more medical studies on mental 

healthcare becomes more pressing. Due to the rapid development of the internet 

and the increasing number of internet users, online mental healthcare is likely to 

be a crucial topic in these studies. Specifically, the results of the present research 

could potentially be used to expand the application of online social networking to 

counselling or psychotherapy services.  

The results of this thesis could also provide a reference tool for medical 

providers in online counselling and for people who are considering participating 

in online self-help groups. Medical professionals who participate in online groups 

for psychotherapeutic purposes need to be aware of the distinctive language use 

of the participants to integrate successfully into these groups and facilitate their 
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interactions with users; interacting with the participants in a typically professional 

manner could diminish the empathic effects of the groups. Current participants in 

(or those considering joining) online self-help groups also need to have a better 

understanding of the communicative practices, language styles, and social norms 

in the groups to avoid miscommunication. Moreover, both types of participants—

medical providers and assistance seekers—could better appreciate what they can 

obtain from online groups by understanding such groups‘ communication patterns 

and major content. 

Supportive language is commonly used in online self-help groups when 

the participants express support for one another. Understanding such supportive 

language can assist counsellors or psychotherapists in facilitating the efficacy of 

face-to-face counselling or psychotherapy and establishing a good therapeutic 

relationship. Mental health professionals have recognized that a good therapist-

client relationship is a significant factor determining clinical outcomes (Lambert 

& Bergin, 1994). Specifically, the therapeutic relationship determines between 

7% and 17% of the variance in outcomes (Beutler et al., 2003). Counsellors and 

psychotherapists are expected to display multiple traits conducive to establishing 

of a good therapist-patient relationship. Empathy, attentiveness, supportiveness, 

and warmth, among other traits, are emphasized in counselling and psychotherapy 

textbooks (Cochran & Cohran, 2015; Geldard & Geldard, 2005; Knox & Cooper, 

2015). Supportive language in online self-help groups can be useful in cultivating 

the values listed above and subsequently reaching a desirable therapeutic outcome 

in the counselling or therapy. 

General medical practitioners, such as doctors and nurses in hospitals, can 

also employ supportive language to comfort patients worried about their health 

conditions. Within the Hong Kong Accident and Emergency Departments (AED) 

of the Hospital Authority, however, long-term understaffing, patient overloads, 

and shortage of time have jeopardized effective communication (Chandler et al., 

2015). Nonetheless, interpersonally sensitive and effective communication is vital 

for a safe and efficient AED clinical practice, which contributes to greater patient 

satisfaction and helps ensure optimal clinical outcomes (Slade & University of 

Technology, 2011). The supportive language identified in this thesis could 
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provide valuable insights into achieving good therapeutic relationships and 

effective communication that takes the emotional state of patients into account. 

Patients‘ anxiety regarding their health conditions can also be alleviated, and their 

satisfaction with medical consultations increased. 

Supportive language is also applicable, and should be encouraged, within 

other popular online social networks. While certain individuals with different 

degrees of mental illness may not be willing to participate in the online self-help 

groups, they may nevertheless already be open to participating in other social 

networks such as Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, and Instagram. Such networks 

provide both synchronic and asynchronic communication platforms for users. 

Using supportive language to communicate with people with symptoms of mental 

disorders in such contexts can help alleviate their loneliness and negative 

emotions. The results of this thesis could potentially expand the use of supportive 

language to various social networks. 

The results of the present study offer insights into the development of 

various online self-help groups in Hong Kong or in the Greater China Region. 

The revealed communicative patterns could be useful for evaluating the potential 

advantages and drawbacks of these online groups. Moreover, the evaluations may 

also be beneficial to the preparation and establishment of such online groups in 

Chinese societal contexts. More specifically, the operations, rules, and the degree 

of confidentiality can be moderated according to the different needs, acceptability, 

and culture of people in individual societies. 

 

2.8 Chapter summary 

This chapter detailed the theoretical notions involved in the present study. The 

study is informed throughout by the philosophy of social constructionism, which 

is the foundation of the research methodology, theoretical framework, and 

analytical approaches employed. The theoretical background of DA approaches 

elucidates how social meanings in different contexts can be revealed by studying 

language in discourse. Responding to the online context of this thesis, the notion 

of CMDA was introduced to explain the applicability of DA in analysing the 
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specific context of computer-mediated communication. The review of textbooks 

and monographs on the theoretical backgrounds and practices of mixed methods 

analysis and DA clarified the concepts underpinning the present study‘s research 

methodology. More importantly, it elucidated this study‘s proposed methodology 

of MMDA and the specific tools this approach involves. MMDA employs both 

qualitative and quantitative analysis, including the methods of content analysis, 

conversation analysis (Jefferson & Lee, 1992), interaction analysis (Johnstone, 

2008; Paltridge, 2012), and texture analysis (Fairclough, 2003). 

After reviewing previous studies on the communication of online social 

support, two main research gaps have been identified. First, previous studies have 

been inclined to focus on the content of social support in online self-help groups, 

neglecting the communicative behaviours of the participants. Moreover, studies 

focusing on language and social support have merely highlighted the correlations 

between specific linguistic elements, such as emotion words and pronouns, and 

the interchange of social support. Second, many studies investigating online self-

help groups for physical diseases overlook the groups for mental illness, despite 

increasing societal awareness of diseases such as anxiety and depression.  

Moreover, as this thesis takes OSGADs as a type of CofP, the concepts of 

CofPs and online CofPs were explicated to demonstrate how this perspective can 

be employed in studying OSGADs, and to indicate which issues and aspects of 

OSGADs will be discussed based on this study‘s analytical results. The review of 

studies that recruit the CofPs framework shed light not only on the ways previous 

linguistic studies have utilized this framework to explore the communicative or 

linguistic behaviours in different communities, but also on the ways of examining 

online communities in various healthcare sectors under the notion of CofPs. This 

review also revealed the lack of studies on online CofPs in the healthcare context 

from sociolinguistic perspectives.  

Through the literature review above, the present study has identified the 

characteristics of OSGADs under the framework of CofPs. More importantly, it 

aims to employ MMDA to investigate how the predominant communicative acts 

of participants in OSGADs contribute to the communication of social support. 
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The research significance of the present study includes offering implications for 

online counselling or psychotherapy services, enhancing the participation of 

medical providers in online self-help groups, and providing guidelines for using 

supportive language in face-to-face psychotherapy and medical consultations in 

hospitals. The findings of this study can also benefit the implementation of online 

self-help groups in Hong Kong and Chinese contexts. 
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology 

 

The analysis of this thesis is based on data collected from six OSGADs; a specific 

corpus of social support interactions was compiled. This chapter introduces and 

elaborates upon the specific procedures of data collection, the selected online 

forums, ethical issues, structure of the self-compiled corpus, and the general 

approaches to data analysis. The different discourse analytical approaches applied 

in the individual analytical studies reported in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 are illustrated 

in this chapter.  

 

3.1 Rationale and criteria of selections 

The selection process for the studied forums took a number of criteria into 

consideration, including the number of forum members, activeness of participants, 

and the forum‘s originating country. These criteria helped to ensure two 

interrelated aspects of the data set for this study: sufficiency and 

representativeness. Data representativeness is dependent on data sufficiency since 

a data set is generally considered representative when it contains a certain amount 

of data with suitable content and usefulness for achieving the stated research 

objectives or answering the research questions. By the same token, the data 

collection of this thesis followed two predominant criteria in order to make the 

results adequately representative. The first was to collect multiple data that reflect 

regional circumstances in the world and the second was to select for interactive 

conversations in the forums (interactivity of conversations was determined by 

whether interlocutors, both thread openers and respondents, had responded to 

each other‘s messages at least once).  

As mental health online forums are relatively more popular in Western 

and developed countries, forums based in the US, Australia, and Britain were 

selected. Multiple forums were selected for the sake of maintaining adequate 

coverage of data, avoiding individual data dominating the whole data set in the 

corpus, and sustaining the representativeness of this self-compiled corpus. The 

number of participants can be an index that marks the level of popularity of the 
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forums; in general, the higher the number of participants, the more popular the 

forum. Additionally, the dates and times of post messages can indicate the 

activeness of the participants: Generally speaking, if the dates of the recent posts 

are close to or the same as the time period of data collection, participants can be 

considered currently active. The participants of the selected forums were 

presently active, as most of the post dates were close to the dates of data 

collections. In addition, the selected forums featured bulletin discussion boards 

for topics relative to anxiety and or depression; these two mental illnesses were 

chosen as they are the most common mental disorders, with intertwining 

symptoms that can be difficult to differentiate. 

 

3.2 The selected forums 

The six selected online self-help groups were Daily Strength, Anxiety Central, 

Psych Central, Mental Health Forum, No More Panic, and Beyond Blue. Further 

details of the selected online groups are summarized in the sections below. 

 

3.2.1 Daily Strength 

The site consists of 34 categories of support groups for the topics of physical and 

mental diseases, relationships, sexuality, and life challenges, with 421 groups in 

total. The support groups for depression and anxiety disorders are two of the most 

popular with the highest number of registered members. Apart from social groups, 

the site has a section of HELP/FAQ, which provides user guidelines, selected 

articles and tips for addressing crisis. The online groups are not moderated. 

Participants are encouraged to notify the Member Care team to address technical 

and members‘ behavioral problems if they occur. 

 

3.2.2 Anxiety Central 

This website has been established for six years and its discussion boards 

concentrate on mental health topics such as various types of anxiety (e.g.,, health 

anxiety, panic disorder and social anxiety), depression, bipolar disorder, grief, 

trauma, and other related disorders like digestive disorders, eating disorders, and 
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fibromyalgia. The main page of the website shows the number of members and 

the number of members presently online, the members who have a birthday on 

that day, and a list of currently active threads and posts. Members can also post 

blog posts, pictures, and articles, and participate in chat rooms. This group is 

moderated by a team of moderators who are volunteers. 

 

3.2.3 Psych Central 

The discussion boards of this forum are divided into six main categories, 

including general, mental health support, treatments and self-care strategies, 

health and other support, and distractions. The general category is designed for 

the users who are not diagnosed with mental illness but fed up with certain things 

in life, such as emotions, relationships, study, or work. The mental health support 

category covers twenty-one topics, such as addictions, alcoholism, bipolar 

disorder, depression, anxiety, panic, and phobias. The third and fourth categories 

enable discussions about medical treatments and health support like 

psychotherapy and psychiatric medications, grief and loss, and chronic pain 

support. The last category allows users to post in the topics of games, current 

affairs, monthly life updates, and job opportunities. Other functions include blogs 

and chat rooms. This online group is moderated by a team of moderators, some of 

whom are medical professionals.  

 

3.2.4 Mental Health Forum 

This forum is owned and operated by a non-profit organization in the UK called 

Together 4 Change. There are five divisions within the forum: introduction to the 

forum; mental health issues and experiences; recovery, support and help; local 

area forums; chill out zone; and the debating chamber. The first division allows 

the members to introduce themselves and provides general information about the 

forum, such as rules, guidelines, and announcements. The second division 

contains several discussion boards for mental illness, such as anxiety, depression, 

dementia, personality disorders, and schizophrenia. The third division allows 

users to discuss issues related to treatments, welfare, and social support. The 
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fourth division consists of the discussion boards for specific geographical areas, 

both British and non-British. The fifth division is provided for the conversations 

of casual topics. The site also provides information about diverse mental illness, 

such as symptoms and coping methods.  

 

3.2.5 No More Panic 

The forum comprises six main components. The ―Welcome‖ board at the top of 

the page displays a cordial welcome and an announcement of the forum. Users 

can also inquire and comment on the forum, introduce themselves, and shop 

online on this board. The next board is called ―Problems/Issues,‖ wherein the 

users can discuss for example the topics of general symptoms of mental disorders, 

panic/pain attacks, general anxiety, social anxiety and depression from panic/ 

anxiety. The third is the ―Remedies/Therapy/Success‖ board, where sufferers of 

mental illness can receive tips, as well as read and share (successful) experiences 

of undergoing treatments including psychotherapy, medication, and natural 

remedies. The rest of the boards provide other supplementary services. The 

―Everything Else‖ board allows users to play small games with each other; get 

virtual hugs, wishes, or pen pals; talk about arts or pets; and take small 

psychological tests with diagnostic validity. The number of currently active users 

and statistics displaying the amounts of threads, posts, and members are shown at 

the bottom part of the forum. The site is monitored by 7 administrators from 

different countries.  

 

3.2.6 Beyond Blue 

This online forum comprises two primary sections. In the first section, users can 

find a welcome and orientation from the forum administers, as well as a zone 

where members can socialize with one another. In the second section are twelve 

discussion boards on different mental health topics, such as suicidal thoughts and 

self-harm, relationship and family issues, anxiety, depression, treatments, health 

professionals, and therapies. In addition, the site provides factual information 

about common mental health and illness, such as a definition of mental health, a 
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checklist of anxiety and depression symptoms, and information on suicide 

prevention. The site is moderated by a team of moderators who are able to 

intervene in the support groups and remove inappropriate messages.  

 

3.3 Data collection 

Before the commencement of data collection, it was necessary to define what 

constitutes a complete conversation in a thread in order to compile the corpus 

systematically. As forum users are free to assess previous posts and post their 

opinions at any time, determining whether the last post of a thread indicates the 

end of a discussion can be difficult. To addressing this issue, it was established 

that if the last message in a thread was posted three months before the data 

collection period, the conversation would be considered complete. Owing to the 

fact that the conversations among participants rely heavily on written 

communication, very few non-textual elements, such as pictures or emoticons, 

were used in posts in the selected online groups. Thus, only texts were included 

into the corpus. Conversation threads were copied and pasted in separate word 

processing files according to their online self-help groups. The majority of the 

threads in the forums contain three or four posts, but considering that too few 

posts in a thread might not sufficiently achieve and manifest an interactive 

communication and could be an obstacle to studying the communication of social 

support, I only extracted those threads containing eight or more posts. Each 

thread has at least four interactants, including the thread openers. The information 

extracted from each post message includes the username, the posting date and 

time, the topic of the thread and the content of the post messages. Also, I filtered 

the language errors, such as correcting and normalizing spelling and grammatical 

mistakes, in the corpus. 

 

3.3.1 Ethical consideration 

With regard to privacy, I followed the advice on Internet research ethics strictly 

and carefully to avoid divulging forum users‘ personal identities (Zalta, 2018). 

The extracted posts were all publicly accessible and could be viewed by any 
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Internet user without the need to join a group. Only a few short direct quotations 

are featured in this article. Although the usernames in the forums were 

pseudonyms, this study anonymized those usernames through alphabetical labels 

(e.g., Thread Opener, Respondent A, Respondent B, etc.). Thus, the usernames 

provided in the messages were not quoted, nor were the date or time of the 

postings. Moreover, any chat records that required signing or logging in were not 

accessed. This research study has been reviewed and approved by the research 

ethics committee of Hong Kong Baptist University. More detailed information 

about the compilation of the corpus is shown in Table 3.1.  

 

3.3.2 Corpus of OSGADs 

Table 3.1 shows the detailed information about the compilation of the corpus. 

Table 3.1 The forums and collected threads 

Mental health 

online forums 

Country 

where 

based 

Number of 

members/ visits 
10

 

Number of 

threads 

collected 

Number of 

posts 

extracted  

Average 

no. of posts 

per thread  

Number of 

words 

(percentage of 

total) 

Average word 

count in posts 

Daily 

Strength 

 

U.S.A 42007 members 20 256 12.8 23848 

(10.78%) 

93.16 

Beyond Blue 

 

Australia 7 million visits 20 433 21.65 68380 

(30.90%) 

 

157.92 

Anxiety 

Central 

 

U.S.A 8078 members 20 273 13.65 31311 

(14.15%) 

114.69 

Mental Health 

Forum 

Britain 50,534 members 20 264 13.2 24102 

(10.89%) 

91.30 

        

PsychCentral U.S.A  444896 

members 

20 291 14.55 22666 

(10.24%) 

77.89 

        

NoMorePanic Britain 71596 members 20 405 20.25 50998 

(23.04%) 

51.85 

Total   120 1922 N/A 221305 

(100%) 

N/A 

Average (x/ 6)   N/A 320 16.02 36884.16 97.80 

 

As shown in Table 3.1, it could be claimed that the selected forums are popular to 

a certain extent due to their high number of members and visits. The average 

                                                 
10

 The forum Beyond Blue only provides information about current number of visits without the 

number of registered members. The large number of visits also indicates a huge population has 

browsed and participated in the forum discussions.   
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number of members in other online forums for mental health, as observed, were 

approximately 20000. In total, 120 threads (20 threads per forum) comprising 

1,922 posts were extracted from the discussion boards related to anxiety and/or 

depression. The total number of words of the corpus was 221,305. The compiled 

corpus for this thesis is admittedly modest in size, compared with a corpus of 

millions of words, such as British National Corpus (BNC) and Global Web-Based 

English (GloWbE). However, this small size allows the corpus to be subject to 

both quantitative and in-depth qualitative analysis (Lam, 2018, p. 198) as smaller 

corpora are more suitable for studying specific genres (Handford, 2012). The 

number of posts in a thread ranges from 8 to 47 and the average number of posts 

per thread is 16. One may argue there could be a variation between threads 

consisting of 8 posts and those of 40 or more posts, as those with a larger amount 

of posts might involve more informational, interactional, and communicative 

elements worth studying. However, the vast majority of the extracted threads 

were composed of around 12-14 posts; only 3 threads have 40 or more posts. 

Furthermore, the participant numbers are similar in the majority of posts. The 

numbers of posts in threads are generalized in Table 3.2.  

Table 3.2 Breakdown of the number of posts in the threads 

 8-12 posts 13-17 posts 18-22 posts 23-27 posts 28-32 posts >33 posts 
Daily 

Strength 
10 10 0 0 0 0 

Beyond 

Blue 
10 2 2 1 1 4 

Anxiety 

Central 
10 6 4 0 0 0 

Mental 

Health 

Forum 
10 8 2 0 0 0 

Psych 

Central 
10 7 3 0 0 0 

No More 

Panic 
2 8 5 1 2 2 

Total (%) 52 (43.5%) 41 (34%) 16 (13%) 2 (1.5%) 3 (2.5%) 6 (5%) 

 

Table 3.2 shows that more than 40% of the selected threads consisted of 8 to 12 

posts and more than 30% of them comprise 13 to 17 posts. Only 5% of the 

conversations included more than 33 posts. Further, as the forum users were not 

constrained to post with a limited number of words, the discrepancy of average 

word numbers of the extracted posts would not create a problem of inconsistency. 
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The participants possessed equal rights and freedom to write and post in the 

forums; that is, it was assumed that what the participants wrote and posted 

represented what they wanted to say. The differences in length and number of 

post reflected the users‘ personal presenting styles, for instance, concise versus 

detailed. The styles might also be related to factors such as gender, age, social 

status, education level and topic. This would be a phenomenon worth 

investigating in the future. For example, it is possible that women or people with 

higher education level might tend to disclose relatively more details when 

narrating their past experiences. Unfortunately, this demographic information is 

difficult to obtain and would therefore require much more human resources, and 

this issue is not the focus of this thesis.  

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

As mentioned in the literature review in Chapter 2, this thesis employs MMDA as 

a research method to investigate the discourse of OSGADs wherein the 

participants who suffer from anxiety and depression produce discursive 

communicative acts in interactions. MMDA herein is used to reveal the most 

predominant communicative acts of the participants and evaluate how the acts 

contribute to the communication of social support. With the application of 

MMDA, several analytical approaches are deployed in data analysis, namely 

content analysis, genre analysis, interaction analysis, and textual analysis. The 

following sections explain the adopted methods of each analytical chapter (i.e., 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6).  

 

3.4.1 Chapter 4: Conversation analysis and content analysis 

This chapter aims to provide a macro view of the communication of online social 

support in OSGADs through analyzing both the content and sequential structure 

of the participants‘ interactions. Both qualitative and quantitative methods are 

employed to analyze both the communication patterns of the participants and the 

content of the provided support. The content of messages involving social support 

is examined based on the Social Support Behavior Code ( Cutrona & Shur, 1994), 
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which is a typology of social support wherein the frequency and proportion of 

each social support category are calculated. Conversation analysis is employed to 

reveal the sequential structure of the interactions among the participants 

(Jefferson & Lee, 1992). The identified predominant communicative acts 

involved in the interactions are counted and their percentages are also calculated. 

The results obtained from these two analyzes are used to evaluate the advantages 

and drawbacks of the social support communication in OSGADs. 

 

Conversation analysis 

The interactions among participants in the OSGADs can be perceived as a kind of 

troubles talk, a term that denotes conversations in which troubles are reported 

(Jefferson, 1988). Anxiety and depression, which are the most common mental 

disorders in the world, are of course troubles in human lives. The participants 

exchange shared experiences of illness-related suffering to obtain social support. 

