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ABSTRACT: The study examined what communication channels people utilize in initiating and developing

friendships with others in online communities, and if such connection is beneficial to individual well-being. A

public (forum participation) - bounded private (forum messaging) - private (mobile phone) path of channel

transitions was proposed based on social penetration theory. The study context was set in online substance

addiction support communities. An online survey with 354 community members confirmed the proposed path.

Forum messaging, but not mobile phone communication, contributed to health efficacy. Theoretical and practical

implications were discussed.
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Introduction

Online communities such as public forums offer a
place for people to find similar others and form
friendships (Peter et al., 2005; Walther & Boyd, 2002).
Having close friends is important to individual well-
being (Chan, 2015; Green-Hamann & Sherblom,
2014). How online relationships develop, therefore,
becomes a crucial research question. Drawing on social
penetration theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Taylor,
1968), this study tries to map the path of
communication channel transitions when relationships
progress. While much research has focused on online-
offline modality switching in online dating (e.g.,
McEwan & Zanolla, 2013), friends meeting online do
not necessarily meet offline; mediated communication
remains the primary channel of interaction. The
contribution of this study thus lies in decoding the
specific communication media used to develop
relationships that started in online settings. It also
provides an alternative, “invisible” path that forum

users gain benefits, compared to the well-studied,
“visible” path of benefiting through content sharing on

the boards (e.g., Mo & Coulson, 2008).

Specifically, the context is set in substance addiction
support forums. It 1s predicted that when members
participate in these forums, they will identify a possible
friend based on user-generated content (public
channels). To mitiate and develop the relationship, they
will then engage in one-to-one conversations with the
target through forum messaging (conceptualized as
“bounded private channels”). When the interactants
build intimacy, they will transit to mobile phone
communication, an intrusive and private channel.
Having close friends will eventually contribute to
individuals’ well-being, as indicated by health efficacy in
the current context.

Making Friends with Strangers in Public Forums
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Many users of public forums are motivated to connect
with others from the same community, and they are
able to do so (Parks & Roberts, 1998; Peter et al.,
2005). Connecting with others 1s a fundamental human
need, and being with similar others provides a sense of
belonging and acceptance (Thoits, 2011). Making
friends online can compensate for a lack of social
connections offline (Mesch & Talmud, 2006; Zywica &
Danowski, 2008). In health contexts such as substance
addiction, people with similar situations can offer
understanding that offline friends and family, lacking
similar experiences, can ill offer (Walther & Boyd,

2002).

As suggested by social penetration theory (Taylor,
1968), the exchange of personal information pushes
mterpersonal relationships to progress. Intimacy level
and the amount and range of information revealed
increase as the relationship develops (Taylor, 1968).
On- and offline, friendship develops through reciprocal

self-disclosure (Gibbs et al., 2006; Peter et al., 2005).

However, not all communication channels are well-
suited for self-disclosure (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Falk
& Wagner, 1985). Increasing intimacy often involves
migrating other online contexts or communication
channels (McEwan & Zanolla, 2013). One-to-one
communication channels indicate higher levels of
privacy and intimacy than public channels (e.g., forum
posting and commenting), and are therefore more
likely to be utilized to develop close relationships than
public channels (Bazarova, 2012; Jiang & Hancock,
2013). For example, dating relationships with online
origins start with self-disclosure and identifying
similarity with each other; then interactants send one-to-
one private website messages; they finally progress to
offline in-person meeting (Baker, 2008). Ttransitioning
from public to private communication channels 1s likely
to happen when the relationship becomes increasingly
Intimate.

In the current study, we further make a nuanced
difference among different private channels and suggest
a forum posting and commenting (public) - forum
messaging (bounded private) - mobile phone (private)
communication channel transition path.

Public, Bounded Private and Private Communication
Channels

Making friends in online forums starts when a target is
identified based on the target’s activities in the forums.
Disclosing private information, thoughts and emotions
1s prevalent in online communities (Malloch & Taylor,
2018; Rains et al., 2015). The self-disclosure in forum
posting increases viewers’ interest in building a
relationship with the poster (Falk & Wagner, 1985).
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Identifying the target thus requires active participation
in the forum, including visiting the forum frequently,

spending time browsing the forum and/or engaging in
posting and commenting (e.g., Best & Krueger, 2006).

