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ABSTRACT

Adopting the framework of social exchange in researching supportive communication,
this work proposes the concept of support exchange. This dissertation defines support exchange
and discusses how support exchange is similar to and different from instrumental exchange,
which has been the main topic the previous social exchange research. Based on the discussion,
the propositions on the relationship between exchange structure and social solidarity in support
exchange are established. The propositions were tested through a controlled small-group lab
experiment with a 2 (exchange structure: direct reciprocal exchange vs. generalized exchange) x
2 (support type: emotional vs. informational support) design. 285 participants embedded in 95
triads interacted in an online support group following the instructions. Findings from the
experiment and the linguistic analysis of the interaction data show that direct reciprocal support
exchange generates stronger social solidarity, perceived supportiveness, and commitment to the
online group than generalized support exchange does. Limitations and implications of the

findings are discussed.



CHAPTER 1. Overview of the Research of Social Support

Substantial research has demonstrated that having social support from others during
difficult times can enhance people’s physical and mental well-being (for review, see MacGeorge,
Feng, & Burleson, 2011). For example, quality social support can enable people to live healthy
and longer life (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Lakey & Orehek, 2011). More specifically, good social
support can reduce psychological maladjustment, reduce psychological distress, and attenuate the
reactivity of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Hennessy,
Kaiser, & Sachser, 2009; Holahan & Moos, 1981; Lepore, 1992).

With the development of communication technology such as social media, individuals
became able to access social support more easily during hard times. Individuals can not only
connect with their existing social ties more easily (Kim & Lee, 2011; Nabi, Prestin, & So, 2013)
but also seek support from a broader social network bounded by online support groups (Barak,
Boniel-Nissim, & Suler, 2008; Flickinger et al., 2017; Mesch, 2007). This chapter starts with the
review of the research of social support from the psychological, sociological, and communication
perspectives. Then, I review the extant research of supportive communication, conducted in the
general social interaction context and in the specific context of online social interaction. After
the review, I identify the limitations of the current literature on online supportive communication

and report the current project that aims to address some of the limitations with existing literature.

1.1. Definitions of and Perspectives in Studying Social Support
Due to its importance in health and well-being of individuals, social support has been defined
and researched from diverse perspectives. Social support has been defined as information

“leading the subject to believe that [they are] cared for and loved...esteemed and valued...[and]



belongs to a network of communication and mutual obligation” (Cobb, 1976, p. 300). Similarly,
social support has also been defined as a process where two individuals exchange resources that
are “perceived by the provider or the recipient to be intended to enhance the well-being of the
recipient” (Shumaker & Brownell, 1984, p. 11). Some scholars came up with the definitions
specific to different contents of social support, such as emotional, informational, and
instrumental support (Cooke et al., 1988; House, Umberson, & Landis, 1988).

Before social support gained attention from the communication scholars, its importance
on individuals’ well-being had been well-established by the researchers viewing social support
from the psychological and sociological perspectives. Researchers taking the psychological
perspective viewed social support as individuals’ perception of available support (Cohen &
Wills, 1985; Kessler, 1992). Based on the appraisal theory, which views stress as arising from
individuals’ appraisal of the situation instead of from the events themselves (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984), these scholars established that individuals’ perception of the available support
in time of need positively affects physical and mental health (Gruenewald & Seeman, 2010;
Uchino, 2009). With the focus on individuals’ cognitive and emotional process, scholars
adopting this perspective emphasized individuals’ perception of care, value, or positive regard
over the actual supportive behaviors that produce such perceptions. For example, they measured
social support by asking to what extent individuals believe that they have support source
available in time of need (e.g., Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support: Zimet,
Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988).

On the other hand, researchers with the sociological perspective have viewed social
support as an implied outcome of social integration. These researchers established that being a

part of a social network predicts physical and psychological well-being of individuals. They



suggested social support as the mechanism explaining the positive association between social
integration and well-being, assuming that social network accompanies social support and that
being a part of the network means receiving social support (e.g., Hlebec, Mrzel, & Kogovsek,
2009; Lee, Chung, & Park, 2018; Uehara, 1990). In this body of literature, researchers measured
social support by asking to what extent individuals belong to different social groups, such as
family, church, and communities (Berkman et al., 2004; Tkeda & Kawachi, 2010).