This troubles talk involves discursive communicative acts and consists of 

irregular sequences. Nevertheless, Jefferson and Lee (1992) maintain that 

troubles talk is a ―sequentially formed phenomenon,‖ in which a seed collection 

of components contribute to the construction of a sequence of troubles talk and a 

set of categories distributes the components across speakers. In other words, there 

is a basic sequence for troubles talk, which consists of observable order (Jefferson 

& Lee, 1992). This basic sequence serves as a basis of the discursive and complex 

formations of sequence in troubles talk and, at the same time, provides flexibility 

for sequential development of troubles talk in contexts. According to Jefferson 

and Lee (1992, p. 524), the basic sequence ―was not preformulated, but was 

grounded in and constructed from the data under inspection.‖ 

Conversation analysis, a qualitative approach, is employed to identify the 

patterns of communication of social support to demonstrate how social support is 

exchanged. All conversations in the compiled corpus were carefully and 

iteratively read and examined to generalize a basic sequential organization of the 

interactions. After macro analysis, which examined the general sequential 

structure of the conversations, micro analysis was conducted to explicate specific 

sequences that contribute to the basic organization of the discourse. Basic units of 
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analysis were identified as two major pairs of sequences: 1) initiating posts of the 

thread openers and replies of respondents, and 2) replies of respondents and 

responses of thread openers to the replies of respondents. Only verbal (written) 

actions were coded.  

Coding for actions of thread openers and responsive actions of 

respondents focused on three predominant themes: i) how the thread openers 

requested support, ii) how respondents dealt with the requests of the support 

seekers, and iii) how the thread openers responded to the replies of the 

respondents. If a thread opener initiated the thread with more than one post, the 

posts involved were marked in combination as a single action of requesting 

support. Only 1% of support seekers initiated their threads with more than one 

post. Further, the requests of the support seekers were divided into direct and 

indirect requests. Direct requests referred to a direct speech act of request, which 

were often formed in imperative and interrogative clauses, such as Can you give 

me some suggestions? Indirect requests did not consist of any direct speech acts 

of request, but rather of self-disclosure of experiences in having anxiety or 

depression. There were two main responsive actions taken by the respondents to 

the requests of the support seekers: a) offering certain kinds of social support, or 

b) responding without any provision of support. The predominant actions of the 

responses without social support were identified according to their speech 

functions, such as questioning, acknowledging, answering, and accepting. 

 

Content analysis 

The analysis comprised of four parts: i) categories of social support; ii) categories 

of non-social support; iii) (non)requests for the categories of support; and iv) 

categories of support provided for (in)direct requests. 

The analysis commenced with classifying the categories of social support 

according to the Social Support Behavior Code (SSBC). The rationale for 

selecting this coding scheme is that it is a specific categorization of social support 

and its categorical items cover a wide range of types of social support. The 

coding scheme was modified to increase the applicability and effectiveness of the 
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scheme for this study as follows: The categorical items of tangible assistance and 

physical affection from the original coding scheme were deleted due to the 

context of virtual communication, and an additional subcategory, virtual hugs, 

was added into the main category of network support, owing to its frequent 

occurrence in the data set. Virtual hugs refer to support in which the respondent 

expresses their wish to hug the thread opener. For example,  

 

―I am hugging you knowing you are not ok.‖ (Thread 5, Daily Strength) 

 

The interpersonal function of virtual hugs is to help people gain a sense of 

community (Miller, 2006). Table 3.3 exhibits the modified coding scheme for 

data analysis in this study. 
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Table 3.3 Modified coding scheme of SSBC (Coulson, 2005) 

Support type Summary of purpose of the support intended communication 

 

Emotional support 

 Relationship Conveys the importance of closeness 

 Confidentiality Keeps the recipient‘s problem in confidence 

 Sympathy Sorrow or regret for the situation faced by the recipient 

 Understanding/ 

 empathy 

Expressions of understanding of the situation or discloses 

similar experience in a way that conveys understanding 

 Encouragement Provides the recipient with hope and confidence 

 Prayer Offers prayer for the recipient 

 Compliments Says positive things about the recipient 

 Validation Provides agreement with the views of the recipient 

 Relief of blame Alleviates any feelings of guilt the recipient has about the 

situation 

 

Informational support 

 Advice Provides ideas or suggestions for action 

 Referral Refers the recipient to other sources of information or help 

 Situation appraisal Helps reassess or redefine the situation being faced by the 

recipient 

 Teaching Offers detailed information, facts or news 

 

Network support 

 Access Provides the recipient with access to new people 

 Presence Offers to be there 

 Companions Reminds the recipient that there are others who share similar 

experiences and are available 

 Virtual hugs Express a provision or intention to hug  

 

After the identifications and classifications of social support, the message 

posts that contain no social support were identified and categorized into a) request 

for social support; b) thread openers‘ responses; c) responses of respondents; and 

d) contingent postings of thread openers. Digging deeper into the message posts 

without social support, the direct requests of thread openers were categorized into 

a) request for informational support; b) request for emotional support; c) request 

for network support; and d) request for various support. Finally, categories of 

support (i.e., emotional, informational, and network support) offered to the 

(non)request of thread openers were explored. Frequencies and percentages of the 

above categorization were calculated.  
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Inter-coder reliability 

With the help of an assistant, I deployed an inter-coder reliability test to enhance 

the validity, accuracy, and reliability of the analysis and the coding consistency. 

The assistant and I reviewed message posts in the corpus and discussed and 

affirmed the applicability of the modified coding categories scheme to OSGADs. 

This process enabled the researchers to understand the modified SSBC in the 

context of the present data and their understanding guided all subsequent coding. 

Before formal coding, five threads (260 message posts) in each selected online 

self-help group were randomly selected and coded independently. The coding 

results were compared and contrasted to identify inconsistent and inaccurate 

codes. Controversial classifications were discussed and a consensus was reached 

that the coding was reliable. To ensure the trustworthiness of the coding 

procedure and results, the 260 message posts were used to calculate inter-rater 

reliability statistics for all the categorizations. Cohen‘s Kappa (Cohen, 1960) was 

used and the variables ranged from 0.81 to 0.99, indicating a good reliability of 

the analysis.  

 

3.4.2 Chapter 5: Textual analysis and interaction analysis 

This chapter explores the multi-functions of self-disclosure, one of the most 

frequent communicative acts in OSGADs, through three-layer analysis (i.e., 

personal, textual, and interactional layers), which involve the methods of texture 

and interaction analysis. Texts that contain the speech act of self-disclosure are 

initially identified. Texture analysis is then used to study the functions of self-

disclosure at the personal and textual layers. For the personal layer, lexes, clauses, 

and sentences reflecting psychological changes of self-disclosers in self-

disclosure texts are examined to determine the functions of self-disclosure in self-

disclosers‘ thought or cognition. The concept of cognitive discourse analysis 

(Tenbrink, 2015) is borrowed in this layer of analysis. For the textual layer, the 

rhetorical relations between clauses are analyzed to show the functions of self-

disclosure in relation to other speech acts in the self-disclosure texts. Rhetorical 

structure theory (Mann & Thompson, 2009) is recruited in this part of analysis. 

Interaction analysis, which takes into account the conversations among 
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participants, is employed to investigate the social functions of self-disclosure at 

interactional perspective, such as normalization and advice-giving.  

 

Three-layer discourse analysis: A proposed framework 

As Chapter 5 focuses on the particular speech act of self-disclosing, it is worth 

revisiting speech act theory. The concept of speech acts was proposed by John L. 

Austin (1975). Austin argued that three acts can occur simultaneously in a speech 

act, namely, a locutionary act, an illocutionary act, and a perlocutionary act. A 

locutionary act equals the literal or semantic meaning of a meaningful utterance, 

while illocutionary acts and perlocutionary acts reveal meanings beyond words. 

Illocutionary acts are those acts that involve the function of the utterance 

performed by a speaker, and perlocutionary acts account for the possible effect of 

the utterance. Contextual factors are crucial in the pragmatic meanings of an 

utterance, since a locutionary act can invoke more than one illocutionary meaning 

in accord with contexts. An example from Austin‘s lecture is the imperative 

sentence, ―Shut it!‖ One can, depending on context, perform the act of ordering, 

permitting, demanding, requesting, entreating, suggesting, recommending, and so 

on. However, the same sentence may be used on different occasions of utterance 

with a different sense or reference (Austin, 1975, p. 75). Austin‘s speech act 

theory highlights the interactional functions of speech acts in various contexts 

that provide culturally and interpersonally different interpretations of a speech act. 

Contextual factors, such as culture and power relations, lead to complex 

differences in terms of interpretations of speech acts. Moreover, discrepant 

interpretations can cause a speech act to function differently in different contexts. 

Croddy (2002) has pointed out that the performance of an illocutionary act should 

lie in whether the addressee justifiably believes the speaker‘s intention and that 

the speaker intends to be held responsible for satisfying a commitment that results 

from the performance. Croddy‘s analysis implied that the addressee‘s beliefs in 

the speaker‘s intentions played a role in performing an illocutionary act. However, 

illocutionary acts were difficult to analyze and were confirmed solely based on 

discourse despite the provisions of contextual cues because intention was not 

observable. What was observable was the effect in the form of addressees‘ 
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reactions to speakers‘ speech acts. An unintended or undesirable effect would 

normally be revealed as such in the following discourse. These observable effects 

of self-disclosure can be expected to match its intention unless otherwise revealed 

in the discourse. Therefore, the effect provided evidence of intention, which was 

directly linked to the interactional function of a speech act. 

This study uses a three-layer DA as an analytical method to examine the 

functions of self-disclosure in the OSGADs. The method is underpinned by the 

hypothesis that the functions of self-disclosure can be realized through three 

perspectives: personal, textual, and interactional layers. The personal layer refers 

to the possible effects of self-disclosure on the disclosers themselves. These 

effects are more likely to occur from self-disclosure that contains the disclosers‘ 

self-narrative whereby the cognitive representations and processes of the 

disclosers offer implications for the effect of self-disclosure on disclosers. In the 

process of narrating, people often become aware of feelings, thoughts and 

behaviors that they did not previously know they had, and subsequently, they 

generate new memories and thoughts as they further consider what they have said 

(Farber, 2006). The textual layer focuses on the relation between self-disclosing 

and other speech acts in texts. A text is composed of multiple speech acts which 

are connected with relational propositions, by which the function(s) of the speech 

acts and text can be revealed and inferred. Lastly, the interactional layer entails 

the pragmatic functions of self-disclosure revealed by the interactions among 

interlocutors in contexts. The interactional function(s) of self-disclosure, as 

illustrated above, can be understood through the responses of addressees 

displayed in the discourse. The detailed method of the proposed three-layer DA is 

introduced in the next section. 

 

Research methods for chapter 5 study 

As the focus of this study is the self-disclosure of respondents in OSGADs, 

messages containing self-disclosure in the compiled corpus were identified. Self-

disclosure was defined as the voluntary sharing of information about oneself 

(Cozby, 1972). Posts by individuals who disclosed information about themselves, 

such as actions taken in the past, family relationships, personal thoughts or values, 
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and emotions, were identified as self-disclosure. Self-narrative was a significant 

component of self-disclosure as it often contained abundant information about the 

individual presented by means of flashback.  

The first step of data analysis was a careful reading of all the postings to 

become familiar with the discourse. Next, messages containing self-disclosure in 

the compiled corpus were identified in accord with the above definition. In this 

study, the basic units of speech act identification were a) a single clause and b) a 

span of text. Self-disclosure is an elusive and complex concept due to its 

variations of meanings, values, and functions in contexts among individuals 

(Farber, 2006). As such, due to the complexity of this speech act, the identified 

self-disclosure was often one or more passages rather than a single sentence. 

Drawing upon the framework of three-layer DA, the self-disclosing posts 

were analyzed. For the analysis at the personal layer, respondents‘ messages with 

self-disclosure were examined based on the method of cognitive discourse 

analysis (CODA), which aimed to identify linguistic features that were 

potentiality indicative of cognitive processes and representations (Tenbrink, 2015, 

p.115). The core aspect of CODA is detailed analysis of linguistic features, which 

are not theoretically subject to particular types, but rather needed to help with 

achieving the research purpose which here is to reveal possible effects to the self-

disclosers; for example, mental representation, specific lexical choices and 

discourse markers (Tenbrink, 2015). Through this analysis, the linguistic features 

of self-disclosure that manifested functions at the personal layer were identified. 

For analysis at the textual layer, all speech acts appearing in the respondents‘ 

messages with self-disclosure were initially identified and labeled. The speech 

acts were labeled with angle brackets, in which the name of the identified speech 

acts was shown. For instance,  

<Appraising> Intrusive thoughts are more common than people think. 

</Appraising>  

The relationships between self-disclosure and other speech acts in the 

discourse were examined. The definitions of the relationships were borrowed 

from those of rhetorical structure theory (RST) (Mann & Thompson 2009). 
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However, it should be noted that unlike RST, which was used to identify 

boundaries and relationships between spans of a text and clause, this study only 

focuses on the relationships between self-disclosure and other identified speech 

acts in a text. The identification of the relations depended on functional and 

semantic judgments alone (Mann & Thompson 2009). Interactional analysis, in 

which the messages of both support seekers and respondents were taken into 

account, was conducted on the pragmatic functions of self-disclosure in 

conversations. In the analysis, particular attention was focused on the support 

seekers‘ responses to messages from respondents that contained self-disclosure. 

Two themes were the subject of focus, including: (1) how the support seekers 

interpreted self-disclosure in the messages of respondents and (2) what 

interpersonal effects were evoked by self-disclosure in the discourse.  

 

3.4.3 Chapter 6: Textual analysis and interaction analysis 

This chapter investigates the speech act of advice in relation to politeness through 

textual analysis and interaction analysis. The texture analysis is used to reveal the 

discursive moves and relational strategies (Locher, 2006) employed by 

respondents who give advice to support seekers in the identified advice messages. 

The effect of revealed moves and strategies are further measured through 

interaction analysis informed by the relational work (Watts, 2003) and 

contextualization cue (Gumperz, 1992). The results are used to conceptualize 

politeness in advice messages through integrating the linguistic devices (i.e., 

discursive moves and relational strategies) and the sociocultural context of 

OSGADs. 

 

Theoretical background: Relational work and contextualization  

This study employs the model of relational work (Watts, 2003) and the notion of 

contextualization (Gumperz, 1992) to conceptualize the politeness of advice 

messages in OSGADs. Relational work is defined as the work individuals invest 

in negotiating relationships with others (Locher & Watts, 2005, p. 10). Relational 

work represents a continuum of verbal behavior which includes direct, impolite, 
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rude or aggressive interaction on one end to polite interaction on the other, taking 

into account both appropriate and inappropriate forms of social behavior (Locher, 

2004). The relational work model provides the means to classify verbal behavior 

ranging from positively marked politic/appropriate/over-polite to negatively 

marked non-politic/inappropriate/impolite (Locher & Watts, 2005). Unlike 

Brown and Levinson‘s politeness theory (1987), which oversimplifies the 

operation of politeness and face needs, the framework of relational work provides 

a relatively compressive spectrum for researchers to examine social behaviors in 

verbal communication. According to Locher and Watts (2005), whether a marked 

social behavior is deemed appropriate in the social context depends on whether it 

is evaluated as polite or impolite by interactants. Appropriateness is determined 

by the participants‘ habitus which in turn depends on demographical structures, 

identity of participants, and expectations. Their habitus constitutes which social 

behaviors are perceived as appropriate and normal in the specific context.  

However, the model of relational work provides limited explanations for 

observing the sociocultural context and habitus of interactants in discourse, 

particularly in written discourse lacking sources of non-verbal communication. 

As such, I propose making use of Gumperz‘s notion of contextualization (1992) 

to help discourse analysts understand the specific contexts of interactions. 

According to Gumperz (1992, p.230), contextualization refers to ―the speakers‘ 

and listeners‘ use of verbal and non-verbal signs to relate what is said at any one 

time and in any place to knowledge acquired through past experience, in order to 

retrieve the presuppositions they must reply on to maintain conversational 

involvement and assess what is intended‖. Contextualization relies on a variety of 

contextualization cues that include prosody, paralinguistic signs, code choice, and 

the choice of lexical forms or formulaic expressions. In other words, apart from 

ethnographic methods, exploring the contextualization cues of interactants‘ 

messages enables understanding the meanings, purposes, culture, and 

interpersonal distance in the communicative contexts. By investigating the 

contextualization, the politeness or impoliteness within a specific context can be 

illuminated and conceptualized. 



 

 

 

62 

 

Before examining the contextualization cues of advice messages in 

OSGADs, it is worth revisiting the previous analysis on the communication of 

online social support. Yip (2019) has analyzed the communicative behaviors and 

content of participants‘ interactions in OSGADs, providing a useful reference tool 

to understand the social cultural context of OSGADs. To summarize, the 

participants in OSGADs who experienced similar or the same problems of 

anxiety and depression played the roles of support seekers and support providers. 

Although their real identities and backgrounds were unknown in the virtual world, 

the focus of their interaction was the problems they had encountered. Moreover, 

the interactants were seldom concerned about the real identities of others unless 

the identities were disclosed. The predominant communication pattern of the 

interactions was as follows: thread openers, who were often support seekers, 

requested support through narrating self-situation of suffering from the mental 

illness. Respondents, who were often support providers, tended to offer a variety 

of support to the thread openers rather than probe for further information about 

the initiators‘ situations and background information on the event (Yip, 2019). 

Expressing empathy or understanding and giving advice were the most prevalent 

acts taken by support providers. In the process of providing and receiving support, 

both interactants upheld a supportive attitude. Understanding the social-pragmatic 

context of OSGADs helped the author analyze the construction of politeness in 

conversations in accord with the notion of relational work (Watts, 2005).  

 

Analyzing process 

Advice-giving, in this context, is any speech event defined as the ―kind of 

contribution that the entry made to the ongoing interchange‖ (Miller & Gergen, 

1998, p. 192). A speech event of advice comprises multiple discursive moves and 

discourse strategies. The analysis reveals the discursive moves and relational 

strategies used in advice messages. Following the above definition of advice, 205 

posts in the corpus were identified as advice messages. The data analysis focused 

on the identification of discursive moves and relational strategies used in the 

advice messages. The smallest analytic units in the identification of the moves 

were clauses or complete sentences. Often, a particular move comprised more 
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than one clause. If a move occurred in two or more paragraphs, multiple 

occurrences of the move were counted. Additionally, if a move occurred across 

other moves in a paragraph, it was counted as more than one occurrence. Due to 

the variable expressions of relational strategies, the analytic units in the 

identification of the strategies were clause, sentence, word, and phrase. Identified 

moves and relational strategies were labeled with angle brackets, in which the 

name of the identified move or strategy was shown. For example, the move of 

advice was labeled as follows:  

<Advice> Learn to recognize the symptoms and go into management style. 

</Advice> 

 

Most of the advice messages in the OSGADs were composed of several 

moves in addition to the move of advising, and the moves involved in the 

messages comprised different communicative functions for the advice. To 

disclose the moves involved in advice messages, the discursive move categories 

proposed by Locher (2006) were employed in data analysis. This coding system 

for message texts was chosen due to its high suitability for qualitative analysis of 

the content in the advice messages (Morrow, 2012). Further, through coding the 

discursive moves, the relative frequency and sequencing of the various discursive 

moves could be provided to obtain a clearer picture of the content of the advice 

messages (Morrow, 2012). The coding scheme is shown in Table 3.4 as follows: 
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Table 3.4 Discursive moves 

Move Explanation 

Greeting Greeting, salutation 

Assessment Assessment and/or evaluation of problem writer‘s situation 

Advice Telling someone what they should do or think 

Explanation Explanation of a point just made 

Own experience Personal experience of advice-giver 

General 

information 

General information 

Disclaimer Special type of assessment used to point out incomplete 

information or advice-giver‘s lack of competence 

Apology Expressing regret, saying you‘re sorry 

Question Request for further information 

Referral Type of advice in which the questioner is referred to a 

professional 

Meta-comment Text-structuring comments 

Open category Category for moves that do not fit any other category 

Farewell Good-bye, closing 
Source: Compiled from Locher (2006, p.62) 

 

The analytic framework of discursive move categories was based on Miller and 

Gergen‘s (1998) work, utilized by Locher (2006) in examining an American 

advice column for health issues, and by Morrow (2012) in exploring a Japanese 

online discussion forum about divorce. The advice message texts in Locher‘s 

study (2006) involve healthcare professionals, while those examined by Morrow 

(2012) do not. Some may consider employing the same framework to analyze 

advice messages in the OSGADs as a repetition of the previous research. 

However, unique patterns of discursive moves were revealed owing to dissimilar 

contexts and cultures, as advice is constructed differently according to influences 

of various sociocultural factors in contexts. 