After identifying the target, people are likely to initiate
one-to-one conversations with the target, and the private
messaging that commonly built in forums 1s the ideal
channel. Messages sent through the forum messaging
are tailored to the specific recipient. A long text written
for a specific person is much more meaningful for the
recipient than browsing others’ posts aiming at the wide
public (Burke & Kraut, 2016). Additionally, forum
messaging 1s a “bounded private communication
channel” because forum messaging 1s dependent on the
access to the forum, thus if the interactants do not go
on the forum and check the inbox, the communication
will be interrupted. Forum users can also remain
anonymous rather than revealing real identities. Such
characteristics make it easy for the interactants to
withdraw from future interaction if any of the
interactants loses interest in the other.

In sum, individuals identify the target through
participating in online communities. Forum messaging
will be utilized to interact with the target:

H1: Participation in forums (.e., visit
frequency, visit duration, types and duration of activities
on the forum) 1s positively related to using forum
private messaging to communicate with others from the
forum.

Once iteractants build trust and intimacy through
forum messaging, they are likely to go one step further:
connecting on mobile phone. Mobile phone (.e.,
texting, calling) 1s commonly used to communicate with
mtimate social connections (Sheer, 2011). Mobile
phone numbers are private information compared to
online anonymous forum account (Barnes, 2006).
Exchanging mobile phone numbers and texting on
mobile phones thus implies high levels of trust and
intimacy (e.g., Yang et al., 2014). Evidence shows that
mobile phone communication is positively related to
the number of friends one has and the closeness to
one’s friends (Chan, 2015; Ishii, 2017).

Compared to forum messaging, the bounded private
channel, mobile phone is a private communication
channel. Mobile phone is intrusive and calling and
texting does not necessarily require the Internet (Choi
& Toma, 2014). Mobile phones are portable media
channels so that users can interact with each other
whenever and wherever they want (Jiang & Hancock,
2013). Calling on the phone is real-time interaction
(Baker, 2008). When people interact through calling
and messaging on mobile phones, they are expecting a
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reciprocal and dyadic conversation (Ishii, 2015; Quan-
Haase & Young, 2010). Therefore, communication
through mobile phones will be the third channel people
utilize after talking on forum messaging:

H2: Using forum private messaging to connect
with others from the health-related forum is positively
related to using mobile phone to connect with them.

In sum, people will likely follow a public - bounded
private - private trajectory in communication channels
when making friends online.

Effects of Having Close Friends from Online: Health
Efficacy

Having close and intimate friends can contribute to
one’s well-being (Chan, 2015). In health contexts,
health efficacy is an important predictor of well-being
for those who have adverse health conditions or
concerns (Strecher et al., 1986). Health efficacy refers
to the confidence m one’s ability to actively deal with
and improve the health condition (Lee et al., 2008).

Having close friends from online, as indicated by
communicating through mobile phone, could be
beneficial to health efficacy. Close friends who share
the similar health concerns can provide
encouragement, companionship, and comfort, which 1s
beneficial to one’s mental health and general
satisfaction with life (Chan, 2015; Thoits, 2011). Simlar
others can also provide useful advice and role-modeling
that 1s tailored to one’s situation so that the distressed
individual can effectively cope with the situation,
indicating a positive effect on health efficacy (Thoits,
2011). As argued, communicating with intimate friends
was mainly through mobile phones. Thus, mobile
phone interaction can presumably enhance health
efficacy.

Such a hypothesis is important as it proposes an
alternative path through which forum members can
benefit from the forum. Mounting research had
documented how individuals were empowered by
exchanging messages anonymously on the online public
board (Coulson & Greenwood, 2012; Mo & Coulson,
2008). However, the need for connecting to similar
others and expanding social networks (Tanis, 2008;
Walther & Boyd, 2002) may not be sufficiently fulfilled
by content exchange; the proposed communication
channel transition facilitates such goals and ultimately
contributes to coping.

H3: Communication with people from online

health communities through mobile phone is positively
related to health efficacy.
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Method
Sample

An online survey was conducted on Amazon
Mechanical Turk. Qualified participants had to 1) have
used online support forums related to addiction, such
as alcohol, nicotine, cannabis/marijuana, cocaine, or
opioid in the last month; 2) be able to write down the
name of the forum.