Even though the research on social support from the psychological and sociological
perspectives contributed to our understanding of the value of social support, it is limited in some
respects. Instead of directly examining social support as a communication process, it focused on
the antecedent (i.e., social network) or outcome (i.e., perceived support) of social support. Since
it does not focus on the process of social support per se, the research taking the psychological or
sociological perspective does not allow in-depth understanding of how social support is
exchanged or how different forms and types of social support lead to different outcomes. To
address these limitations, communication scholars have applied the communication perspective

to study social support.

1.2. Supportive Communication
The research of social support from the communication perspective is the research of
supportive communication, which widely has been defined as “verbal and nonverbal behavior
produced with the intention of providing assistance to others perceived as needing that aid”
(MacGeorge et al., 2011, p. 317). However, considering that supportive communication involves
both seeking and provision of support (MacGeorge et al., 2011), it can be defined as ‘verbal and

nonverbal behavior produced with the intention of seeking assistance or providing assistance to



others perceived as needing that aid.” This definition emphasizes the interactional nature of
supportive communication instead of viewing supportive communication as one-way giving of
support. In other words, the communication perspective on social support focuses on the process
of giving and receiving support through the exchange of messages. This perspective assumes a
direct connection between the communication behaviors and individuals’ well-being. This
distinguishes the communication perspective from the psychological or the sociological
perspective, which views well-being as an outcome of the perception of available source of such
communication (psychological) or as an outcome of the membership in groups where such
communication can happen (sociological). The communication perspective also views social
support as “an intentional responses to targets’ perceived needs” (MacGeorge et al., 2011, p.
323), which distinguishes it from the psychological or sociological perspective that implies
social support as naturally occurring in social relationships.

With the focus on the direct connection between the communication behaviors and
individuals’ well-being, supportive communication researchers have examined how some types
of supportive communication are more effective than others. In doing this, they have primarily
focused on the effectiveness of the supportive communication episodes happening in dyads,
between a support seeker and a support provider (Feng & Burleson, 2008; Feng, 2009;
Goldsmith & MacGeorge, 2000; MacGeorge et al., 2002). A supportive communication episode
is comprised of the process where an individual seeks support and a helper provides support
through the exchange of messages (Barbee & Cunningham, 1995). Communication scholars
have examined how different factors, such as seeker, provider, and message characteristics, lead
to different outcomes in different phases in a supportive communication episode including

support seeking, support provision, target reaction, and helper response (for reviews, see



MacGeorge et al., 2007; MacGeorge et al., 2011). This body of literature informs us on what
makes some types and forms of supportive communication episodes more effective than others.
1.2.1. Different Types of Support and Their Effectiveness

In examining effective supportive communication, the typology of support by Cutrona
and Russell (1990) has served as an important framework. Cutrona and Russell (1990)
distinguished different types of social support based on the contents of support. According to the
typology, there are five types of support: emotional support, informational support, esteem
support, network support, and tangible support.

Emotional support is defined as “specific lines of communicative behavior enacted by
one party with the intent of helping another cope effectively with emotional distress” (Burleson,
2003, p. 552). It should be noted that there is lack of consensus in definitions of different types
of support; while the definition of emotional support provided above focuses on the support
giver’s intent, some have defined different types of support focusing on their actual content (e.g.,
hug) (House, 1981). One trait of effective emotional support is person-centeredness of the
supportive message (High & Dillard, 2012). Person-centeredness is the degree to which a
message reflects “an awareness of and adaptation to the affective, subjective, and relational
aspects of communication contexts” (Burleson, 1982, p. 305). Through rigorous lab experiments,
person-centeredness is found to be positively affecting the perceived and actual effectiveness of
the emotional support messages. Messages with high person-centeredness are perceived to be
more helpful (Burleson, 2008; Rack et al., 2008; Servaty-Seib & Burleson, 2007), effective
(Kunkel & Burleson, 1999; Bodie, Burleson, & Jones, 2012), and sensitive (Burleson et al.,
2006; Burleson & Mortenson, 2003; Jones & Burleson, 2003). Not only are they perceived to be

higher in quality, but they also lead to better support outcome in terms of improving affect



(Bodie et al., 2012; Jones & Burleson, 2003). The positive effects of the person-centeredness of
supportive messages on the perceived and actual support effectiveness are primarily due to the
cognitive reappraisal experienced by support receivers. Once they receive emotional support,
support receivers reappraise the problematic situation in more positive ways, and thus,
experience transition in their emotional states (Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Jones & Wirtz,
2006). Messages with high person-centeredness facilitate this process by encouraging the support
receivers to “reflect on, talk about, and understand” their feelings (MacGeorge et al., 2011, p.
334).