As mentioned above, in interpersonal communication, advice-giving is a 

face-threatening speech act (Morrow, 2012) and hence, mitigation is needed 

(Locher & Hoffmann, 2006). Locher (2006) proposed a list of relational strategies 

that were commonly used to mitigate face threat in advising texts:  
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Table 3.5 Relational strategies (mitigating strategies) 

Relational strategies Explanation 

Bonding bonding with the questioner or the readership 

Boosting a word or phrase used to give a point more weight 

Criticizing criticizing of the questioner‘s attitudes and actions 

Empathizing display of understanding of a questioner‘s situation, 

reassurance 

Hedging a word or phrase used to down tone the weight of an 

imposition 

Praising the questioner‘s attitudes and actions are highlighted as 

good 

Use of humor humor which aims at bonding with the questioner or the 

readership 
Source: Compiled from Locher (2006, p.118) 

 

Interaction analysis was then conducted and took into account 

conversations between thread openers and respondents, thereby shedding light on 

how politeness was constructed in the advisory sequences through the lens of 

relational work. The analysis focuses on three themes: first, whether thread 

openers and respondents are contextualizing the same or different socio-cultural 

context in conversations; second, whether thread openers accept or reject 

respondents‘ advice messages; and whether the advice offered is polite and 

appropriate according to the model of framework work. The construction of 

politeness in advice messages can also be revealed through interaction analysis. 

 

Inter-coder reliability 

Enhancing the validity, accuracy and reliability of the analysis and the coding 

consistency, I deployed an inter-coder reliability test. An assistant and I carefully 

reviewed the identified advice messages in the corpus and discussed and affirmed 

the applicability of the two coding categories schemes (i.e., discursive moves and 

relational strategies). The process was iterative and facilitated the researchers‘ 

understanding of the analytical items in the schemes in the context of OSGADs. 

Fifty advice messages were randomly selected and coded independently before 

formal coding. The coding results were compared and contrasted to identify 

inconsistent and inaccurate codes. Controversial classifications were discussed 
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and a consensus was finally reached regarding the reliability of the coding. The 

50 coded messages were used to calculate interrater reliability statistics for all 

categorizations to ensure the trustworthiness of the coding procedure and results. 

Cohen‘s kappa (Cohen, 1960) was utilized and the variables ranged from 0.82 to 

0.93, indicating good reliability of the analysis.  

 

3.5 Rationale behind the application of MMDA 

MMDA is a research methodology effective in tackling the two research 

questions of this study. Discourse analysts should employ the analytical methods 

that help achieve each of the steps of the study, which contribute to answering the 

research questions. There are two major steps taken to tackle the research 

questions: the first is to reveal the most predominant communicative acts of 

participants in OSGADs, and the second is to suggest how these acts contribute to 

the communication of social support. To achieve the first step, a comprehensive 

generalization of the participants‘ communicative acts must be conducted. 

Communicative acts involve both speech acts (e.g., questioning, answering, and 

stating) and message content of the participants. For instance, a study of the 

speech act alone may only reveal the general speech acts of the participants, such 

as requesting and providing support, while overlooking the specific content of the 

speech act, such as requesting emotional support or providing informational 

support. Exploring both speech acts and content of communicative acts is 

necessary to reveal the most predominant acts of participants. Thus, MMDA is a 

suitable research method for the present research study, as it enables discourse 

analysts to use more than one method to achieve the first step of tackling the 

research questions. Informed by MMDA, Chapter 4 examines the sequential 

structure and content of the communication of social support in OSGADs through 

conversation analysis and content analysis. 

With the results obtained in the analysis of Chapter 4, self-disclosure and 

advice-giving are recognized as the most predominant communicative acts in the 

interactions among the participants. Thus, to achieve the second step of 

answering the research question, Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 focus on how these two 

major acts contribute to the communication of social support. The discussion 



 

 

 

67 

 

highlights the unique characteristics of the acts and their related interpersonal 

issues in the communication of social support. 

Chapter 5 reveals the multiple discourse functions of self-disclosure. As 

various perspectives must be taken into account to understand the functions of 

self-disclosure, MMDA is appropriately employed. Specifically, MMDA 

provides cognitive discourse, as well as a textual and interactional perspective, to 

investigate the functions of self-disclosure. Chapter 6 examines the politeness in 

advice-giving, elucidating how advice, as a type of social support, is offered with 

mitigations, such as hedges and interrogatives. The study considers both the 

lexical-rhetorical level of mitigating devices and their interpersonal effects in 

conversations. Hence, MMDA is employed to conduct both textual analysis and 

interaction analysis. The investigation into communicative patterns, self-

disclosure and advice giving through the use of MMDA in Chapter 4, 5 and 6 will 

help reveal and explain the characteristics of OSGADs (the second research 

question) as CofP.  

 

3.6 Chapter summary 

This chapter described and explained the selection process and establishment of 

the data set for the present research study. The process and compilation of the 

corpus were argued to be conducive to achieving the research objectives and 

answering the research questions, while strictly complying with Internet research 

ethics. Descriptions of each selected forum were also provided and the structure 

of the compiled corpus of threads from the OSGADs were shown in Tables 3.1 

and 3.2. More importantly, the application of MMDA and specific analyzing 

procedures in each analytical chapter were illustrated. It should be noted that the 

approach of MMDA is distinguished from CMDA. MMDA is an analytical 

approach employed to analyze the data set, whereas CMDA is a theoretical notion 

delineating the theoretical background of the data analysis. In other words, 

CMDA is one of the underpinning theoretical concepts of this study, while 

MMDA is part of the study‘s methodology. Finally, the suitability and rationale 

for applying MMDA in the analytical chapters (i.e., Chapters 4, 5, and 6) was 

demonstrated. 
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Chapter 4 Structure and Content of the Online Communication 

of Social Support 

 

4.1 Chapter introduction 

Social support in online self-help groups has been recognized as beneficial to 

participants suffering from emotional instability or other mental illness. Previous 

studies have employed content analysis to reveal the predominant categories of 

social support in online self-help groups, claiming the prevalence of emotional 

and information support aids support seekers (Davison et al., 2000; Mitchell et al., 

2013). Scholars has perceived provision of diverse types of social support, 

particularly emotional and informational support, as a key element that benefits 

and helps the participating support seekers (e.g., Coulson et al., 2007; Coulson & 

Greenwood, 2012; Smedley et al., 2015). For this proposition, optimal matching 

theory (Cutrona & Russell, 1990) has been used to explain the helpfulness of 

these types of support. This chapter argues that content analysis provides 

insufficient evidence that support seekers benefit from social support, and that 

communicative behaviors of participants should also be considered to evaluate 

the possible advantages and drawbacks of the groups. Employing conversation 

analysis and content analysis, this chapter investigates the sequential structure 

and content of social support in the communication in OSGADs. The 

predominant communicative acts of participants in OSGADs are set forth to 

achieve the first step in tackling the research questions of this thesis. The results 

show that self-disclosure and advice-giving are the most primary communicative 

acts in this context. Based on the findings, this chapter challenges the 

applicability of optimal matching theory in deducing how social support provided 

effectively help support seekers, due to the fact that the support providers tend to 

offer social support immediately, leading to a lack of non-social support 

interactions. In addition, the results reveal that showing understanding/empathy 

and advice are the most prominent categories of support in the OSGADs, and 

thread openers tend to adopt indirect means to request support.  

 



 

 

 

69 

 

4.2 Online social support and its helpfulness 

Many studies have suggested that online self-help groups related to healthcare 

issues provide a variety of social support to their users, particularly informational 

and emotional support (e.g., Atwood et al., 2017; Coulson, 2005; Coulson et al., 

2007; Coulson & Greenwood, 2012; Coursaris & Liu, 2009; Prescott et al., 2017; 

Smedley et al., 2015). Most of the studies have employed content analysis to 

reveal frequencies and percentages of categories of social support and thereby 

determine the major functions of particular self-help groups and their possible 

effect on participants. Specifically, social support behavior code (SSBC), a 

coding scheme for the categorization of social support, is consistently used as an 

analytical framework in these studies.  

Several of the content-based studies (e.g., Coulson, 2005; Coulson & 

Greenwood, 2012; Smedley et al., 2015) use optimal matching theory (Cutrona & 

Russell, 1990) to explicate the predominance of emotional and informational 

support in online self-help groups, and claim that the support recipients are 

helped by and benefit from the support provided. However, this explanation and 

claim is questionable, as what support seekers need and what respondents offer 

can be mismatched. For instance, the study by Vayreda and Antaki (2009), which 

investigates advice-giving in a bipolar disorder online forum, suggests the advice 

was mainly unsolicited and the respondents were disposed to offer advice even 

when the thread openers requested less prescriptive responses (e.g., accounts of 

others‘ experiences, reassurance, or basic information). The respondents offered 

advice to the newcomers despite no requests for advice (Paulus & Alice Varga, 

2015). The incongruence needs to be revealed through analyzing the speeches of 

both thread openers and respondents in the online groups.  

Optimal matching theory suggests that effects of social support are 

facilitated when its provision is matched with need of support receivers and that 

specific types of social support may alleviate specific types of emotional 

instability (Cutrona, 1990). The theory emphasizes that the perceived 

controllability of stressful events is the most influential factor in determining 

whether social support is needed by sufferers. As illustrated by Cutrona and 

Russell (1990), the categories of social support that promote action is most 
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beneficial to events that can be controlled and those categories that promote 

comfort are most beneficial to events that cannot be controlled. Specifically, 

individuals who face uncontrollable distressing incidents may feel emotional 

support is helpful. Conversely, individuals who experience controllable events 

may view informational support as useful. In other words, the benefit gained by 

an individual from social support depends on the match between the 

controllability of events the individual experiences and the categories of support 

provided. The optimal matching theory is partially validated in Cutrona and Suhr 

(1992), which investigated the correlations between controllability of adverse 

events and effectiveness of categories of social support among married couples. 

The study indicated that the spouse appreciates advice and concrete solutions 

more when he or she was capable of controlling the stressful situation.  

Nonetheless, Cutrona and Russell (1990) do not explain how the controllability of 

depressing events is measured. Indeed, the degree to which adversity is 

controllable could be highly subjective, as it depends heavily on the perceptions 

and resilience of sufferers themselves rather than evaluation of outsiders. In the 

context of online self-help groups, support providers could only understand the 

suffers‘ perceived controllability of events through discursive interactions, such 

as personal information exchange and opinion sharing, with them. Logically 

speaking, immediate provision of support without a process of understanding 

increases the risk of mismatches between the type of support needed and the type 

of support provided. Thus, investigation into the structure of the interaction 

between thread openers and respondents becomes crucial to perceiving whether 

respondents do in fact attempt to understand the thread openers‘ perceived 

controllability of the events in order to provide them with support that is helpful 

and beneficial. As such, content analysis of categories of social support without 

an analysis of how the support was conveyed and received is therefore less than 

sufficient to validate the applicability of the optimal matching theory.  

Very few studies investigate the communicative patterns of the 

interchange of online social support in healthcare contexts. Miller and Gergon 

(1998) designed a comprehensive coding scheme to help reveal the typology of 

exchanges in an online bulletin board for individuals considering suicide. Locher 
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(2006) summarizes the scheme, which listed five major categories of exchanges 

in which several exchanges were involved. The main exchanges include help-

seeking interchange, informative interchange, supportive interchange, growth 

interchange, and punitive interchange (see Locher, 2006, p. 36). This scheme 

provided a preliminary structure of social support communication in online 

contexts; however, the specific moves of participants were not explored. Greiner 

et al. (2017) have concluded that online self-help groups for cannabis abuse 

involved a large proportion of self-disclosure and descriptions of symptoms. 

Paulus and Alice Varga (2015) have conducted a discourse study on the responses 

to newcomers‘ postings in an online grief support forum, finding that the 

respondents express validation and empathy through telling second stories, 

construct grief through descriptions, and show acceptance through advice-giving 

and invitation to return. These studies are useful reference tools for studies on the 

communicative behaviors of participants in online self-help groups, as they reveal 

the most prominent communicative acts of the respondents. However, the 

communicative acts of participants are examined separately, and the interactivity 

and dynamicity of the interactions are overlooked.  

In sum, a wealth of the previous studies on social support in various 

online contexts have focused on content of support and argue that the most 

prevalent categories of support are beneficial and helpful to support seekers (e.g., 

Atwood et al., 2017; Coulson & Greenwood, 2012; Greiner et al., 2017; Prescott 

et al., 2017). Some have made use of optimal matching theory (Cultona & Russell, 

1990) to explain the helpfulness of the support provisions in the groups. However, 

due to the lack of observation regarding the understanding of support seekers‘ 

perception of controllability by the support providers, these arguments need to be 

further examined and verified. This chapter reveals the content of social support 

and communicative acts of participants to generate a model that provides insight 

into the evaluation of the advantages and drawbacks of the OSGADs. It also 

challenges the applicability of optimal matching theory as a means to determine 

how support seekers benefit from the groups. The following section shows the 

results of the analysis. Detailed explanations of the research method for the 

analysis can be found in Section 3.4.1 in Chapter 3. 
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4.3 Findings 

To better understand the actions and sequences of support seekers and 

respondents in interactions, the findings are presented in an organized order. The 

first section is a macro analysis of the structure of an entire interaction of social 

support, exhibiting the basic sequential organization of the interaction. Specific 

sequences of actions of the thread openers and respondents are then illustrated in 

detail for each thread. The second section sheds light on the categories of social 

support provided by the respondents, categories of messages without social 

support, categories of support requested by support seekers, and categories of 

support offered to the requests. 

 

4.3.1 Sequential structure 

The following extract is a complete thread of interactions among a thread opener 

and four respondents. It demonstrates a clear basic structure of social support 

interactions and affirms the proposed communication patterns in this study. 

 

1. Thread opener:  

After doing some research, I have come to find that I am more than likely 

suffering from behavioural induced insufficient sleep disorder (choosing not 

to go to sleep which I thought was insomnia but it isn't) I was just wondering 

if anyone has this disorder? And any reasons why I'm doing this? 

 

2. Respondent A:  

Prefer the night? I know I do and know it's not exactly normal but so much 

more relaxing. 

 

3. Thread opener:  

hi. Yes. I prefer the night. I agree it‘s more relaxing. I‘m very nocturnal. Do 

you have the same problem? 

 

4. Respondent A:  

I guess I do but am forced to be normal as everything else runs through the 

day... 
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5. Thread opener: 

Yeah I completely understand 

 

6. Respondent B:  

Yeah, even I can understand your situation. I used to stay awake at night for 

so many years. This had created a lot of problems in my life. Since 

everything runs in the day-time, I struggled a lot and got help from an expert 

psychologist nearby my place. Insomnia and this condition have a lot of 

difference. Insomnia is the condition of the inability to fall asleep while in 

the case of people who love to stay awake at night are not unable to sleep. I 

think, practising therapies like yoga or meditation may give temporary relief, 

but if you really want to get out of this problem, then it's better to seek an 

expert advice.  

 

7. Thread opener:  

Hi, Thank you for your reply. 

I will definitely seek professional help as I have tried many things and they 

don't seem to work. It‘s been going on far too long and its affecting my 

ability to function as I can‘t get to sleep, therefore sleep deprived, then have 

nightmares when I do get to sleep due to the sleep deprivation. It‘s no good. 

 

8. Respondent C:  

You like the night more than the day. My days are difficult. More and more I 

am becoming that way. I have to change because I have to get up at five to 

go to work at six once again. It‘s not easy. Especially when you are young. I 

remember people having a troubled time with this. I understand. I am given a 

sedative but I can easily overcome it.... like tonight. I feel for your dilemma.  

 

9. Respondent D:  

Perhaps you should consult your doctor about medications or therapies that 

would help. It sounds like it is affecting your lives, so you should explore all 

your options to find something that works. 

 

(Thread 18, AnxietyCentral) 

 

The first post is a request for support, comprised of self-disclosure of having 

behavioral induced insufficient sleep disorder and a direct speech act of 

requesting phrased in interrogative form. The following message posts show two 

separate routines of responses to the thread opener. More specifically, Posts 2–5 

are a discursive negotiation, which involves no social support. In Post 2, 

Respondent A probed for further information about the illness (Prefer the night?) 

and shared personal experiences of the problem. The opener agrees with 

Respondent A and then asks if they shared the same problem (Do you have the 
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same problem?) in Post 3. This appears to be an urge to obtain support from the 

respondent. In Posts 4 and 5, Respondent A confirms the opener and shares their 

personal situation. The opener seems satisfied and shows their understanding of 

the situation to Respondent A.  

Another routine of responses was provision of social support in Posts 6–9. 

In Post 6, Respondent B shows understanding and empathy to the opener (Yeah, 

even I can understand your situation), discloses self-experience of suffering from 

the illness and advises the opener to have practicing therapies and seek expert 

advice. In Post 7, the opener accepts the support by expressing thanks and 

planning to seek professional help. They also disclose further details of the 

situation in the message. Posts 8 and 9 are very similar, as both the respondents 

show understanding and empathy and offer advice, which is types of support. 

Many similar interactions can be found in the compiled corpus. These 

examples provided insight into the sequential organization of the communication 

of social support. Based on the conversation analysis, some basic segments and 

sequential ordering were generalized:  

 

A. Thread initiation 

1. Request for support 

a. Direct 

b. Indirect 

B. Delivery of social support 

1. Request and offering support 

2. Offering and accepting support 

C. Negotiation 

1. Probing and answering 

2. Discussing ideas 

 

The above structure is the basic sequential organization of the communication of 

social support. Notably, this structure is likely to be complicated or simplified by 
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insertion of contingencies or deletion of actions, respectively. The following 

sections examine the specific communicative acts that the thread openers and 

respondents took in the interactions.  

 

Thread initiation: (In) direct request for social support 

There are two kinds of request for social support, direct and indirect. The direct 

one constitutes a direct speech act of request and is relatively identifiable because 

the thread openers clearly ask for certain kinds of support. The following is an 

example of a direct request: 

 

Extract 1 

Thread opener: 

I think the thread title says it all, I was served a summons in the mail and 

immediately had a panic attack and I'm still in the throws of it as I type this. I 

already hyperventilated and even felt light-headed at the thought of it.  

I want to try to get my GP to fax a letter to the powers that be to get me out of it 

but my panicking side says what if they won't take it and I have to be there. I feel 

trapped, I can't escape, I'm getting back light-headed just at the very thought.  

Has anyone else gone through this? Did any of you get out because of a GP's 

note?  

(Thread 7, Anxiety Central) 

 

The post of Extract 1 began with a self-disclosure, which is voluntary sharing of 

information about oneself (Cozby, 1972). The thread title was related to the jury 

summons. The thread opener shared their personal experiences of suffering from 

a panic attack and expressed their anxious emotions. The disclosure was followed 

by a direct request (underlined in Extract 1), which was formed in interrogative 

sentences. The thread opener appeared to seek emotional support and wanted to 

know whether other participants had undergone similar experiences.  

Conversely, the indirect request lacks concrete linguistic attributes of 

request for classification. Disclosure of a problem may be viewed as an implicit 
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request for problem-solving assistance (Goldsmith, 2004). Extract 2 provides an 

example of an indirect request.  

 

Extract 2 

Thread Opener: 

Hi all, this my first post. Hoping to gain some relief from persistent intrusive 

thoughts that have taken hold and taken control of my life.  

I am having troubles dislodging them. I feel if I confess the thoughts I might gain 

some relief but I also feel I can‘t tell anyone because I fear their judgement and 

the consequences of my confession. I feel hopeless and have little joy in my life.  

I have started to catastrophize about my life and career and my future. I am at a 

loss as what to do. I want to feel ' normal', happy and optimistic again.  

(Thread 2, Beyond Blue) 

 

The post does not contain any direct request of certain support but self-disclosure, 

which was a brief description of the adversities and expression of the desire to 

recover and be happy.  

 

Delivery of support: Requests and offering social support 

In general, regardless of whether the thread openers posted direct or indirect 

requests, most of the respondents offer multiple types of social support to the 

support seekers. For instance: 

 

Extract 3 

Thread Opener:  

I have anxiety attacks all the time. It's consuming my life. I have health anxiety 

and every little wrong thing I feel in my body, I panic. I think I'm going to die all 

the time for no reason. Does anyone else feel this way? 

 

Respondent A:  

Sorry to hear your [sic] struggling, have you talked to a counselor? Or heard of 
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mindfulness? It has really helped me with my anxiety... both talking to a 

counselor and doing mindfulness. Trying to find calming, soothing things has 

helped me with my anxiety, for example coloring can help. it takes practice to 

come to a start of complete peace but maybe mindfulness can help you as it 

seems its so extreme... wishing you better days, warm hugs.  

(Thread 4, Daily Strength) 

 

The conversation in Extract 3 shows the thread opener appearing to seek 

emotional support, particularly the subcategory of understanding/empathy, 

because they ask if other participants felt the same way. The request was 

identified as an explicit request due to the direct speech act of request (Does 

anyone else feel this way?). The posts of respondents offer a variety of social 

support to the thread opener. For example, Respondent A shows sympathy by 

saying sorry to hear your [sic] struggling and then gives advice, such as talking 

to a counselor, coloring and mindfulness.  

The respondents also offer multiple types of support to the thread openers 

who request support indirectly. The following extract is one part of Extract 2, 

which was split into three parts. 