A total of 354 respondents finished the survey. There
were more male than female respondents. Age of
respondents ranged from 19 to 73 (M = 30.38, SD =
8.12). Most identified as Caucasian or Asian. The full
demographics profile can be seen in Table 1.

Demographics of the Sample

Characteristics Frequency Proportion
(%)

Sex

Male 221 62.43

Female 133 37.57

Ethnicity

African American 24 6.68

Aslan 140 39.55

Caucasian 155 43.79

Hispanic 24 6.78

American Indian or 19 5.37

Alaska Native

Native Hawanan or 6 1.69

Pacific Islander

Other 4 1.18

Education

Less than high 2 .56

school degree

High school 22 6.21

graduate (high

school diploma or

equivalent

including GED)

Some college but 56 15.82

no degree

Associate degree in -~ 35 9.89

college (2-year)
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Bachelor's degree 169 47.74 Two to three years 55 15.54
in college (4-year)
More than three 95 26.84
Master's degree 67 18.93 years
Doctoral degree 3 85 Not sure 13 3.67
Professional degree 0 0 Note. Respondents were allowed to select more than
(JD, MD) one ethnicity choices.
Marital status Measures
Never married 161 4548 Forum participation was measured on four dimensions:
Married 179 48.59 visit frequency, duration, forum activity and posting
frequency (Batenburg & Das, 201J5). Participants were
Separated 6 1.69 asked on a typical week, how often they visited the
. . forum on a scale from 1 = less than once a week to 5 =
Divorced 1 a.11 multiple times a day. Visit duration was rated on a scale
Widowed 0 0 from 1 = less than 10 minutes to 4 = more than one
hour. Regarding forum activity, participants reported in
Other 4 L.13 last month, whether they: 1 = only read others’ posts, 2
Household Tncome = responded to_others’ posts, 3 = started new topiFs, 4=
started new topic and responded to post. Finally, in
Less than $19,999 102 98.81 post frequency, participants were asked to recall in last
week, how often posted new topics from 1 = none to 4
$20,000 to $49,999 126 35.59 = one time every day or more.
$50,000 t0 $79,999 78 22.08 Forum messaging use was measured by three items: “I
$80,000 or more 48 18.57 sent forum private messages to people on the forum”,
“I got forum private messages from people” and “I had
Substance conversations through forum private messages with
. . people” (Cronbach’s a = .92). Items were rated on a
Alcohol 166 46.89 . . . ] o ”
seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = “never
Nicotine 70 19.77 to 7 = “quite often”. A composite score was created by
(smoking/tobacco) averaging the three items.
Amphetamine 12 3.39 Mobile phone communication was rated on three
items: “I know mobile phone numbers of someone
Cannabis/marijuana 44 12.43 from the forum”, “I chatted on text messaging with
Cocaine 19 5.37 people from the forum” and “I talked to people from
the forum on the phone”. Participants reported on a
Ecstacy 4 1.13 seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = “never”

) to 7 = “quite often”. The items had good consistency
Ethnobotanicals 8 85 (Cronbach’s o = .95). The mean of the three items was
Magic mushrooms 10 9.89 calculated to create a composite score.

Opioid (such as 15 4.94 Health efficacy was measured by a set of five items used
Oxycodone, in Keating and Rains’ (2015) study on a seven point
Demerol, Vicadin, Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = “Completely
etc.) disagree” to 7 = “Completely agree.” An example item
includes, “I am confident I can have a positive effect on
Other 11 8.1 my health.” The measure showed good reliability
Addiction history (Cronbach’s a = .86). Items were averaged to create a
single, composite score.
Less than one year 89 25.14
Demographics. Participants were asked to report their
One to two years 102 28.81
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biological sex, age, ethnicity, income, marital status and
education.
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Results

Structural equation modeling was used to test the
proposed model with the lavaan package in R. Forum
participation was treated as four ordinal variables
predicting forum messaging, which then led to mobile
phone communication, which finally contributed to
health efficacy. Fit indices and modification indices
were obtained to improve the model fit. Correlations
and descriptive data can be seen in Table 2.