 

Extract 4 

Thread Opener:  

Hi all, this my first post. Hoping to gain some relief from persistent intrusive 

thoughts that have taken hold and taken control of my life. I am having troubles 

dislodging them. I feel if I confess the thoughts I might gain some relief but I 

also feel I can‘t tell anyone because I fear their judgement and the consequences 

of my confession. I feel hopeless and have little joy in my life. I have started to 

catastrophise about my life and career and my future. I am at a loss as what to do. 

I want to feel ' normal', happy and optimistic again. 

 

Respondent A:  

Hello  

Welcome to the forums and good one having the courage to post too! 



 

 

 

78 

 

Intrusive thoughts are more common than people think. I have had chronic 

anxiety for years with these intrusive thoughts as well. They are a pain.....yet 

they are only thoughts....and a sign of a 'tired' mind 

I see my general psychologist every month for a 'fine tune' and my psychologist 

every 4 months which has helped me so much to 'rebuild' my old thinking 

patterns....including intrusive thoughts.  

You will find peace of mind again Toby for sure. If you have a good GP that is a 

great place to start the healing process... You have everything to gain and 

nothing to lose. There are many gentle people on the forums that can be here for 

you. You are more than welcome to post as many times as you like too‖  

(Thread 2, Beyond Blue) 

 

In Extract 4, the thread opener did not request a particular type of support but 

expressed his/her frustration, despair and desire to return to a normal life. Sharing 

similar experiences of having anxiety to show understanding and empathy, 

Respondent A suggests the thread opener see a general practitioner and reminds 

the thread opener that the forum participants can provide companionship. 

Respondent A offers diverse categories of support in one posting, including 

understanding/empathy, advice and companionship. 

 

Delivery of support: Offering support and accepting support 

One of the common responses of the thread openers is to accept the support by 

expressing thanks and showing agreement.  

 

Extract 5 

Respondent:  

You know what I think Opener  

PERCEIVED weakness is not true weakness. I know you know that FEELING is 

a trick! 

Keep walking, walk walk walk. You'll get there. 

 

Thread Opener:  
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Thanks Respondent. I doubled [sic] posted. I can't take the other one down. 

You're right so so so right. Ok. I got my fitbit on. Walking today            

(Thread 9, Anxiety Central) 

 

Extract 5 shows that the thread opener thanks the respondent and then agrees with 

the respondent (You're right). Notably, the openers were silent about the support 

provided.  

 

Negotiation: Probing and answering 

Since respondents might ask for more information or clarifications, the thread 

openers might not receive support immediately without first answering the 

questions raised by the respondents. These messages without social support 

function to build ties among participants in the groups through personal 

involvement, sharing stories and expressing gratitude (Coursaris & Liu, 2009). 

 

Extract 6 

Respondent: What do you like to do? What kind of work would you like to do? 

 

Thread Opener: I like helping people out and enjoy working in health care 

industry as a customer service rep.  

(Thread 2, Daily Strength) 

 

In Extract 6 the respondent asks about the interests and preferred work of the 

thread opener. The opener then answers the questions. These interactions enable 

the respondents to understand more about the thread opener in terms of personal 

values, personality and hobbies. 
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 Negotiation: Discussing ideas 

The participants exchanged their ideas with one another, and the ideas were 

generally related to anxiety and or depression. In the process of negotiation, the 

interlocutors might agree or disagree with opinions of others. For instance:  

 

Extract 7 

Thread Opener: My opinion - LACK of sensitivity is a defect.... 

 

Respondent: I disagree -- unless you're talking about a COMPLETE lack of 

sensitivity, people who constantly hurt and manipulate others without remorse.  

 

Thread Opener: Sensitive people are often my favorite people.       

(Thread 17, PsyCentral) 

 

4.3.2 Content of social support 

Categorical patterns of the social support provided by respondents were examined. 

It was found that out of 2036 postings, 59.9% contain certain kinds of social 

support (n= 1220). Table 4.1 demonstrates the frequency and percentages of the 

main categories and their subcategories of social support.  
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Table 4.1 Number of occurrence and percentage of postings in each category of social support 

Support category Number of occurrences  
11

Percentage of total 

postings 

Emotional support 888 73% 

  Relationship 4 0 

  Confidentiality 0 0 

  Sympathy 115 9% 

  Understanding/ empathy 546 45% 

  Encouragement 88 7% 

  Prayer 22 2% 

  Compliments 48 10% 

  Validation 46 4% 

  Relief of blame 19 2% 

Informational support 636 52% 

  Advice 525 43% 

  Referral 9 1% 

  Situation appraisal 72 6% 

  Teaching 30 2% 

Network support 170 14% 

  Access 10 1% 

  Presence 34 3% 

  Companions 81 7% 

  Virtual hug 45 4% 

 

The categorical patterns of support interchanged in the OSGADs, as shown in 

Table 4.1, were akin to the results of previous studies (e.g., Coulson & 

Greenwood, 2012; Paulus & Alice Varga, 2015; Prescott et al., 2017), which also 

found that the primary functions of online self-help groups for healthcare are 

providing emotional and informational support. The dominant category of social 

support is emotional support, and 73% of the postings (888 out of 1220) contain 

this support. The most predominant subcategories of social support are 

understanding/empathy (45%, n=546), which is a subcategory of emotional 

support. For example: 

 

Extract 8 

Respondent: 

                                                 
11

 Expressed as a percentage of postings, which contain social support (n=1220) 
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I feel the same, I hate myself and have a lot of regret and remorse over things 

I‘ve done in life, I really do hate myself and it defo flairs up my anxiety 

I even feel guilt over things I didn‘t do... 

It‘s like a vicious circle and it‘s never ending to be honest   

(Thread 3, Mental Health Forum) 

 

Informational support is ranked as the second most frequent category (52%, n= 

635) in the OSGADs. Advice (43%, n=525) is the most prevalent subcategory of 

informational support. For instance: 

 

Extract 9 

Respondent: 

Try not to panic, it was probably a sales person at the door, best to ignore them. 

Get through this semester, then tidy your flat up whilst looking for a new job. 

You can do this.                          

(Thread 1, Mental Health Forum) 

 

Message posts without social support 

As stated above, 59.9% of the total 2036 postings included some kind of social 

support, which means that 40.1% (n = 816) of the posts did not include any social 

support. Table 4.2 outlines the categories of the postings without social support. 

 

Table 4.2 Categories of postings without social support 

 Number of 

postings 

Percentage 

among all 

non-social 

support posts 

Percentage 

among all posts 

in corpus 

(n=2036) 

Request for social support 120 15% 5.9% 

Thread openers‘ responses 534 65% 26.2% 

Others‘ responses 157 19% 7.7% 

Thread openers contingent 

postings 

5 1% 0.3% 

Total 816 100% 40.1% 
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Table 4.2 shows that 65% (n= 534) of the postings without social support were 

produced by the thread openers, who, in addition to writing the initiating post, 

also responded to the postings of respondents. The first postings of threads were 

not involved in social support because the thread openers often play the role of 

support seeker. These initial postings occupied 15% (n= 120) of the postings 

without social support. Very few were contingent postings (1%, n=5) of the 

thread openers who gave further information to their previous postings. In other 

words, 81% of the non-social support postings originated from the thread openers 

and only 19% of the postings were from the respondents who did not provide any 

social support.  

 

Requests for social support 

Table 4.3 exhibits the patterns of the indirect and explicit requests. 

Table 4.3 Modes of requesting for social support 

 Number of 

occurrences 
Percentage 

among all 

request posts 

Percentage 

among all posts 

in corpus 

(n=2036) 

Indirect requests 80 67% 3.9% 

Direct request for informational 

support 
16 

12% 0.9% 

Direct request for emotional 

support 
21 

18% 1% 

Direct request for multiple 

support 
3 

3% 0.1% 

Direct request for network 

support 
0 

0 0 

Total 120 100% 5.9% 

 

As shown in Table 4.3, most of the requests of support were indirect (80 out of 

120, 67%) and 33% of the requests were direct. The thread openers tended to 

request support implicitly or enact the conversations through self-disclosure. 

Most of the thread openers who requested support directly sought for emotional 

support (21 out of 120, 18%) and informational support (16 out of 120, 12%).  
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Provision of support 

With respect to categories of social support provided for the thread openers, 

Table 4.4 details the patterns of support delivered to direct and indirect requests 

and the most prevalent types of social support in the OSGADs.  

 

Table 4.4 Provisions of support to indirect and direct requests 

 Support to indirect requests Support to direct requests 

 Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Emotional support 528 49% 249 51% 

Informational 

support 

464 43% 198 41% 

Network support 87 8% 38 8% 

Totals 1079 100% 485 100% 

 

The provisions for the two categories of requests appears highly analogous 

because the percentages of each category of social support offered were almost 

the same. There were no distinctive means by which respondents addressed direct 

vs. indirect requests of the thread openers.  

 

4.4 Communicative attributes in OSGADs 

Requesting support seems to be a difficult act for thread openers who have 

anxiety or depression: doing so can make them feel vulnerable and needy, and so 

the requests are not often formed as direct interrogatives (Bambina, 2007). This 

chapter reveals that nearly 70% of the thread openers requested support (see 

Table 4.3) via indirect means, which was often self-disclosure. This could be 

explained by the argument that people disclose more when they are 

psychologically distressed than when they are not, and disclosure is conducive to 

reduction of distress (Stiles, 1995). Moreover, disclosing personal troubles is 

crucial to the enactment of social support (Goldsmith, 2004).  

Although the frequency of indirect request (80 out of 120, 67%) was 

greater than that of direct request (40 out of 120, 33%), the respondents still offer 

the same kinds of support to the thread openers. This interactional practice 

suggests two communicative attributes among the interlocutors. First, most thread 
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openers might consciously or subconsciously express and release their emotions 

through narrating experiences, and not aim to receive a particular kind of social 

support. Second, most respondents consciously or subconsciously offer the same 

pattern of social support, regardless of the absence of request for support.  

Offering support seems to be a ritual in the interactions, and this ritual is 

likely to lead to incongruence between what the thread opener sought and what 

the respondents provided. Table 4.4 shows that respondents offered similar 

categorical patterns of support, mainly emotional (understanding/empathy) and 

informational (advice) support, to direct and indirect requests of the thread 

openers. This phenomenon is consistent with the results of previous studies (e.g., 

Paulus & Alice Varga, 2015; Vayreda & Antaki, 2009), which found that 

respondents offer advice to thread openers who do not request any advice.  

This chapter reveals that emotional support is the most prominent 

category of support in the OSGADs, as 72% of the postings contained a form of 

emotional support, particularly the subcategory of showing 

understanding/empathy. Emotional support has long been recognized as an 

effective means to comfort distressed people (Li & Feng, 2015), and research 

suggests people generally benefit from this kind of support across different 

circumstances (Burleson, 2003). Participants with anxiety or depression obtain 

understanding through sharing experiences, and experience sharing can provide 

empathy, feelings of companionship, and a sense of normality (Prescott et al., 

2017). The relatively high frequency of informational support, the second most 

prevalent category, can be attributed to the fact that seeking information about 

treatments and getting advice from people with similar health problems are the 

strongest motivations for people to participate in online support groups for 

healthcare (Chung, 2013). 

Based on the analysis of the structure and content of online social support 

communication, it was found that self-disclosure and advice-giving are the most 

predominant acts. Self-disclosure is an act involved in both the social support 

exchanges and non-social support exchanges. The support seekers request support 

through disclosing self-experiences using direct and indirect means; most 
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respondents deliver understanding/empathy, which is the most frequent category 

of support, through disclosing similar experiences. Moreover, advice-giving is 

repeatedly seen in postings with social support. According to Table 4.1, 45% of 

support in the OSGADs of this study is advice. This means a large number of 

respondents performed the speech act of advising when delivering advice.  

 

4.5 Inapplicability of optimal matching theory  

Based on the categories of support revealed, and on the communicative acts of 

thread openers and respondents, a model of the communication in the OSGADs 

can be generalized. Figure 4.1 depicts the routines of the communicative acts of 

participants and percentages of their content with and without social support. 

 

Figure 4.1 A model of the communication in the OSGADs 

 

 

The generalized communicative patterns reveal that thread openers, who are often 

the support seekers, appear relatively passive in the interactions. In contrast, the 
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respondents seem to play a dominant role in communicating social support 

because their responses may affect the participation of the thread openers in the 

interactions. Non-social support responses of respondents, such as probing and 

discussing ideas, may provide thread openers with a larger space to participate in 

the interactions. The thread openers obtain more opportunities to express 

themselves when answering questions and discussing with the respondents. 

However, only 7.7% (157 out of 2036) of respondents‘ responses did not involve 

provision of social support.  

The model in Figure 4.1 also challenges the applicability of optimal 

matching theory to determine the prevalence of emotional and informational 

support and the benefits of those types of support to their recipients (Coulson & 

Greenwood, 2012; Smedley et al., 2015). As illustrated, the perceived 

controllability of distressing events should be realized through the interactions 

without provision of social support. These interactions enable the respondents, 

who are potential support providers, to understand the perceptions of the thread 

openers toward the distressing events. Taking the role of advice-giver, the 

respondent often needs to ask questions to establish a common background that 

helps them understand what may be helpful or beneficial to the advisee (DeCapua 

& Huber, 1995). However, communicative acts of respondents containing no 

social support are rare. In other words, respondents have a strong tendency to 

provide support immediately without probing for more details to understand how 

the thread openers perceive the controllability of their distressing events.  

 

4.6 Chapter summary 

This chapter highlighted the importance of studying both communicative 

behaviors and communicative content in the provision of social support in online 

self-help groups to evaluate the possible advantages and drawbacks of the groups. 

The findings of this chapter suggest that respondents in the OSGADs are inclined 

to immediately provide understanding/empathy and advice to the thread openers 

with anxiety and/or depression. The effects of these types of support, particularly 

empathy, are significant for people with mental illness from the perspective of 

counseling psychology. Empathy is perceived as a core element in the process of 
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curing mental illness (Kohut, 2009) and successful therapy (Horvath & Symonds, 

1991). The overwhelming support of understanding or empathy provided by the 

respondents in the OSGADs could explain the therapeutic effect of online self-

help groups. As very few respondents probed into further details about the 

adversities the thread openers experienced, and discussed ideas related to mental 

illness with them, it was argued in this chapter that optimal matching theory is not 

fully applicable (Cutrona & Russell, 1990) to claim online self-help groups are 

helpful and beneficial to support seekers, because the respondents might fail to 

understand the perspectives of the support seekers toward the controllability of 

their distressing events. Moreover, the respondents seem to play a dominant role 

in the communication of social support. The support seekers may be at risk of 

being unsatisfied or discomforted by the undesirable reactions of respondents, 

such as miswording and impoliteness, which may cause them to drop out of the 

conversation. Furthermore, the results of this chapter imply that the most 

predominant communicative acts may be self-disclosure and advice-giving, 

which repeatedly occur in requesting and providing support among participants. 

The following analytical chapters (i.e., Chapters 5 and 6) of this thesis thus 

investigate how these two communicative acts contribute to the communication 

of social support in OSGADs.  
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Chapter 5 Giving Support through Multifunctional Self-

disclosure  

 

5.1 Chapter introduction 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, self-disclosure is one of the most predominant 

communicative acts in OSGADs; it is in fact more frequent in online 

communication than in face-to-face communication is (Nguyen, Bin, & Campbell, 

2012). Self-disclosure was defined as the voluntary sharing of information about 

oneself (Cozby, 1972). Posts by individuals who disclosed information about 

themselves, such as actions taken in the past, family relationships, personal 

thoughts or values, and emotions, were identified as self-disclosure. In online 

support forums, participants disclose their problems so that other participants (i.e., 

potential support givers) will better understand their situations and therefore 

provide the needed support (Pan, Feng, & Wingate, 2018). Several authors have 

discussed the positive and negative effects of self-disclosure. Farber (2006, p. 13) 

has listed six positive effects of self-disclosure, namely experiencing a sense of 

emotional closeness, becoming known and affirmed, gaining insight into and a 

more cohesive sense of oneself, expanding one‘s sense of self, achieving a sense 

of authenticity, and relieving physiological and psychological pressures. On the 

other hand, several possible negative results from self-disclosure have been 

pointed out by Kowalski (1999, as cited in Farber, 2006 p. 14), such as being 

rejected, burdening the recipient, creating undesired impressions, feeling regret, 

and experiencing increased vulnerability and a sense of shame. These negative 

effects would be relatively limited when self-disclosing to a professional therapist 

who is expected to be empathetic, supportive, and helpful. However, unlike in the 

context of psychotherapy or counseling, in online self-help groups, self-disclosure 

does not guarantee the receipt of appropriate and desired feedback. Therefore, the 

functions of self-disclosure in this context are worth studying.  

Previous research has emphasized the functions of self-disclosure in 

interpersonal communication, showing that its predominant function is to enhance 

the intimacy in the development of a social relationship (Altman & Taylor 1973; 

Laurenceau & Kleinman 2006; Misoch 2015). Additionally, language use has 
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been recognized as influential on the enactment and effect of this social function 

of self-disclosure (Pan et al. 2018; Siromaa 2012). For instance, Pan et al. (2018) 

indicated that in an online student forum, participants who read support-seeking 

posts that consist of self-disclosure showed higher level of emotional involvement 

and disclosure reciprocity in their responses. Nonetheless, prior studies merely 

pointed out the correlation between self-disclosure and social relationship 

development, leaving a gap in knowledge about how self-disclosure functions to 

enhance relationship development. Moreover, while the function of establishing 

intimacy has been repeatedly emphasized, other possible functions of self-

disclosure appear to have been overlooked. This study proposes and uses the 

approach of three-layer DA to examine the functions of self-disclosure in 

respondents‘ messages in OSGADs. This analysis is the first attempt at 

systemically and comprehensively examining the functions of self-disclosure in 

online self-help groups.  

 

5.2 Self-disclosure and social relationship  

Self-disclosure is a core feature of interpersonal communication and critical to the 

development of social relationships (Misoch, 2015). Individuals establish trust 

and mutual understanding through sharing personal information about themselves 

with others, while at the same time making themselves vulnerable (Mesch & 

Beker 2010). More specifically, self-disclosure is seen as a reciprocal process, 

wherein individuals gradually revealed more personal information in a ―tit-for-tat‖ 

exchange (Collins & Miller, 1994). The reciprocal process has a key effect on 

relationship development as it influences the route and transformation of 

meanings in relationships (Keyes, 1998). The social functions of self-disclosure 

regarding the enhanced establishment of interpersonal relationships can be 

explained by social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor 1973), which suggests 

that an increased amount and depth of self-disclosure over time contributes to 

intimacy or satisfaction in relationship. Intimacy can be defined as the personal 

and subjective sense of connectedness between relational partners who have 

participated in interpersonal, reciprocal process of self-disclosure (Greene et al. 

2006). Research has also suggested that the greater the degree of disclosure an 
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individual receives, the more positive impression and greater sense of familiarity 

he or she receives in interpersonal interactions (Sprecher et al. 2013). Familiarity 

has been recognized as one of the most vital components in developing intimacy 

(Laurenceau & Kleinman 2006). Recently, an increasing amount of attention has 

been focused on the effect of self-disclosure on the establishment of social 

relationships on the internet. One example can be seen in a study conducted by 

Park, Jin, and Jin (2011), in which the researchers found that a greater amount of 

and more positive self-disclosure was critical in facilitating a feeling of 

connectedness and intimacy among users on Facebook. Due to these social 

impacts, research into the functions of self-disclosure in social communication 

can be considered significant. However, though the correlation between self-

disclosure and social relationship has been widely recognized, very little is known 

about how self-disclosure functions to enhance the development of a relationship.  

 

5.3 Self-disclosure in online self-help groups 

Self-disclosure is more common in CMC than in face-to-face communication. 

According to Barak and Gluck-Ofri (2007), self-disclosure is accelerated by the 

context of online communication, in which self-disclosure was used for relief and 

mutual support, because certainty increased during online interactions (Barak & 

Gluck-Ofri 2007; Wallace 1999); for example, in terms of background, personal 

values and conditions of other participants. Individuals can retrieve information, 

such as their messages and personal profile, about a fellow user to remain familiar 

with each other. Research has shown that the information people willingly 

disclose on the internet is not likely to be shared in face-to-face interaction 

(Bonebrake, 2002). While people tend to exchange some superficial information 

in the initial phase of face-to-face communication, and move to share intimate 

and personal details over time (Rosen, Cheever, Cummings, & Felt, 2008), 

individuals share apparently greater amounts of personal information in CMC 

(Tidwell & Walther 2002). Furthermore, online messages are more likely to 

increase the level of self-disclosure as compared to face-to-face communication 

(Leung, 2002). Anonymity is also a key factor that accounted for the large 

proportion of self-disclosure (Baker, 2005).  
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Previous studies have suggested that self-disclosure is prevalent in online 

self-help groups in healthcare contexts. Coulson and Greenwood (2012) have 

investigated two childhood cancer discussion boards, revealing that the 

participants offered high levels of self-disclosure to one another, while Greiner et 

al. (2017) have studied three online self-help forums for cannabis addiction, 

finding that a large proportion of the messages exchanged involved self-

disclosure, including descriptions of symptoms. Support seekers often began the 

sharing interactions with self-disclosure and the support givers often expressed 

empathy and understanding through self-disclosing (Coulson, 2005). Reciprocity, 

also known as the ―dyadic effect‖ or ―mutual effect,‖ may also explain the 

prevalence of self-disclosure in online self-help groups. According to Barak and 

Gluck-Ofri (2007), reciprocity refers to the phenomenon of mutual exposure by 

interlocutors in interactions in which a disclosure by an individual is caused or is 

followed by those of others. The context of online self-help groups enhanced the 

occurrence of self-disclosure. Studying functions of self-disclosure in the context 

helps explicate the prevalence of self-disclosure in the context.  

 

5.4 Linguistic research on functions of self-disclosure 

Previous studies have shed light on the pragmatic functions of self-disclosure in 

different conversational contexts. Second story, a form of self-disclosure, is 

frequently mentioned in these studies. According to Arminen (2004), the second 

story concept is a story aimed at responding to an original story, in which the 

teller of the second story proves his or her understanding of the first story through 

the resemblance of the second story. Siromaa (2012) studied the routines of 

constructing resonance in conversations through making use of second stories. As 

Siromaa illustrated, interlocutors initially responded to the previous reported 

speech through the speech act of chiming in, which was one way to indicate the 

orientation to the reported speech. They then provided a new angle on the 

reported speech through either reinforcing, redefining, or rejecting the gist of the 

speech. Arminen (2004) has explored the pragmatic functions of second stories in 

Alcoholics Anonymous meetings and found that second stories were used to 

display the speaker‘s understanding and evaluation of the first story, to exhibit 
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alignment and identification with previous speakers and to transvalue experiences. 

In addition to second story, studies have found that in online self-narrative, a 

form of self-disclosure in health contexts, self-disclosure is used for several 

purposes, including giving advice, expressing support, highlighting common 

ground, and criticizing others‘ behaviors (see Harrison & Barlow 2009; Sillence 

2010; Veen et al. 2010). For example, the study of Thurnherr, Rudolf von Rohr 

and Locher (2006) has examined and compared the functions of narrative in three 

online health practices related to advice-giving. The results of their study show 

that some advice seekers narrate their grieving or apprehensive experiences to 

prepare a request for advice, seek agreement, and exhibit compliance with advice, 

while other respondents narrate their personal resonating experiences to give 

advice, support a claim, and indicate agreement. 

Previous studies have emphasized the interpersonal functions of self-

disclosure, and most studies on self-disclosure in online contexts have focused on 

the correlations between self-disclosure and advice-giving.  The functions of self-

disclosure may vary from contextual factors, such as the thematic settings, 

communicative purposes and identities of participants. The identified functions 

from the aforementioned studies have been frequently analyzed from a pragmatic 

perspective by researchers who employed the analytical methods of interaction 

analysis. This approach has led to a limited investigation into the functions of 

self-disclosure, as interaction analysis has highlighted the interactional functions 

of self-disclosure through exploring the process of interactions (Perakyla & 

Ruusuvuori 2011) but overlooks the functions that may be realized at the 

individual level and textual level. Ergo, other functions need to be revealed and 

examined from perspectives other than the interactional perspective. This study 

aims to widen the understanding of the functions of self-disclosure in the 

respondents‘ messages through proposing and employing a three-layer DA to 

reveal some unique functions of self-disclosure in giving support in OSGADs. 

The next section exhibits the findings of the analysis. The theoretical background 

and detailed research method of the analysis can be found in Section 3.4.2 in 

Chapter 3.  
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5.5 Personal layer  

On the personal layer, self-disclosing was examined independently to reveal its 

possible functions for the disclosers. At this layer, the two main functions of self-

disclosure identified were distancing from problems and releasing emotions. 

 

5.5.1 Distancing from problems 

The major function of self-disclosure for the disclosers was to distance 

themselves from their problems. Self-disclosure allowed disclosers to recall and 

rearrange their own experiences from an outsider‘s perspective. This effect was 

more apparent when the respondents narrated their experiences in detail, as 

illustrated by following extract. 

 

Extract 1 

I've been battling that same over sense of responsibility for my 

actions/possible mistakes. I've been dealing with this plus general anxiety 

since I was a kid. 

Yesterday something happened at work which triggered me again into 

what I think are panic attacks! I couldn't eat all day, have been completely 

obsessing about the issue, unable to concentrate and unable to talk to 

anyone about it. I've made an appointment to see my GP to get a referral 

to see someone which I half started a few months ago.  

(Thread 2, Beyond Blue) 

 

Narrating past events in self-disclosure enabled narrators to distance themselves 

from the immediacy of events (Bruner, 2002). The passages in the above extract 

can be identified as a self-disclosure which involved narrative. The respondent 

used a metaphorical expression ―I've been battling‖ to describe the confrontation 

with the illness. This metaphor of battle indicated a separation between the 

discloser and the illness, which played the role of opponent to the discloser. 

Additionally, the first-person ―I‖ was used as an exclusive marker separating the 

discloser from the illness. Narrative in self-disclosure enabled the narrator to 

evaluate or re-evaluate and suggest alternative interpretations to the past events 
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(Ladegaard, 2012). In this case, the respondent was aware of panic attacks and 

realized a need to address the illness by visiting a general practitioner.  

 

5.5.2 Releasing emotions 

When self-disclosing, respondents released their complex emotions. This was in 

line with Miller and Gergen‘s claim (1998) that online forums for depression 

encourage participants to release emotions through posting messages. An 

example is as follows: 

 

Extract 2  

I wake up feeling nauseated and any little thing worries me for the day 

ahead. I do settle down same as you as the morning goes by. I feel yucky 

and anxious and well anxiety and panic. Some days are better than others. 

I keep telling myself these are irrational thoughts they are not me they are 

my anxiety panic disorder and they will pass. It works some of the time 

but yea I‘m in counseling to help with this. I feel the hot weather well not 

sure makes my anxiety flair up.                                     

(Thread 5, Beyond Blue) 

 

Farber (2006) has argued that sharing private information benefits people 

suffering from mental illness by releasing the burden of keeping painful 

memories, thoughts, and feelings to themselves. The context of the online self-

help group increases people‘s willingness to share personal feelings that are less 

likely to be disclosed in face-to-face communication (Tidwell & Walther 2002). 

In the above extract, the respondent disclosed several feelings and emotions, 

including nausea, disgust, worry, anxiety, and panic, and uses the first-person 

pronoun along with the mental process verb ―feel‖ repeatedly to express different 

emotions. This echoed what Pan et al. (2018) have concluded about messages of 

self-disclosure comprising a large amount of emotion words, cognitive process 

words, and first-person pronouns. The participants in the virtual world of 

OSGADs disclose feelings and emotions that they may not be willing to disclose 

in face-to-face communication.  
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5.6 Textual layer 

The relationships between self-disclosure and other speech acts were explored 

during the analysis of the textual layer, which took into account the speech acts 

surrounding the act of self-disclosing. Table 5.1 exhibits the most predominant 

speech acts occurring in the messages of respondents (excluding self-disclosing) 

and their descriptions.  

 

Table 5.1 The most prevalent speech acts of the respondents 

Speech act Description 

Showing 

empathy/ 

understanding 

Expressing empathy and understanding in terms of the support 

seekers‘ adversities and depressive feelings 

Giving advice Advising the support seekers to do something that helps solve the 

problems or relieves negative emotions 

Appraising Appraising effectiveness of suggested solutions, medical treatment, 

and drugs  

Validating  Concurring with others‘ thoughts and arguments  

 

The main function of self-disclosure relating to the speech acts listed above was 

found to be increasing reliability/persuasion. Self-disclosure functions and other 

speech acts, including showing empathy/understanding, giving advice, appraising, 

and validating in the texts were part of the relation of evidence. According to 

RST (Mann & Thompson 2009), units of a text in the relation of evidence has the 

effect of increasing the reader‘s belief in what the writer stated. The following 

examples provide more details. 

 

5.6.1 Increasing reliability/persuasion 

Showing empathy/understanding 

According to Cutrona and Shur (1992), people express their understanding and 

show their empathy through disclosing self-experiences. Conveying 

understanding or empathy is one of the most prevalent types of social support in 

online self-help groups for healthcare (Atwood et al. 2017; Coulson and 

Greenwood 2012; Horgan, McCarthy and Sweeney 2013; Prescott et al. 2017).  
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Extract 3 

Context: The support seeker shared his/her anxiety about talking on the phone in 

the initial posting. The following message was the second posting of the thread, 

in response to the support seeker. 

<Showing empathy/ understanding> I'm a similar way. <Showing 

empathy/ understanding> <Self-disclosing> I'll absolutely refuse to talk 

on the phone. Unless it is my mom, dad, older sister, or cousin. My 

parents, I do it for their sake. They can't text as fast. My older sister, she is 

usually busy, so it is easier for her to talk on the phone. My cousin, I just 

can't say no to her (which is a problem, no denying that). I prefer texting 

or chat rooms as well. Even video chat or voice chat gives me high 

anxiety </Self-disclosing>.  

(Thread 1, PsyCentral) 

 

The above example was composed of two major speech acts, showing 

empathy/understanding and self-disclosing. The respondent initially showed 

his/her understanding by saying ―I‘m a similar way‖. This empathy/understanding 

was evidenced by the disclosure about the respondent‘s phone anxiety, which was 

a mutual problem for the support seeker and the respondent. Self-disclosure of 

respondents had an explanatory function that could be the reason for the 

respondents‘ empathizing with the support seekers. 

 

Giving advice 

Advice-giving is one of the most common types of social support in online self-

help groups for healthcare (see Atwood et al. 2017; Coulson 2005; Coulson, 

Buchanan & Aubeeluck 2007; Coursaris & Liu 2009). Respondents suggest 

possible solutions to the support seekers‘ situations through recounting their own 

experiences (Thurnherr et al. 2016). For instance,  

 

Extract 4 

<Giving advice> Try not to think in terms of catastrophe-that is what my 

old therapist used to tell me. </Giving advice> <Self-disclosing> I make 
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things "horrible" in my mind that are really not "disasters." My therapist 

said I lump things into the worst-case scenario, and most things aren't in 

that category </Self-disclosing>.  

(Thread 14, PsyCentral) 

 

The advice ―Try not to think in terms of catastrophe‖ in imperative form was 

followed by a self-disclosure by the respondent. The self-disclosure was 

composed of two main parts: first, an argument that explained the advice given 

and second, a reference to what the therapist said that supported the preceding 

argument. More specifically, the respondent used self-disclosure to persuade the 

support seeker not to think pessimistically because things were not that disastrous. 

It is also noteworthy that the respondent mentioned his/her therapist twice to 

emphasize the given advice was supported by a mental health professional. Thus, 

this self-disclosure functioned to increase the persuasiveness of the advice.  

 

Appraising 

Occasionally, participants asked questions about use of medication. These 

questions were often answered with self-disclosure that helped evaluate and 

determine the efficacy of the medication in question.  

Extract 5 

<Self-disclosing> I used to be constipated all the time and thought I had 

bladder infections, but it was pain from constipation. I now take 2 Colace 

daily, one in the morning and one at night. </Self-disclosing> 

<Appraising> It‘s effective. It causes gas, but not painful gas, but it 

prevents constipation. </Appraising>                                

(Thread 8, Anxiety Central) 

 

The message contained content that evaluated the medical effect of the drug. The 

respondent began by disclosing his/her experiences of regular use of Colace and 

then appraised the medicine as effective in preventing constipation. The 

reliability and persuasiveness of the appraisal was increased because the 

respondent‘s experience acted as a proof of the evaluation.  
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Validating others’ opinion 

Self-disclosure was also used to validate the claims or questions of the support 

seekers and subsequently to show agreement with the support seekers. One 

instance is shown below.  

 

Extract 6 

Support seeker: I've been ill with a cold/laryngitis for over a week now, 

they won't shift. Plus I feel ick all the time recently and don't feel like 

eating. Is that anxiety? 

Respondent: <Self-disclosing> <Validating> Yes, anxiety often makes 

me feel icky and lowers my appetite. </Validating> Seems to me that is 

one of the most common anxiety symptoms. </Self-disclosing>                                 

(Thread 10, AnxietyCentral) 

 

The support seeker who suffered from cold or laryngitis and lack of desire to eat 

asked if he or she had anxiety. The respondent concurred with the support seeker 

by disclosing that anxiety had made him or her feel icky and lose his/her appetite 

before, and claiming that those are common symptoms of anxiety. The self-

disclosure functioned to consolidate the convincingness of the validation.  

 

5.7 Interactional layer 

Analysis at the interactional layer focused on the pragmatic effect of self-

disclosure on the support seekers. Four functions, including enhancing self-

disclosure, mitigating, advising, and normalizing were identified in the 

interactional analysis. More details are revealed in the examples below.  

 

5.7.1 Enhancing self-disclosure 

The enhancement of self-information exchange is the most predominant function 

of self-disclosure at the interactional layer. Once a respondent responded to the 
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support seeker‘s message by self-disclosing, the support seeker also disclosed 

more detailed information. For instance,  

 

Extract 7 

1. Support seeker: 

<Self-disclosing> My sense of guilt makes me anxious and my anxiety 

only nurtures my sense of guilt. It's killing me. It's always been a big, big 

problem for me since I was a child. I'd like to feel less like I'm all alone in 

this... </Self-disclosing> 

2. Respondent: 

<Self-disclosing> <Showing empathy/ understanding> I feel the same 

</Showing empathy/ understanding>, I hate myself and have a lot of 

regret and remorse over things I‘ve done in life, I really do hate myself 

and it defo flairs up my anxiety. I even feel guilt over things I didn‘t do... 

It‘s like a vicious circle and it‘s never ending to be honest. </Self-

disclosing> 

3. Support seeker: 

Hi, <Thanking> thank you for your reply. </Thanking> <Agreeing>Yes, 

I agree, it is... </Agreeing> <Self-disclosing> And the thing about feeling 

guilt about stuff I didn't even do - gosh I'm happy someone can understand 

me. That's... excruciating. I always feel like I'm not doing enough, with 

anything. School, parents, siblings, friends, cleaning, hobbies, everything 

makes me anxious... This in turn makes me unable to stand criticism from 

others, even when done with kindness and good intentions. I already 

criticize myself so much and I already feel I'm not doing enough. So if 

anyone adds even the tiniest bit to that I just cannot bear it. I don't know if 

you've ever experienced the same thing. </Self-disclosing> 

4. Respondent: 

<Self-disclosing> My thing is that I often criticize myself a lot more than 

others do, totally get what you mean, I‘m on the same boat too. </Self-

disclosing> 

(Thread 3, Mental Health Forum) 

 

As shown in Extract 7, the support seeker started the conversation with self-

disclosure about a sense of guilt originating from her anxiety. In Post 2, the 

respondent then replied to the message by showing empathy/understanding 
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followed by self-disclosure about her regret, remorse, and guilt in life. This self-

disclosure seemed to have facilitated a more detailed and deeper self-disclosure 

of the support seeker about the feeling of guilt. In the response (Post 3), the 

support seeker illustrated the aspects causing his/her anxiety, such as school, 

parents, siblings, and friends. The anxiety in turn led to his/her vulnerability and 

self-criticism. Later, the respondent in Post 4 continued disclosing in reply. The 

dyadic effect of self-disclosure was observed in the interaction. This effect 

involves the disclosure of an individual that is caused or followed by that of 

others (Barak & Gluck-Ofri, 2007). This effect was also consistent with what 

Collins and Miller (1994) have suggested about self-disclosure as a reciprocal 

process in which individuals disclose more information about themselves 

gradually in a ―tit-for-tat‖ exchange.  

 

5.7.2 Mitigating 

In some cases, when the respondents offer advice to the support seekers, self-

disclosure acts as a mitigating device. Brown and Levinson‘s politeness theory 

(1987) classifies advising as one of the face-threatening speech acts that threatens 

the negative face (i.e., the desire for freedom and autonomy) of the addressee. 

Short narratives allow advisers to be unimposing, to signal their experiential 

knowledge, and to foster identification (Harrison & Barlow, 2009). The following 

extract is an example.  

 

Extract 8 

Respondent: 

If teaching is your calling my thought is that you need to get to the heart 

of why the career troubles are occurring. <Advising> Be willing to truly 

explore yourself and determine where you need to improve. </Advising> 

<Self-disclosing> I myself was in management at my current company. I 

am very good at the technical performance of my job but my leadership 

needs work. My diagnosed anxiety and past meds played a role here as 

well and after time I was asked to leave the company or resign from 

management and go back to a senior technical role. I was lucky due to the 

length of time at that company and the relationships I had made when I 

was healthier </Self-disclosing>....but it is the same concept. <Advising> 

You have to be honest with yourself about what you need to improve and 
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make efforts towards improving it. The other option is to accept your 

faults and use your marketable positive skills for a different position 

where they can be utilized. A career counselor or recruiter may be able to 

help you there. </Advising> 

<Wishing> I wish you luck no matter what you decide. </Wishing> 

<Advising> Just remember that you are not defined by your job. Just keep 

pushing forward and don't give up! </Advising> 

Support seeker: 

Thanks for all the advice. I have tried to think about the positive things I 

accomplished. But also realize that I have picked up several bad habits 

that I need to correct. I need to sit down one day and write down what I 

need to correct in any new job. Subbing is going okay. I have a couple of 

interviews Tuesday and should know about the job I guest-lectured for in 

about a week, week and a half. I feel that this would be a good fit keeping 

in mind that I need to change my mindset and attitude. But at the same 

time I don't want to get my hopes up either. Will keep all of you posted. 

Thank you for your support and kind words.  

(Thread 3, Daily Strength) 

 

In the above example, the support seeker was fed up with unemployment. The 

respondent gave repeated advice attached to a self-disclosure about his/her 

experience of having anxiety and of being asked to leave a company. The 

respondent used the generic ―you‖ frequently and an imperative to form the 

advice; for example, ―You have to be honest with yourself about what you need 

to improve and make efforts towards improving it‖ and ―Just remember that you 

are not defined by your job. Just keep pushing forward and don't give up.‖ This 

advice was related to the self-disclosure because the respondent said ―it is the 

same concept‖ after the self-disclosure. Imperative is presented as ―not open to 

negotiation in interpersonal terms‖ (Thompson, 2013, p. 56). To a large extent, 

this kind of advice was direct and had the potential to lead to a face threat for the 

support seeker. However, the support seeker seemed to accept the advice and 

perceive it as appropriate and polite, because he/she expressed thanks to the 

respondent. Intimacy or shared background makes advice more interpretable and 

appropriate (Locher, 2006). In this case, self-disclosing was the act that exhibited 

the shared background to the support seekers and thereby functioned as a 

mitigating device. 
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6.7.3 Advising 

Advice can also be given indirectly in the form of a second story, in the sense that 

parallel experiences can show recipients how to deal with certain issues without 

stating potential strategies explicitly (Stommel & Lamerichs, 2014, p. 201). In 

other words, self-discourse appeared to enact the advising function indirectly 

without an attachment to the speech act of advising. For example: 

 

Extract 9 

Respondent: 

<Self-disclosing> I am a slow learner but was able to see a GP before it 

all hit the fan. Truth be told, I was probably in this state for a few years, 

and as each year went on what is considered normal for myself got worse 

and worse. Anyway, after I saw the GP was referred to a psych who was 

then able to get a mental health plan created. </Self-disclosing> 

<Showing empathy/understanding> The things you referred to in your 

post(s) are the exact same thought I had. </Showing 

empathy/understanding> Put bluntly, <Self-disclosing> I am an "all or 

nothing", "future prediction" and "catastrophizing" individual. When it 

comes to cognitive disorders, I ticked all the boxes.... unfortunately. That 

said, by periodically seeing my psych, am getting the tools I need in order 

to return some sort of norm that isn't depressive, or anxiety based. I am a 

work in progress, at the beginning of this new journey, but desperately 

seeking hope for light at the end ... I have to trust my psych. </Self-

disclosing> 

<Self-disclosing> On keeping up the charade... I probably did till I hit 

rock bottom and I cannot tell you what to do... in my case, and now, all 

the important people in my life know and then some. Also, for different 

reasons people find out one by one. When someone asks me how I am, I 

won't say "OK"... I will tell them the truth. Helps to work out those who 

care from those that don't. </Self-disclosing> 

Support seeker: 

Thanks. You have offered some great advice. I guess the key is finding 

someone you can trust to confide in. I am hoping that I can invest my trust 

in a good psych. The things I have to confess I feel great shame about and 

fear judgement. I think it will be good to get it out of my head. Thanks 

again for replying 

 (Thread 1, Beyond Blue) 
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The respondent replied by sharing his/her solutions to cope with anxiety, which 

were regular consultations with a general practitioner. The respondent recounted 

his/her own experience to offer alternative solutions to the support seeker 

(Thurnherr et al., 2016). Despite the absence of a direct speech act of advising in 

the respondent‘s message, the support seeker interpreted what the respondent 

shared as advice, as is evident from the support seeker‘s statement, ―You have 

offered some great advice.‖ Based on the sharing of the respondent, the support 

seeker found that seeking help from her psychologist was an option to address 

anxiety.  