Table 2
Correlations, Mean and Standard Deviation of Variables
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Visit frequency 1
2. Visit duration 0%+ ]
3. Activity Ja%wr D4eer ]
4. Posting frequency JSwww 35wk 50%x ]
5. Forum messaging RE e L L S < b |
6. Mobile communication  .11* A1+ o Y A |
7. Health efficacy -.03 002 -07 -07 A4 06 1
M 2.21 2.16 1.88 1.91 3.87 349 521
SD 1.01 .73 .83 .87 1.68 1.93 1.03

Note. Entries of correlations are Pearson’s r. * p <.05,
Fp <0l p<.001

The original model had a fair fit: X2 (9) = 30.21, p <
.001, CFI1=.95, RMSEA =.082, SRMR = .035.
Modification indices suggested that adding a path from
forum messaging to health efficacy can improve the fit
(Ax2 (1) =7.19, p <.01). The post-Hoc model showed
good fit: x2 (8) = 23.03, p = .003, CFI = .96, RMSEA =
.07, SRMR =.039.

The post-hoc model (Figure 1) revealed that forum
activity and post frequency were only two significant
and positive predictors of forum messaging. Thus, H1
was partially supported. As predicted, forum messaging
led to mobile phone communication (H2). Forum
messaging, not mobile phone communication, had
positive effects on health efficacy. Therefore, H3 was
rejected.

Visit Frequency |,
N

TReee = -11 ;
Visit Frequency »  Visit Frequency Visit Frequency

2

z
3
]

Figure 1. Path Model of Effects of Forum Participation
on Health Efficacy. Entries are standardized regression
coefficients; ** p <.01, *** p <.001;

Discussion

The study established the public - bounded private -
private path of channel transitions in online friendship
development. Bounded private channels such as forum
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messaging created a comfortable self-disclosure space,
but allowed interactants to easily withdraw from future
mnteraction; private channels such as mobile phone are
much more intrusive and intimate (Jiang et al., 2013;
Sheer, 2011), signaling high trust and relationship
closeness.

The study revealed that it was members’ forum
activities and posting frequency rather than visit
frequency and duration that contributed to the use of
forum messaging. Active participants will likely be
aware of what other members are like and how forum
features work. Therefore, they are likely to identify a
potential target from the community, and utilize the
forum messaging feature to reach out.

Mobile phone conversations did not help with health
efficacy. One reason could be that mobile phone
communication, compared to forum messaging, no
longer had the particular forum topic as the context,
instead, interactants may discuss topics that were not
relevant to the health condition anymore, thus exerting
no effects on health-related outcomes.

Findings also indicate that participating in support
communities does not necessarily have direct effects on
individual well-being; rather, the participation facilitates
health efficacy through enabling people to connect to
others on forum messaging. Such results echo the
finding on social capital gaining as the mediator
between online social interaction and positive outcomes

(Chan, 2015).

The study contributes to social penetration theory by
revealing that for relationships mnitiated online,
mcreasingly intense self-disclosure drove people to
utilize iIntimate communication channels. Therefore, as
relationship develops, communication channels also
become more and more private and personal (Altman
& Taylor, 1973). Regarding practical implications,
health care practitioners can encourage patients to
participate in online support groups and make
connections through sending forum messaging. Forum
managers can improve messaging features so that
members find them easy to use.

Regarding implications for future research, individuals
use forums in far more diverse and sophisticated ways
than exchanging content on the public boards (e.g.,
Coulson & Greenwood, 2012). We revealed that
members will utilize private messaging to make friends
with members in the community. Future research can
further explore some of the other activities users do in
these communities.

Study limitations include only one type of online
community, substance addiction support forums, was
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examined. Researchers can test if the pattern of
communication channel transitions will be consistent
across different online communities. Other outcomes,
in addition to health efficacy in the current study, could
be included in exploring positive or negative effects of
having online friendships. Even though structural
equation modeling can provide some support to a
sequential path model (Biddle & Marlin, 1987),
longitudinal methods can be adopted to observe the
channel transition patterns and infer the causal
relationships.
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	Note. Respondents were allowed to select more than one ethnicity choices.