 

5.7.4 Normalizing 

As Giles and Newbold (2013) have argued, validating is an important function in 

online self-help groups for mental illness because it constructs ―normality‖ for the 

support seekers. In OSGADs, wherein people who share mutual problems provide 

support to each other, participants are likely to obtain a sense of normality after 

coming to know others‘ conditions. Self-disclosure was a medium to convey this 

sense. An example is shown below. 

 

Extract 10 

Respondent: 

Hello  

<Welcoming>Welcome to the forums and good one having the courage 

to post too! </Welcoming> 

<Appraising> Intrusive thoughts are more common than people think. 

</Appraising> <Self-disclosing> I have had chronic anxiety for years 

with these intrusive thoughts as well. They are a pain.....yet they are only 

thoughts....and a sign of a 'tired' mind. I see my GP every month for a 'fine 

tune' and my psychologist every 4 months which has helped me so much 

to 'rebuild' my old thinking patterns… including intrusive thoughts. 

</Self-disclosing> 

You will find peace of mind again for sure. <Advising> If you have a 

good GP that is a great place to start the healing process...You have 

everything to gain and nothing to lose. </Advising> <Offering help> 

There are many gentle people on the forums that can be here for you. 

</Offering help> 
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<Welcoming> You are more than welcome to post as many times as you 

like too. </Welcoming> 

 

Support seeker: 

Thanks so much. This is great advice. I think my GP would be the first 

step. I need some help and feel I can‘t do it on my own. The forum has 

been great too. To know I am not alone in this struggle.  

(Thread 1, Beyond Blue) 

 

The respondent disclosed his/her condition of chronic anxiety and shared the way 

she addressed the illness (by seeing a general practitioner). In the respondent‘s 

message, indirect advice ―If you have a good GP that is a great place to start the 

healing process...‖ is followed by self-disclosure. The support seeker received the 

advice by saying ―This is great advice.‖ However, it is noteworthy that the 

support seeker also gained a sense of normality through the self-disclosure of the 

respondent, saying ―The forum has been great too. To know I am not alone in this 

struggle.‖ Through the self-disclosure of the respondent, the support seeker 

learned other members were also suffering from the same problems and having 

the same feelings. Thus, self-disclosure in the interaction functioning to 

normalize the support seekers. 

 

5.8 Multi-functions of self-disclosure in OSGADs 

Drawing upon the proposed framework of three-layer DA, this study has shed 

light on the functions of self-disclosure in the messages of respondents in the 

OSGADs. Earlier studies on functions of self-disclosure or self-narrative (e.g., 

Arminen, 2004; Harrison & Barlow, 2009; Thurnherr et al., 2016) tended to focus 

on the interactional functions. Based on the results of this study, it is argued that 

self-disclosure has three predominant and unique functions in the OSGADs.  

The functions of self-disclosure at the personal layer and interactional 

layer imply that the interactions between support seekers and respondents are 

probably mentally reciprocal. The respondents have opportunities to distance 

themselves from their illness and release their feelings and emotions in the course 
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of self-disclosing (functions at the personal layer) and the support seekers may 

have obtained a sense of normality (function at the interactional layer) through 

reading the respondents‘ messages which contained self-disclosure.  

Self-disclosure functions to increase reliability/persuasiveness. As 

participants in online peer-to-peer groups face ―rhetorical challenges‖ to persuade 

others to take up their advice or to be considered help-worthy (Harvey & Koteyko 

2012, p. 165), there is a need for the respondents who play the role of advisor to 

establish their qualifications to give advice or emotional support (Rudolf von 

Rohr 2015; Stommel & Lamerichs 2014) which may be fulfilled by referring to 

their own experience (Morrow, 2006). The results of this study offer some 

insights into how persuasiveness is activated or facilitated by self-disclosure. The 

analysis at the textual layer shows that the persuasiveness of discourse lies in the 

correlation between self-disclosure and other surrounding speech acts, such as 

advice-giving, judging, validating, and appraising. Self-disclosure, in the 

correlation, functions to offer evidence or supporting elements to the reliability 

and convincingness of those speech acts.  

As previously stated, very little research has explained how self-disclosure 

enhances social relationships. This study suggests that the enhancement of social 

relationship is achieved by at least three pragmatic functions of the self-disclosure 

of respondents. Revealed functions included facilitating self-disclosure of 

interactants, mitigating a potential face threat from offering advice, and 

normalizing support seekers. These functions were complementary to one another. 

Self-disclosure encouraged individuals to gradually reveal more personal 

information in a ―tit-for-tat‖ exchange (Arminen, 2004). The exchange increased 

the intimacy among interlocutors and was a key factor in relationship 

development (Keyes, 1998). Additionally, the normalizing function minimized 

the hierarchy and social distance between the support seekers and respondents. 

These two functions might strengthen the mitigating effect of self-disclosure in 

advice-giving, as intimacy or shared background makes advice more interpretable 

and appropriate (Locher, 2006).  
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In this study, three-layer DA was used as a lens to provide a wider and 

more comprehensive view for investigating functions of self-disclosure from 

personal, textual, and interactional angles. This framework also allowed us to 

conceptualize the effects of self-disclosure in discourse. 

Figure 5.1 Functions of self-disclosure 

 

 

As shown in Figure 5.1, the functions of self-disclosure discourse can be 

understood at the textual and interaction layers. The discourse is also linked with 

the functions at the personal layer due to the effects on the disclosers during the 

process of composing self-disclosing texts. The functions of self-disclosure at the 

personal layer and textual layer are closely related. The respondents needed to 

consider what to include in their messages and how to compose them. When the 

respondents narrated their self-experience as a form of self-disclosure, they might 

have undergone complex cognitive and psychological processes: In the process of 

narrating, people often become aware of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that 

they did not know they had (Farber, 2006). As such, the respondents were likely 

to distance themselves from problems (Bruner, 2002) and release emotions 

(Farber, 2006) in the process. In the meantime, the respondents composed their 

messages in which self-disclosure is conducive to the other speech acts present 

therein. This composition helped them to evoke the identity of support giver. To 

increase the reliability/persuasiveness of the speech acts, including showing 
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empathy/understanding, advising, appraising, and validating, respondents 

disclosed themselves. The effects of self-disclosure at the personal layer and 

textual layer may have occurred simultaneously in the process of composing 

messages, which often involved self-narration. The composed messages with self-

disclosure were then posted in the OSGADs and read by the support seekers. 

Subsequently, the functions of self-disclosure at the interactional layer occurred. 

The functions, including disclosing self-experience, mitigating, advising, and 

normalizing, were realized by the responses of the support seekers in interactions. 

Theoretically, the functions of self-disclosure at the textual layer were probably 

effective at the interactional layer because the discourse was constituted by both 

layers. That is, the messages of respondents which consisted of self-disclosure 

became multifunctional to support seekers as a result of the various 

functions/effects of self-disclosure.  

 

5.9 Chapter summary 

This chapter proposed the adoption of three-layer DA, a new framework for 

exploring functions of self-disclosure in the messages of respondents. This 

framework is a lens that comprehensively takes into account interactional 

functions, cognitive effects, and conceptual relations in texts to examine the 

functions of self-disclosure, providing three major contributions for study of self-

disclosure and other speech acts. First, it widens the scope of investigations into 

the functions of self-disclosure, making the studies not subject to the interactional 

level. Second, it explicates how various functions of self-disclosure are evoked at 

different layers. Finally, it enables researchers to understand conceptual relations 

among speech acts in texts and how the relations contribute to the functions of 

discourse. Drawing upon three-layer DA, this study revealed four unique 

functions of self-disclosure, including achieving mentally reciprocal interactions, 

increasing reliability/persuasiveness, mitigating face threat in advice-giving, and 

enhancing intimacy. The diverse functions of self-disclosure were argued to 

contribute to the construction of multifunctional discourse of support giving in 

the communication of social support.  
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Chapter 6 Conceptualizing Politeness in Advice Messages 

 

6.1 Chapter introduction  

The speech act of advising was concisely described by Searle (1985, p.67) as 

―telling you what is best for you‖. Salacuse (2016, p. 103) defined advice as ―a 

communication from one person (the advisor) to another (the client) for the 

purpose of helping that second person determine a course of action for solving a 

particular problem‖. Moreover, due to the influence on the advice recipients‘ 

autonomy in decision making, advice becomes intrinsically face threatening 

(Brown & Levinson, 1987). Advice providers therefore must be careful about the 

possibility of threatening the face of advice recipients and the associated risk of 

damaging their interpersonal relationship. This speech act has caught the attention 

of researchers who have explored how the face threat in advice in language use 

might be minimized. In the context of CMC, many studies (e.g., Locher, 2006; 

Morrow, 2006, 2012) have revealed the moves and discourse strategies employed 

in advice messages to mitigate the face threat of advice, which are equated to the 

construction of politeness in communication. That is, particular types of moves 

and discourse strategies would evoke politeness. However, very few studies have 

taken into account socio-pragmatic contexts to explain the politeness of advice 

messages among interactants. Indeed, the socio-pragmatic contexts of 

communication are important in studying politeness, since the interpretation, 

negotiation, and construction process of politeness varies among cultures and 

social contexts. For instance, Locher and Hoffmann (2006) have pointed out that 

advice is viewed as supportive in some eastern cultures, while it is generally 

viewed as face-threatening in western cultures. Pan et al. (2018) have suggested 

that advice is more welcomed and wanted by Chinese than Americans. This 

chapter reveals the discursive moves and relational strategies (Locher, 2006) in 

advice messages in OSGADs and conceptualizes the politeness of advice through 

the model of relational work (Watts, 2003) and notion of contextualization 

(Gumperz, 1992). It is argued that the participants use empathy as a 

contextualization cue to contextualize an emphatic sociocultural context which 

makes advice often polite and appropriate.    
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6.2 Advice and social relationship 

Prior research has indicated that advice can influence social relationships in two 

dimensions, namely, identity constructions and relationship development 

(Decapua, 1995; Salacuse, 2016). Decapua (1995) has conducted a study 

highlighting how authority, expertise, and intimacy are demonstrated in solicited 

and unsolicited advice exchanges in American English. More specifically, advice 

givers who proffer unsolicited advice are presumed to possess greater authority 

and expertise, despite the advice recipients‘ different perceptions of the advice 

givers. The advice providers who offer unsolicited advice in public are not 

expected to know anything about the advice seekers; thus, his/her 

misunderstanding of the seekers may not be emotionally significant. The advisers 

who misread the advisees could make the advisees feel uncomfortable, since the 

advisees are not content with the advisers‘ false presumption of intimacy. In 

contrast, according to Decapua (1995), advice seekers tend to rely on friends and 

family as their primary sources of advice; hence, advice givers in solicited advice 

exchanges are generally perceived by advice seekers as an expert and/or authority.  

Echoing the study of Decapua (1995), later studies on advice have 

suggested that the means by which people proffer advice affects the relationship 

development of interlocutors in conversations. Smithson et al. (2011) have argued 

that the exchange of advice among participants in online support groups involves 

reciprocity because the participants who give advice on healthcare and safety also 

initiate their own threads seeking for advice from others in similar situations. 

From another angle, Salacuse (2016) has specifically explored how the ways 

advice was offered reflects the adviser‘s attitude in terms of (in)formality, 

expressiveness, and informativeness. Salacuse generalizes four main types of 

advising styles that could extend or minimize social distance between advice 

providers and advice receivers, including: a) personal style that refers to the 

degree of formality of the interactions between the advisor and the advisee; b) 

communication style that denotes the degree of directness of the advisor‘s 

communicative manner; c) emotional expression that indicates the degree to 

which the advisors are willing to express themselves emotionally; and d) 
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propensity for risk taking that refers to degree of the advisors‘ willingness to 

divulge information, adopt new methods and endure uncertainties. The 

aforementioned studies reveal that advice-giving is an influential speech act that 

can affect the interpersonal relationship between advice givers and receivers. 

 

6.3 Studies on advice and politeness 

The degree to which advice is perceived as ―polite‖ influences the advice quality 

and facilitation of coping (MacGeorge et al., 2017). Politeness theory has been 

widely applied to pragmatic research, but very few studies have shed light on 

both advising and politeness. These studies, which tend to be descriptive, have 

revealed the politeness strategies adopted in advice-giving in specific contexts. 

The identified strategies were often specific moves or discourse strategies used to 

mitigate the face threat of advice. For instance, V´asquez (2004) has found that 

the supervisors of teaching assistants employ negative politeness strategies 

frequently to minimize the imposition of suggestions and advice on the teaching 

assistants in post-observation meetings. Harrison and Barlow (2009) have found 

that participants of an online arthritis workshop employed positive politeness 

strategies repeatedly, such as short personal narratives to mitigate their advice. 

Other mitigating strategies used included indirect suggestion in declarative form 

or rhetorical questions. Morrow (2012) has analyzed the exchange of advice in a 

Japanese discussion forum on the topic of divorce, and discovered that advice 

was offered with politeness through several tactics, including use of the politeness 

marker please, relational strategies (such as bonding, empathizing and 

apologizing) and avoiding the use of imperatives. Hampel (2015) has studied the 

advisory messages on Facebook with comparisons of gender differences, and 

found that (im)politeness and appropriateness of advice were rather dependent on 

the content combination, the discursive moves surrounding the advice, and 

additional linguistic components such as hedges and politeness markers. The 

above reviewed studies related the mitigation or politeness strategies, including 

specific moves and discourse strategies, to politeness. These studies assumed that 

politeness was evoked in the advice messages which consisted of the mitigations.  
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Nonetheless, this assumption is an oversimplification of politeness in 

social interactions. The issue appears more complex, as the politeness of advice 

relies on not only linguistic features but also discursive sociocultural factors 

(Kong, 2014; Watts, 2003). The oversimplification overlooks the sociocultural 

differences of politeness: Merely revealing the linguistic devices and discourse 

strategies used in texts or utterances to claim that politeness was evoked may fail 

to obtain the whole picture of politeness or to discover the culture created by 

interlocutors and may overlook the discursive and dynamic construction of 

politeness (Zayts & Schnurr, 2013). Kong (2014) pointed out ―the most serious 

problem of politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987) is its focus on politeness 

behavior as simply a strategic choice to address only two face wants‖ (p. 125). As 

Kong argued, many acts identified as not face-threatening in accord with the 

model are often mitigated by politeness devices in many Asian cultures. An 

example can be Obeng‘s study (1999) which showed that the speech act of 

requests which are generally regarded as a face-threatening act in politeness 

theory did not necessarily threaten the face of the addressee in the collectivistic 

Akan society in Ghana. Goldsmith and MacGeorge  (2000) tested Brown and 

Levinson‘s politeness theory in terms of its proposal that the face threat of advice 

giving can be mitigated by the use of politeness strategies and speaker-hear 

relationship. The results of their study showed that these two factors were not 

consistently associated with face threat to hearers. In short, politeness varies 

contextually. A study of politeness in advice must consider a wide range of 

influential factors, including linguistic features, sociocultural factors, and the 

discursive and dynamic constructing processes of politeness. To provide a better 

understanding of the operation of politeness in contexts, this study examines the 

linguistic features of advice messages in OSGADs and conceptualizes the 

politeness of advice through using the model of relational work (Watts, 2003) and 

Gumperz‘s notion of contextualization (1992). The sections below demonstrate 

the results of the data analysis. Specific illustrations about the research methods 

can be found in Section 3.4.3 in Chapter 3. 
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6.4 Discursive moves in advice messages 

Table 6.1 shows that the most frequent discursive moves in the advice messages 

included advice, own experience, and assessment. The results indicated that these 

moves were more likely to occur simultaneously in the composition of advice 

messages. The following sections elaborate the most prevalent moves with 

instances. 

 

Table 6.1 Frequency and distribution of discursive moves in 205 posts with advice 

Move Frequency Rate (per 205 posts) 

Greeting 0 0.00 

Assessment 106 0.52 

Advice 322 1.57 

Explanation 37 0.18 

Own experience 203 0.99 

General information 34 0.17 

Disclaimer 1 0.00 

Apology 0 0.00 

Question 12 0.06 

Referral 24 0.12 

Meta-comment 3 0.01 

Open category 0 0.00 

Farewell 5 0.02 

 

 

6.4.1 Own experience 

Describing one‘s own experience was the second most frequent identified move 

in the advice messages and nearly all the advice messages contained this move 

(203 out of 205, 0.99). This move enabled respondents to construct two major 

identities in the process of offering advice. Playing the role of advice givers, 

respondents often related their own experiences in advice messages due to the 

need to display themselves as qualified to give advice and having had similar 

experiences (Morrow, 2012; Stommel & Lamerichs, 2014). For instance, in 

Extract 1, the respondent described his/her experiences while highly anxious 

when attempting to make a quick decision. This account was presented in 

response to the experience of a thread opener who also suffered from anxiety 

during a decision making process; thus, this move was an act that established the 

respondent‘s identity as a ―qualified advice-giver.‖ 
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Extract 1 

<Own experience> I become very anxious in much the same way as you 

describe. I try to make the decision as soon as possible but some decisions need 

to be thought about before choosing what to do. </Own experience> And of 

course the longer we hesitate the worse it gets. Once committed it seems there 

should be no more anxiety. Of course that's not the case and the larger the 

commitment the more we worry. 

<Own experience> I had three of my grandchildren staying we me a couple of 

days ago. It's become a tradition for them to stay with me for a few days at 

Christmas. I was so uptight before they arrived I couldn't eat. We had a great 

time but I felt exhausted afterwards. </Own experience> 

 

Through recounting their own similar experiences, the respondent constructed the 

identity of ―a person in the same boat‖. The respondents presented themselves as 

fellow persons with similar experiences, rather than as health professionals, to 

create a solidarity with the advice-seeking thread openers (Morrow, 2012). 

Narrating personal experience to show empathy with the advisees could be an 

indirect strategy, and positive politeness employed to diminish the social distance 

among group members (Harrison & Barlow, 2009). One‘s own experience in 

advice messages functioned to enhance the social relationship between the advice 

providers and receivers.  

 

6.4.2 Advice 

According to Table 6.1, advice was the most frequent move, with 322 

occurrences and an average occurrence of 1.57 times in each advice message. 

When studying the speech act of advice, the formation of the act is often 

considered as it will affect the politeness of advice. There were three types of 

formation: declarative, imperative, and interrogative. Table 6.2 shows the 

distribution of these forms. 
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Table 6.2 Forms of advice 

Form Frequency Rate (per 322 advice) 

Interrogative  30 0.09 

Imperative 121 0.37 

Declarative 171 0.53 

 

Declarative was found to be the most frequent form of advice (171 out of 322, 

0.53), followed by imperative (121 out of 322, 0.37), and then by interrogative, 

the least frequent form of advice (30 out of 322, 0.09). 

 

Interrogative 

An interrogative is normally composed of an auxiliary verb followed by a 

pronoun and a verb. Compared with the other forms of advice, interrogative was 

the least frequent form of advice used by the respondents (30 out 322, 0.09). The 

second-person singular pronoun ―you‖ is commonly used in interrogative advice. 

Examples are provided in Extracts 2 and 3: 

 

Extract 2 

<Advice> Can you talk to your GP, Psychologist, friends or family for different 

levels of support for all of the things that affect you? </Advice> 

(Thread 4, Beyond Blue) 

 

Extract 3 

<Advice> Have you seen your community midwife lately? </Advice> 

(Thread 18, Beyond Blue) 

 

Imperative 

Advice presented in directive form is also noteworthy. A directive, also framed as 

an imperative, was not often employed in postings, presumably due to the 

potential face threat it imposed to advice recipients (Morrow, 2006). An 

imperative denotes the meaning as ―not open to negotiation in interpersonal terms‖ 



 

 

 

117 

 

(Thompson, 2013, p. 56). In using an imperative to offer advice, a person risks 

threatening the face of others. Nevertheless, the occurrence of advice in 

imperative form was the second largest among the three types of advice formation 

in the corpus.  

Extract 4 

<Advice> So don‘t take it hard. Keep going with job seeking and be a good dad. 

</Advice> 

(Thread 17, Beyond Blue) 

 

Extract 5 

<Advice> Keep up the good work and try hard to let others support you through 

any times that may in the future be more human than brave. </Advice> 

(Thread 8, Daily Strength) 

 

The potential face threat of advice in imperative form was often mitigated by the 

respondents‘ own experience which usually preceded or followed the move of 

advice in the messages. 

 

Extract 6 

<Own experience> I used to see a psychiatrist who often talked about self-

soothing activities. What is it in your life you enjoy and find soothing? </Own 

experience> <Advice> Make a list of these and put it on your fridge door or 

somewhere obvious for you to look at in these anxious times. Do one or more of 

these for a while. </Advice> 

(Thread 1, Beyond Blue) 

 

As mentioned in the previous section, sharing personal experience enabled the 

respondents to display the identity of qualified adviser and/or peer, which 

mitigated the face threat of advice in imperative form. In general, advice given by 

a qualified adviser was more readily accepted. Respondents who had undergone 
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similar experiences showed a certain degree of empathy, narrowed the social 

distance with the advice recipient, and thus mitigated the face threat of the advice.  

 

Declarative 

The majority of respondents‘ advice took a declarative form. From the 

perspective of politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), advice in declarative 

form is a strategy in which the estimated face threat to listeners is relatively less; 

in other words, it mitigates face threat.  

 

Extract 7 

<Advice>You might try to focus on your work bits at time, tell yourself for 10-

15 minutes I will focus on this and then take a mental break to ground yourself. 

</Advice> 

(Thread 17, No More Panic) 

 

Extract 8 

<Advice> It is worth looking for information on a local mums group or walking 

group. </Advice>  

(Thread 18, Beyond Blue) 

 

In the formation of declarative advice, the pattern ―you + model verb‖ and the 

phrase ―it is + adjective‖ are commonly used. The former uses modality as a 

mitigating device and the latter often produces an indirect speech act in directive 

form. The modality system ―construes the region of uncertainty that lies between 

‗yes‘ and ‗no‘‖ (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2013, p. 147). Modality in advice was 

used to moderate the degree to which the advice recipients were imposed on by 

the advice. To achieve this purpose, the advice providers often used modal verbs, 

such as could and might, which denotes ―the lowest degree of pressure, opening 

the possibility for the other person to do the action but leaving the decision to 

them‖ (Thompson, 2013, p. 69).  
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6.4.3 Assessment 

According to Table 6.1, assessment was the third most frequent move (106 out of 

205, 0.52) in advice messages in the OSGADs. Its function could be seen as an 

indication of a perceived need for the adviser to demonstrate an understanding of 

the situation of the advice seeker before offering advice about it (Morrow, 2012). 

For instance, 

 

Extract 9 

<Assessment> You've probably been teased in the past, and fear future attacks - 

but now you're doing their work for them. Now you're making up mean things 

for people to be saying about you, and throwing them at yourself and hurting 

yourself. Why do that? You're hurting yourself. </Assessment> 

 

(Thread 9, Daily Strength) 

 

Extract 10 

<Assessment> These meds can bring depression as a side effect and brings such 

thoughts too. It can just be because we are in pain and just want to escape it. 

</Assessment> 

 

(Thread 4, No More Panic) 

 

As shown in Extract 9, the second-person singular ―you‖ was repeatedly used in 

this move to relate the assessment to the advice seekers. In terms of content, the 

advisers not only evaluated the situation of the advice seekers but also analyzed 

the cause(s) of the seeker‘s emotions and mental disorders. In Extract 10, the 

respondent used the connective because to explain why the advice seeker had 

depressive thoughts.  

The above analysis of discursive moves in advice messages found that 

advice in OSGAD communication was treated as a speech event wherein 

discursive moves were involved; and the moves of own experience and 

assessment were placed in close proximity to advice moves in the message for the 
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sake of mitigating and achieving bonding effects. The following sections 

illuminate the relational strategies in the advice messages and examine the 

construction of politeness in conversations between advisers and advisees.  

 

6.5 Relational strategies 

Table 6.3 shows the frequencies of types of relational strategies employed by the 

advice providers. According to the table, empathizing was the most frequent 

relational strategy (294, 1.43). More than one occurrence of this strategy can be 

found in each advice message. Boosting (103, 0.5) was the second frequent 

relational strategy, followed by bonding (73, 0.36). The strategies of praising and 

humor were not used.  

Table 6.3 Relational strategies in advice messages 

Relational strategies Frequency Rate (per 205 posts) 

Bonding 73 0.36 

Boosting 103 0.50 

Criticizing 16 0.08 

Empathizing 294 1.43 

Hedging 55 0.27 

Praising 0 0.00 

Use of humor 0 0.00 

 

6.5.1 Empathizing 

Empathizing, which refers to the expression of understanding of the advice 

seekers‘ problem, was the most prominent relational strategy in the advice 

messages. Some expressions commonly seen included, ―I know how you feel,‖ ―I 

understand your feelings‖ and ―I am in the same situation.‖ For example,  

 

Extract 11  

<Empathizing> I know what it‘s like to lose your full time fatherhood but hey, 

life has its downers. </Empathizing> <Own experience> My daughters were 7 

and 4 when my marriage split. Now this June I'll walk my eldest now 28yo, 

down the aisle... </Own experience> 

(Thread 17, Beyond Blue) 
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Extract 12 

<Empathizing> I am in a similar situation. I hope you get the help you need. 

</Empathizing>  

(Thread 4, No More Panic) 

 

Notably, this strategy was closely related to the move of own experience in 

messages, as the respondents needed to demonstrate in what ways they could 

empathize with the advice recipients. These similar experiences were the 

rationale behind the empathy of the respondents. This is in line with the analysis 

in Chapter 5, which indicates that disclosing self-experience can increase the 

reliability of respondents‘ empathizing acts. 

 

6.5.2 Boosting 

As a relational strategy, boosting was used to enhance the persuasiveness or 

reliability of advice and thus was often embedded with advice. 

 

Extract 13 

<Advice> <Hedging> Perhaps it would help to write it in large letters 

</Hedging> and put it on your bedroom wall or somewhere else you will see it. 

</Advice> This reminder may help you to refocus on your reasons for doing 

anything and get you back on track so to speak. <Boosting> It will certainly stop 

you second guessing what to do next. </Boosting> 

(Thread 1, Beyond Blue) 

 

Extract 14 

<Advice> You may want to a professional doctor who can properly diagnose 

you. <Boosting> You would greatly benefit by talking with a counselor or 

therapist. </Boosting> </Advice> 

(Thread 6, Daily Strength) 
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The above instances show that the advice was followed by boosting, which 

functioned to sharpen the effectiveness of the advice. Boosters, such as certainly, 

greatly and really, are commonly found in cases of boosting strategy. Boosting 

may be combined with another relational strategy.  

 

Extract 15 

<Empathizing> I'm sorry that you're having such a hard time and <Boosting> 

really feel for you. </Boosting> </Empathizing> 

(Thread 18, Beyond Blue) 

 

Extract 16 

<Empathizing> I know how you're feeling. <Boosting> I'm really sorry you're 

experiencing all of this </Boosting> </Empathizing> 

(Thread 4, No More Panic) 

 

As shown in Extracts 15 and 16, the empathizing effect was boosted by the 

adverb really; as a result, the sentence consisted of two relational strategies. 

Boosting appeared as complementary when attached to other relational strategies.  

 

6.5.3 Bonding 

The strategy of bonding could be employed in several ways. The first would be 

by the use of inclusive pronouns, such as we, our, and us. These pronouns would 

place both the advisers and advisees within the same group.  

 

Extract 17 

<Bonding> We need each other to encourage one another to try get through and 

to learn from others experiences. </Bonding> 

(Thread 4, No More Panic) 

 



 

 

 

123 

 

Very often, the respondents told the advice recipients that they were not alone in 

the journey of suffering from mental illness.  

 

Extract 18 

<Bonding> You're definitely not alone with this. </Bonding>  

(Thread 14, No More Panic) 

 

The respondents ended their advice messages by wishing for and offering help to 

the advice recipients; for example, encouraging them to talk to other members in 

the OSGADs and provide updates about their current situation. 

 

Extract 19 

<Bonding> I wish you all the best and if you want to talk again or if there is 

anything we can do, please us know on XXXX XX XXXX or chat with us. 

</Bonding> 

(Thread 10, Beyond Blue) 

 

Extract 20 

<Bonding> When convenient, please let us know how you go, it would be great 

to hear back from you. </Bonding> 

(Thread 10, Beyond Blue) 

 

6.6 Empathy as contextualization cue 

The analysis showed that along with advice, assessment and own experience were 

the most frequent moves, and empathizing was the most prevalent relational 

strategy used in advice messages. These devices, which convey a sense of 

empathy, function as cues that contextualize empathic interactions. Although 

OSGADs create a context wherein people with similar experiences of mental 

illness can offer support to one another, participants are expected to further 

specify their self-experience when responding to personal experience of a specific 
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thread opener due to the lack of non-verbal clues and personal backgrounds. The 

contextualization cues had several interpersonal functions that improved the 

politeness and appropriateness of respondents‘ advice messages. First, the own-

experience move at once functioned to portray respondents as qualified to give 

advice due to similar experiences and also demonstrated their reasons for 

understanding the situations of advice seekers (Stommel & Lamerichs, 2014). 

Second, short narratives as a form of self-disclosure embodied advice and 

demonstrated the adviser‘s authority to give advice, as the narrative exhibited the 

adviser‘s experience with the advisee‘s problem and the ways in which the 

adviser coped with the problem (Harrison & Barlow, 2009). Third, the 

empathizing relational strategy was used to show understanding and empathy and 

contributed to the reduction of social distance among group members (Harrison & 

Barlow, 2009). Moreover, the move of assessment functioned to show 

understanding of the situation of advice seekers (Morrow, 2012). The 

contextualization of an empathic sociocultural context enhanced the degree to 

which advice could be accepted, as advice is more acceptable when offered by 

people who have undergone similar experiences (Wang, Walther, Pingree, & 

Hawkins, 2008). 

 

6.7 Conceptualizing politeness of advice messages 

Based on the analysis of discursive moves, relational strategies and relational 

work of advice messages in the OSGADs, this chapter contributes to the 

conceptualization of the understanding of politeness in advice messages. Figure 

6.1 shows more related details. 
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Figure 6.1. Politeness of advice messages  

 

 

As shown in Figure 6.1, two main elements contributed to the politeness of 

advice messages in the OSGADs, namely advice discourse and the sociocultural 

context. The advice discourse comprised the discursive moves and relational 

strategies used in the discourse, whereas the sociocultural context referred to the 

habitus, social norms, expectations, and culture within the interactions. 

Specifically, relational strategies were interior to discursive moves as they were 

often embedded in the moves. The moves and strategies, particularly own 

experience, assessment, and empathizing, were contextualization cues that 

contextualized an empathic sociocultural context, which thereby enhanced the 

politeness and appropriateness of the advice. The following extract includes an 

interaction analysis that shows the relational work of interactants in advisory 

conversations in OSGADs.  

 

Extract 21 

1. Thread opener:  

Hello, I‘m new. I feel stupid, on this website, kind of scared to post things. I‘m 

16 and i feel so lonely, but it‘s weird because I don‘t really like being around 

people anymore because it just makes me nervous. I feel like I can‘t help but act 

weird and I watch myself all the time. my dad keeps asking me about getting a 

job all the time, but I can‘t, I dial the number and then stare at it for ages because 

Socio-cultural 
context 

Discursive moves 

Relational 
strategies 

Advice discourse 
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I know I won‘t know what to say and I‘ll stumble over words. Can anyone help 

me? I just want to talk to someone. 

 

2. Respondent A: 

<Advice> First of all, don't feel dumb coming here. It means you really want to 

be better and that's awesome. Second, never worry about feeling "weird" 

especially at your age. </Advice> I wish I would've let my weird self out more in 

high school. <Empathizing> I know it's hard for you right now 

</Empathizing>, but it will help your confidence in knowing who you are when 

you're older. What do you feel weird about? 

 

3. Thread opener:  

I don't know just everything. I want to feel more confident but I can‘t I don't 

know how. 

 

4. Respondent A: 

<Boosting> I think really </Boosting> <Advice> knowing who you are and 

embracing your weirdness can definitely help with your confidence. </Advice> 

It might suck now, but I am telling you that you'll appreciate it down the road.  

<Own experience> During my freshman year of high school I felt the same way 

you feel. I wish I would've embraced my weirdness sooner than what I did. I 

watched the TV show Freaks and Geeks when I was probably 20 and it changed 

my perspective on everything, in terms of "fitting in." I identified with each 

character so much it was scary. It's weird to say, but that show helped a lot with 

my confidence. </Own experience> <Advice> <Boosting> I really suggest 

</Boosting> watching it if you have Netflix. </Advice> 

 

5. Thread opener:  

Thank you, I really appreciate your messages of support. 

 

6. Respondent B: 

Thread opener, <Assessment> you're probably not weird. </Assessment> 

<Boosting> Not weird at all. </Boosting> I don't know if others tell you are 

weird or not, but I have noticed in recent years that the ones that do it ('oh you're 

weird' they say when you crack a joke they don't get) Are thick. Thick as two 

short planks. And socially insensitive. Wow.  

They can't get jokes, so they just call people weird who tell jokes they don't 

understand. <Own experience> I have one person like that that I have to work 

with right now, and she's in her fifties. OMG. That stuff used to hurt me as a 

teenager and make me feel like I was the outsider. Now I just look at it and think 
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'man, you're inadequate...' and don't take a single word of it on board. </Own 

experience> 

<Assessment> So yeah. Anxiety makes you think you're a freak. Anxiety makes 

you think that what you are doing is unusual, or different, or somehow sticks out 

like a sore thumb. </Assessment> 

<Assessment> Anxiety makes you think that fumbling over your words for a job 

application phone call is odd or different, and yet every single 16 yr. old fumbles 

and faffs and mucks it up. I mean - you're 16. How can you know how to do 

something, before you've ever done it? You just have to jump in, balls up, not die, 

climb out, and jump in again. </Assessment> 

Confidence grows from experience and experience is created by trying. I would 

say 98% of bosses out there will give you 20 extra points for courage, and take 

off 2 points for messing up your sentence. Ok? So you are in credit about 18 

points just by dialing that number.  

People who are not at school are MUCH NICER than people who are at school. 

It's a thing. Real world people are actually very nice. And very kind to 16 yr. 

olds. <Advice> You just give it a go. </Advice> I think you can let go of this 

fear.  

 

7. Thread opener:  

Thank you every one for your messages. It‘s made me feel a lot better. 

(Thread 6, Daily Strength) 

 

In Extract 21, the thread opener in Post 1 shared his/her feeling of loneliness and 

mental obstacles in interpersonal communication, such as nervousness about 

being around people and stumbling over words. Respondent A in Post 2 advised 

the thread opener not to worry about feeling weird in social interactions. The 

advice was followed by an empathizing relational strategy. The respondent then 

asked a question about what the thread opener felt weird about. In Post 3, the 

opener replied to the question and said, I want to feel more confident but I can’t I 

don't know how. This negative response appeared to indicate refusal of the advice 

from the respondent. However, the opener instead denied him/herself, rather than 

the advice, due to low self-confidence. In other words, the opener considered the 

advice of the respondent and desired to be confident, but doubted his/her own 

self-competence to follow the advice and be confident. The advice from 

Respondent A was appropriate and politic to the thread opener, which can be 

confirmed in the following posts. 
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Respondent A in Post 4 continued to offer advice to the opener. The 

advice offered first—about realizing oneself and accepting self-weirdness—was 

embedded with boosting relational strategy in which the booster really was used. 

The respondent then shared his/her similar experience of feeling weird and how a 

TV show changed his/her perspective, proposing additional advice to watch 

Netflix. The thread opener accepted the advice in Post 5 by saying, Thank you, I 

really appreciate your messages of support which was a positive response using 

the booster really. Thus, the advice from Respondent A in Post 4 can be 

interpreted as appropriate politic behavior in the exchange.  

In Post 6, Respondent B also offered advice preceded by discursive moves 

including assessment and own experience along with boosting relational strategy. 

The advice was to give [the weird feeling] a go. Again, the thread opener 

accepted the advice and support by thanking the respondents and saying it made 

him/her feel a lot better. It could be speculated that the advice was also 

appropriate and politic to the thread opener in the interaction.  

It is noteworthy that the empathic sociocultural context was also 

contextualized by the thread openers, as shown in Extract 19. The thread openers 

often began the communication of social support through disclosing self-

experience (Yip, 2019). The self-disclosure led to a dyadic effect that disclosure 

of other respondents occurs after that of a thread openers (Barak & Gluck-Ofri, 

2007). Both thread openers and respondents may use empathy as a 

contextualization cue and thereby contribute to the contextualization of empathic 

interactions. Using empathy as a contextualization cue greatly benefits the 

negotiation of politeness of respondents‘ advice due to the sociocultural context 

wherein participants aim to acquire support, understanding, and empathy. 

Respondents‘ advice could be perceived as a category of social support in online 

self-help group (Coulson, 2005). In other words, advice is often politic and 

appropriate in the empathic sociocultural context of OSGADs.  
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6.8 Chapter summary 

This chapter analyzed the discursive moves and relational strategies (Locher, 

2006) used in advice messages in OSGADs, and discusses the politeness of 

advice messages through the lens of relational work (Watts, 2003). The results 

show that the advice messages mainly comprise moves of own experience and 

assessment and the relational strategy of empathizing. These predominant moves 

and relational strategies could convey a sense of empathy. It was argued that the 

participants used empathy as a contextualization cue to contextualize an empathic 

sociocultural context in OSGADs. As both thread openers and respondents 

contributed to the contextualization of the emphatic context where they were 

supported, understood, and empathized with, advice may be perceived as a 

category of support and often polite and appropriate. This chapter proposed using 

Gumperz‘s notion of contextualization (1992) to enhance the applicability of 

relational work (Watts, 2003). The notion of contextualization enables discourse 

analysts to investigate specific sociocultural context through exploring linguistic 

features in specific corpora. Moreover, the conceptualization of politeness 

enriches the understanding of how politeness is displayed within the 

communication of social support, highlighting need to consider the context of 

interactions in politeness research.  

 

Chapter 7 Conclusion 

 

This final chapter responds to the two research questions of this thesis: 

1. How do the predominant communicative acts used in OSGADs 

contribute to the communication of social support?  

 

2. What are the characteristics of OSGADs as CofPs? 

This chapter also discusses potential implications for online communication of 

social support and social support research based on the major findings of the three 
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analytical chapters (i.e., Chapters 4, 5, and 6). Lastly, this chapter explains the 

limitations of the present study and suggests possible future research directions. 

 

7.1 How self-disclosure and advice contribute to the communication of social 

support 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, self-disclosure and advice are the predominant 

communicative acts in the communication of social support in OSGADs. 

Chapters 5 and 6 have respectively explored and discussed how these two acts are 

conducive to the communication of social support.  

The multi-functionality of self-disclosure contributes extensively to the 

communication of social support. The study of self-disclosure in Chapter 5 

comprehensively revealed the multiple functions of self-disclosure at the personal, 

textual, and interactional levels. The functions of self-disclosure, particularly the 

functions at the textual and interactional levels, significantly benefit the 

communication of social support in OSGADs. Self-disclosure per se is an act that 

encourages individuals to reveal more information about themselves in a ―tit-for-

tat‖ exchange (Collins & Miller, 1994). This function creates harmonious 

conversations, minimizing the social distance between interlocutors. Self-

disclosure of oneself normalizes others who have suffered from anxiety and/or 

depression. More importantly, self-disclosure is a direct means for delivering 

understanding/empathy, which is a category of social support as it demonstrates 

that the disclosers have undergone similar or the same experiences. Self-

disclosure can also be perceived as advice because support seekers can discover 

alternative solutions through learning about the personal experience of support 

providers (Thurnherr et al., 2016). Narrating personal experience in addressing 

anxiety and/or depression can increase the reliability/persuasiveness of advice, 

appraisals of medical treatments, and opinions. The aforementioned functions of 

self-disclosure are highly beneficial to the communication of social support.  

The act of advice-giving contributes to the communication of social 

support with the assistance of the self-disclosure attached in advice messages. As 

illustrated in Chapter 6, advice in OSGADs is often a speech event composed of 
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moves and relational strategies. The most prevalent move involved in advice 

messages is disclosing one‘s own experience of suffering from anxiety and/or 

depression. This finding indicates that self-disclosure is closely related to advice-

giving. Indeed, the analysis at the textual level in Chapter 5 demonstrates that 

self-disclosure can increase the reliability/persuasiveness of advice in messages. 

The self-disclosed experience serves as evidence that supports the advice. The 

intimate relationship between self-disclosure and advice-giving in OSGADs is 

also implied in Chapter 6, which revealed that empathy composed of discursive 

moves and relational strategies is a contextualization cue utilized to create an 

empathic conversational context. Such empathy relies heavily on the speech acts 

of self-disclosing and self-narrating. That is, self-disclosure contextualizes how 

and why the respondents are qualified to give advice due to having undergone 

similar experiences (Harrison & Barlow, 2009; Stommel & Lamerichs, 2014). 

This contextualization is greatly beneficial to the negotiation of politeness when 

respondents offer advice to thread openers: As advice receivers recognize that 

respondents who have had the same experience are qualified to offer advice, can 

empathize with them, and can proffer useful suggestions regarding their mental 

disorders, the acceptability of the given advice increases. Within the sociocultural 

context established by self-disclosure, advice is often appropriate and politic in 

the interactions between group participants.  

As revealed in previous studies on online self-help groups (e.g., Atwood 

et al., 2017; Coulson, 2005; Coulson & Greenwood, 2012; Stommel & Lamerichs, 

2014; Vayreda & Antaki, 2009), the content of social support that is exchanged in 

such groups often exhibits understanding/empathy and advice, suggesting that 

these categories of support are particularly important in the participants‘ 

communication. Understanding/empathy is evoked by the act of self-disclosure, 

whereas advice is evoked by the act of advice-giving. However, these studies 

focus merely on content without considering how these two predominant forms of 

support are communicated. From a sociolinguistic perspective, this thesis argues 

that self-disclosure is often complementary to advice. In other words, showing 

understanding/empathy and giving advice are two embedded categories of social 

support deployed in the context of OSGADs.  
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7.2 Methodological and theoretical contributions 

This study draws upon the methodological approach of MMDA, which allows the 

researcher to employ multiple frameworks to conduct qualitative and quantitative 

analysis intended to achieve their research objectives and answer interdisciplinary 

research questions. This section illuminates the methodological contributions of 

this thesis. It explains how the frameworks and theories employed inform the 

research findings and how these findings could be utilized in the communication 

of social support.  

Chapter 4 is a typical example of MMDA, as it deploys conversation 

analysis (Jefferson, 1988), which is a qualitative method, and content analysis, 

which is a quantitative method, to reveal and generalize the communication 

patterns, the most predominant communicative acts, and the primary content of 

these major acts in OSGADs. These generalizations enable discourse analysts to 

understand the general operations of communication in online groups and, more 

importantly, to evaluate the possible advantages and disadvantages in light of 

communicative practice. One problem that is often of concern in discourse studies 

is over-generalization. This issue is likely to be minimized by providing results of 

both qualitative and quantitative analysis. Qualitative analysis offers specific 

examples that exhibit not only samples for the generalized communicative 

attributes but also exceptional samples, while quantitative analysis provides 

statistical evidence to test and support the generalized results. Informed by a 

mixed-methods analysis of structure and content, the findings in Chapter 4 show 

that a large proportion of the participants tend to provide social support as soon as 

reading the first message of the thread openers. Put another way, most 

interactions among participants consist of the delivery or exchange of social 

support, and very few are non-social support interactions. This finding entails that 

the communication of social support in OSGADs may fail to consider the real 

needs of the support seekers.   

A three-layer analytical framework, which proposes that the functions of 

self-disclosure can be explored at the personal, textual, and interactional levels, 
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was developed in Chapter 5. This framework widens the scope for investigating 

the functions of a particular communicative act. The findings in Chapter 5 

validate the applicability and feasibility of this framework, indicating that self-

disclosure functions diversely at the aforementioned levels. The specific functions 

of self-disclosure have been discussed and explained in Section 8.1. Moreover, 

the three-layer framework enhances the understanding of the effects of self-

disclosure in the communication process. To be more specific, CODA (Tenbrink, 

2015) at the personal layer examines the possible cognitive and emotional effects 

produced by the communicative act on language users before or during 

composing postings. Informed by RST (Mann & Thompson, 2009), the analysis 

at the textual layer illuminates the relationships among communicative acts in a 

text to deduce the possible functions of a specific communicative act, which are 

devised by message distributors and realized by message receivers. The analysis 

at the interactional layer, which deploys interaction analysis, elucidates the 

pragmatic functions of a particular communicative act, focusing on the reactions 

of message receivers. In summary, the three-layer analytical framework is 

comprehensive, applicable, and feasible for the exploration of the effects or 

functions of communicative acts in social interactions.  

Apart from the above findings, the study regarding the politeness of 

advice in Chapter 6 has contributed theoretically to the notion of face threats and 

the model of relational work. This model emphasizes the importance of taking 

sociocultural contexts into account when examining the (im)politeness of certain 

speech acts in interactions. However, it lacks the ability to explain observations 

concerning the sociocultural context and habitus of interactants in discourse, 

particularly in written discourse lacking sources of non-verbal communication. 

Thus, I propose using Gumperz‘s notion of contextualization (1992) to assist 

discourse analysts in understanding the specific contexts of interactions in 

discourse. This approach is an enrichment of the model of relational work, 

enhancing its applicability for analysing written discourse which contains limited 

non-verbal elements, such as intonations, pitch, dressing, gesture, and facial 

expressions. In addition, Chapter 6 conceptualizes the politeness of advice giving. 

Investigating the discursive moves and relational strategies employed in the 
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advice messages, this study links the formation of the messages with the 

sociocultural context of OSGADs. The conceptualization highlights both the 

empathy displayed in the formation of the messages and how the use of empathy 

achieves mitigating effects in the interactions. 

 

7.3 Characteristics of OSGADs as CofPs 

The notion of CofPs offers a perspective for investigating the characteristics of 

OSGADs, online communities in which people with anxiety and/or depression 

participate. Viewing the OSGADs as a CofP, this thesis explores how participants 

attempt to be a member in the online community through constructing roles, such 

as support seekers and support providers. The participants learn from other group 

members, simultaneously applying their knowledge in the course of displaying 

roles in the interactions through which they make sense of such knowledge by 

discussing their experiences, beliefs, thoughts, needs, and solutions to problems. 

This thesis utilizes the notion of CofPs as a lens to understand the major research 

findings of the three analytical chapters and hence to answer the second research 

question.  

Unlike other CofPs that focus on expertise and collaborative work, the 

members of the CofP of OSGADs do not ordinarily work together. According to 

Wenger et al. (2002), rather than working together, CofP members search for 

values in their interactions. The communication among participants in OSGADs 

appears to exhibit the value of supportiveness. As discussed in Chapter 4, on the 

one hand, the participants who act as support seekers open threads in which they 

narrate their experience of having anxiety and/or depression. Narrating self-

experience is a means to request support from others in online self-help groups 

(Goldsmith, 2004). On the other hand, the findings indicate that participants who 

play the role of support givers tend to provide various kinds of support 

immediately without discursive negotiations (cf. Yip, 2019). This communicative 

pattern in general shows that the participants in OSGADs emphasize the value of 

supportiveness in their communities. This value may satisfy not only the 

participants‘ shared desire to know each other but also their desire to belong to a 
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group of people who are ―in the same boat‖. Notably, the participants can also 

satisfy their need to obtain support from others to help overcome their mental 

disorders. Through such online interactions, the participants accumulate 

knowledge of possible solutions to their anxiety and/or depression and establish 

harmonious relationships. 

The participants construct multiple roles during interactions in which the 

value of supportiveness is negotiated. In general, participants in OSGADs 

construct a mutual role of companion, since they suffer from the same or similar 

mental disorders. They aim to provide and receive social support from the online 

forums, and they want to express their emotions through sharing self-experiences. 

Specifically, participants who open threads, requesting social support from others, 

perform the role of support seekers through sharing self-experience, thoughts, and 

feelings; those who receive support from others construct the role of support 

receiver through expressing thanks. Participants who offer support to others 

display the role of support provider, primarily through disclosing the same self-

experience and advising. These roles are interchangeable, because the participants 

who request and receive support may also offer support to others in their online 

self-help groups (Vayreda & Antaki, 2009). To a large extent, these roles are 

constructed by the speech act of self-disclosure. Support seekers share personal 

experience, thoughts, and feelings of anxiety and/or depression to request support, 

whereas support providers disclose similar or the same self-experience to offer 

the support of understanding/empathy. The multifunctionality of self-disclosure 

has been investigated in Chapter 5. 

Self-disclosure and advice-giving are the predominant communicative 

acts that help define the CofP of OSGADs. According to the results in Chapter 4, 

showing understanding/empathy and advice are the two most prevalent categories 

of social support. Thus, the acts of self-disclosure and advice-giving are the most 

predominant communicative acts in these interactions. The results in Chapter 5 

demonstrate that participants‘ self-disclosure has multiple functions, including 

releasing personal emotions, increasing credibility, and normalizing shared 

experiences. Retrieving the previous threads, participants learn that they should 

share their experience and feelings of suffering from anxiety and/or depression in 
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the OSGADs, given that self-disclosing is likely to be a means for them to 

become a member of the group. In the discussion of Chapter 6, it is argued that 

advice is normally perceived as appropriate and polite, owing to the sociocultural 

context of the communities. Apart from self-disclosing, the participants who 

perform the role of support providers offer advice to thread openers who are 

support seekers. Advice giving in the OSGADs could be a type of participants‘ 

knowledge application. That is, self-disclosure and advice giving, the two most 

predominant communicative acts, could be the primary mechanisms for the 

participants to obtain full membership of the online support groups. When 

performing these two communicative acts, certain mental-health-related jargon or 

shortcuts are used, including, for example, GP (general practitioner), PTSD (post-

traumatic stress disorder), and Celexa (a medicine for anxiety and depression 

disorders). These communicative features enhance the display of membership 

within the CofP of OSGADs. Table 7.1 summarizes the characteristics of 

OSGADs according to the characteristic aspects of CofPs.   
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Table 7.1 Summary of characteristics of OSGADs as CofPs 

Characteristics aspects OSGADs as a CofP 

Domain  Members sustain harmonious relationships. 

 Two main roles (i.e., support seeker and support provider) are 

generated through participation. 

 Meanings are discussed and negotiated.  

 The mutual identity of members is companion. 

 

Community  Information is exchanged rapidly via online self-help groups. 

 Members interact with one another without introductory 

preambles. 

 Members know the way to contribute to the groups through 

retrieving threads that show what others know and what they do. 

 Members use jargon, such as GP, PTSD, and Celexa, to 

communicate.  

 

Practice  Members share experiences, stories, and feelings.  

 Members offer advice to provide solutions for recurring problems.  

 The experience of having anxiety and/or depression is a shared 

discourse which reflects the members‘ perspective on the world. 

 

 

7.3.1 Modes of belonging in OSGADs 

Participants who play different roles in the interactions in OSGADs adopt 

different identity trajectories as modes of belonging. For an inbound identity 

trajectory, newcomers, who are often support seekers, make their first attempt to 

participate in the CofP by requesting support through narrating self-experience, 

sharing problems they have encountered, or producing a direct speech act of 

request for a specific type of support. The newcomers learn about the norms and 

expectations of the CofP through requesting and receiving support from others in 

the engagement of these interactions. The norms in OSGADs therefore relate to 

upholding the value of supportiveness, and those participants who respond to the 

support seekers are expected to provide various kinds of social support (e.g., 

emotional and informational support). The newcomers can consider whether they 

belong to the CofPs based on their experience of participation in the communities. 

They can maintain their active engagement and perform the roles involved if they 

intend to be full members in the CofPs. To be a full member, participants must be 

engaged in seeking and providing social support; for instance, sharing emotions 

and thoughts actively, responding to thread openers keenly, and discussing health 
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issues raised by other participants. Apart from participating in group interactions, 

newcomers can also adopt the peripheral identity trajectory to observe and learn 

about the community‘s norms and expectations. The newcomers can retrieve past 

threads that are related to their mental health problems to decide whether to make 

a greater investment in the CofP. Alternatively, participants who choose to reduce 

or end participation in a CofP can adopt the outbound identity trajectory to leave 

the CofP by reducing the number of or cancelling their visits to the online groups. 

 

7.4 Research implications 

This thesis provides several implications for the online communication of social 

support and practitioner-patient communication, based on the findings presented 

in the three analytical studies in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. 

 

7.4.1 Implications for online communication of social support 

Several previous studies on online self-help groups have concluded that the most 

prevalent categories of social support—emotional and informational support—

benefit support receivers (Coulson, 2005; Coulson & Greenwood, 2012; Smedley 

et al., 2015). In Chapter 4, it was argued that the applicability of optimal 

matching theory is challengeable given the lack of non-social support interactions 

among the participants (Yip, 2019). According to Yip, respondents tend to 

provide support for thread openers immediately without probing for more details 

about the experiences, thoughts, and feelings of the openers. This communicative 

behaviour is an obstacle that may lead to a potential mismatch between what the 

thread openers need and what they obtain, due to the unfamiliarity or 

misunderstanding of the openers. Consequently, support seekers in online self-

help groups may not be aided by the support offered. To improve the helpfulness 

of online self-help groups, more educational information should be presented in 

the introduction section of these online groups: for instance, a brief guideline that 

explains effective ways to proffer support in discussion boards. Demonstrations 

of communicative techniques and manners can also be shown through embedding 

online videos for participants in online groups. Specifically, newcomers should be 



 

 

 

139 

 

informed about the importance of paying due attention to acquiring the details of 

incidents and recognizing support seekers‘ feelings, thoughts, and needs.  

 

7.4.2 Implications for interpersonal communication 

The communicative acts and linguistic features highlighted in the communication 

of online social support can be useful reference tools to enhance interpersonal 

communication, particularly when interacting with people with anxious and/or 

depressive emotions. It is not uncommon for us to interact with friends, 

colleagues, and family members who feel anxious and/or depressed due to 

incidents related to (un)employment, romantic relationships, financial difficulties, 

and so on. As companions, we often hope to soothe their emotions and provide 

support to them. However, without adequate counselling knowledge and training, 

comforting others can be a challenging task. Frequently, we tend to directly offer 

practical solutions to the problems the person faces, but this tendency could lead 

to a failure of support provision. This thesis eludcidates the most prevalent speech 

acts used are self-disclosure and advising, which assist in offering the support of 

understanding/empathy and advice, and which are often embedded within one 

another. This finding implies that we can share our own similar experiences or 

feelings before providing advice for the person: offering advice through sharing 

relevant self-experiences may enhance the healing effect of the support. 

 

7.4.3 Implications for developing online self-help groups in Hong Kong 

The social and political atmosphere in Hong Kong has been deteriorating since 

2012 due to a series of political crises. Several large-scale social movements 

occurred in the period of 2012 to 2020, including the National Education Protests 

in 2012, the Umbrella Movement in 2014, and the Anti-Extradition Bill Protests 

in 2019 and 2020. First, the National Education protests were a series of protests 

involving approximately 100,000 people organized in response to the HKSAR 

Government‘s plan to introduce the subject of Moral and National Education in 

primary and secondary schools, which was criticized as chauvinistic and 

brainwashing. One critical protest happened on September 8, 2012, when nearly 
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8,000 students gathered at Civic Square, and the Central Government Complex 

was ―occupied‖ for ten days. Second, the Umbrella Movement, the name of 

which originated from participants using umbrellas as shields against the Hong 

Kong police during the occupation of public territories, was sparked by a decision 

of the Standing Committee of the National People‘s Congress on August 31, 2014. 

This decision prescribed the screening of candidates for the election of the chief 

executive and was seen as offering a ―fake‖ general election to Hong Kong 

people. The occupations lasted for 78 days in total. Lastly, the Anti-Extradition 

Bill protests broke out due to the HKSAR government‘s introduction of the 

Fugitive Offenders Amendment Bill. These protests have involved several large-

scale demonstrations in which over 1 million people have participated, including 

the storming of the Legislative Council, the July 21 incident at Yuen Long station, 

and the August 31 incident at Prince Edward station. Misconduct by the police 

force and violence by certain groups of people were seen during these incidents.  

These social movements, conflicts between the police force and protestors, 

and other violent incidents have caused a significant increase in the number of 

people suffering from mental illness. According to the survey conducted by 

School of Public Health, the University of Hong Kong in 2019, the point 

prevalence of probable depression increased between 2011 and 2019, rising from 

1.3% in 2011–2014 to 5.3% during Occupy Central in 2014, 6.1% in September 

2017, and 9.1% in June–July 2019. The point prevalence of suicidal ideation 

increased from 1.1% in 2011–2014 to 3.6% and 4.6% in June and–July 2019, 

respectively. The survey explicitly relates the increase of depression cases and 

suicidal ideation rates to the important concurrent sociopolitical events, namely 

the Umbrella Movement and the Anti-Extradition Bill protests. Regarding such 

increases of people with mental illness, more therapeutic services for Hong 

Kong‘s population should be provided.  

While traditional therapeutic services, such as counselling, psychotherapy, 

and mental health medication, tend to be expensive and uncommon for Hong 

Kong people, online self-help groups can be one of the most prevalent, accessible, 

and affordable therapeutic means for this population. This thesis can definitely 

serve as a reference for the establishing, operating, and developing of OSGADs in 
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Hong Kong. This thesis reveals that, on the one hand, people with anxiety and/or 

depression can obtain social support from online self-help groups, particularly 

understanding/empathy and advice. As explained in Chapter 5, through disclosing 

and narrating self-experience, sufferers can release their emotions and reflect on 

their experience. Moreover, they can receive advice and solutions to their mental 

problems from people who have had similar experiences, thoughts, and feelings. 

On the other hand, this thesis reveals certain drawbacks of these online groups 

stemming from potential mismatches between support provision and expectations. 

Considering the merits and demerits of OSGADs and the context of Hong Kong, 

where patients‘ confidentiality and safety and the clinical effects of treatments are 

major concerns, I suggest that mental health services organizations develop 

structured online self-help groups wherein social workers and professional 

counsellors can serve as group moderators. The groups at the preliminary stage 

may not be open to the public. The moderators, who have already interviewed the 

potential participants and obtained their background information, such as medical 

history, age, and life experience, can decide which members should make up the 

online groups. Before starting the groups, the moderators should introduce the 

objectives, operation, and communicative habitus of the online groups to people 

with mental disorders who are prospective members. These policies can ensure 

that all the group members have similar experiences and types of mental disorders 

and that they understand how best to interact with others and provide helpful 

support. 

 

7.5 Limitations and future research 

This thesis has several limitations. First, the discussion that employs the CofP 

framework to examine the participants‘ behaviours in OSGADs is limited to the 

analysis of discourse. There is a lack of authentic data to dig deeper into the 

operations of these communities and the behaviours of the participants. More 

specifically, the notion of CofPs is widely applied in social science research in 

which participants are interviewed and their activities in groups are observed to 

obtain a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of these participants‘ 

behaviours. However, owing to the difficulties involved in contacting the users of 
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OSGADs, the concept of CofPs in the present study is merely used as a lens to 

explain and understand the users‘ communicative behaviours, as revealed through 

DA. This limitation may reduce the comprehensiveness and persuasiveness of the 

account of OSGADs as a CofP in this study. Second, Chapter 4 challenges the 

applicability of optimal matching theory through analysing the proportion of non-

social support interactions among participants in OSGADs, arguing that support 

seekers may not ultimately be aided due to the possibility of mismatches between 

what they need and what they actually receive. This argument is to a large extent 

counselling theory and prediction-based. Whether support seekers feel helped or 

comforted by OSGADs heavily depends on their personal perceptions and 

comparative psychological evaluations. No survey was conducted in this thesis to 

gauge the degree to which participants, especially support seekers, feel helped to 

provide further empirical evidence that supports the present study‘s denial of the 

applicability of optimal matching theory.  

Collecting evidence to test these predictions is left for future research as 

an objective for subsequent scientific and empirical studies. Participant 

questionnaires and interviews are one possibility, although there would be 

difficulties in contacting anonymous participants and a new variety of ethical 

issues to contend with. Anonymity is a major reason for participants to join 

OSGADs, and therefore they may not be willing to disclose their identity and 

participate in research projects that focus on their emotions and behaviours. 

Nevertheless, such surveys would enable researchers to measure the effectiveness, 

efficacy, and usefulness of the online communities of OSGADs. For example, 

participants‘ satisfaction with a particular CofP, their personal feelings about 

participating in the CofP, and their understanding or interpretations of the support 

messages from respondents could be evaluated. Additionally, more statistical 

evidence could be obtained to support the arguments, and the participants‘ 

movement across various CofPs could be better understood. In short, the results 

of this discourse study would benefit from being complemented, supported, and 

enriched by further social science studies. 

This thesis focuses on the way respondents provide social support, but it 

pays less attention to investigating the way thread openers request support and 
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any changes they make after receiving support. Indeed, it should be noted that the 

narratives of thread openers contain rich content related to the various cognitive 

and emotional changes experienced throughout the interactions with respondents. 

Future studies could therefore conduct narrative analysis to examine the influence 

of respondents‘ support on thread openers. One direction to follow in examining 

thread openers‘ narratives is indicated by Yip (2018), who employs the notion of 

innovative moments (Ribeiro et al., 2010) as an analytical framework to indicate 

the therapeutic characteristics of thread openers‘ narratives. The study argues that 

although these narratives are potentially therapeutic, respondents are not aware of 

the potential to utilizethe narratives to help the thread openers because they tend 

to provide social support immediately. Yip‘s (2018) research is a preliminary and 

pioneering attempt to explore the therapeutic potential of thread openers‘ 

narratives in OSGADs, and it needs to be supplemented by further analyses of the 

narratives. Apart from the identification of innovative moments, other linguistic 

aspects such as the metaphors and lexical items of the thread openers‘ narratives 

are worth studying more closely. Interviewing the participants could also achieve 

improved data interpretation by soliciting the interviewees‘ clarification of their 

expressions or specific language use in the OSGADs.  
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