Informational support is the provision of relevant information intended to help a person
cope with problems or difficulties (Burleson, 1982; Cutrona & Russell, 1990). In examining
effective informational support, communication scholars have particularly focused on advice,
defined as the “messages that make recommendations about what to do, think, or feel in response
to a problematic situation” (MacGeorge et al., 2011, p. 335). Depending on the advice content,
the outcome may vary. For example, including politeness, response efficacy, feasibility, absence
of limitation, and confirmation in advice positively predicted the perceived effectiveness of the
advice (MacGeorge et al., 2004; Feng & MacGeorge, 2010). Advice response theory (Feng &
MacGeorge, 2010) emphasizes the importance of these content characteristics over source
characteristics, such as expertise, liking, and trust, in affecting the advice outcome. The sequence
of the contents affects the advice outcome as well. According to the integrated model of advice
giving (Feng, 2009), advice constructed in the sequence of emotional support, problem inquiry
and analysis, advice giving is evaluated more positively compared to the advice constructed in
other sequences. This line of work shows that effective advice not only serves the function of

informational support but also addresses the support receivers’ emotional need.



Esteem support, defined as the support “focused on enhancing how others feel about
themselves and their attributes, abilities, and accomplishments” (Holmstrom, 2012, p. 78), has
gained attention from the communication researchers relatively recently. Esteem support
increases recipients’ self-esteem after experiencing esteem-threatening situations such as job loss
(Holmstrom, 2012). Holmstrom and Burleson (2011) proposed the cognitive-emotional theory of
esteem support messages (CETESM), which posits that effective esteem support is support that
modifies the support receivers’ attributions and appraisals about the self-esteem threatening
events. According to the theory and the following empirical tests, esteem support messages that
are more emotion-focused and inductive (vs. assertive) are perceived to be more helpful
(Holmstrom & Burleson, 2011; Holmstrom, Russell, & Clare, 2013). Also, some contents of
esteem support (e.g., minimization, caring expressions, and praise) were perceived as more
helpful than other contents of esteem support (Holmstrom, 2012).

Network support, also known as social integration, is a type of support making
individuals feel they are “a part of a group whose members have common interests and
concerns” (Cutrona & Russell, 1990, p. 322). The positive effects of network support are well-
studied, such as facilitating the success of newly founded businesses (Briider] & Preisendorfer,
1998) and helping the treatment of alcoholic patients (Litt, Kadden, Kabela-Cormier, and Petry,
2007). Tangible support is the provision of concrete instrumental resources such as financial
assistance and physical help with tasks. The exchange of tangible support has been studied in
diverse contexts such as patients with different types of disease (Hirschman & Bourjolly, 2005;
Woloshin et al., 1997) and older adults (Coffman, 2008; Friedman & King, 1994). However, we

have relatively limited understanding on how some types of the network or tangible support are



more effective than others, compared to the understanding we have on effective emotional,
informational, and esteem support.
1.3. Online Supportive Communication

Growth of the Internet has affected how people give and receive social support in
significant ways (Mesch, 2007). It not only facilitated more frequent supportive communication
with existing social connections but also enabled supportive communication with a large network
of strangers sharing a hardship. Indeed, much of social support these days happens online,
including in Social Network Sites (SNSs), online forums on specific topics (e.g.,

https://www.dailystrength.org/), and subcommunities organized by areas of interest under larger

websites (e.g., subreddits in Reddit, Facebook groups) (Pew Research Center, 2015).
1.3.1. Characteristics of Online Supportive Communication

Some characteristics of online supportive communication make it more advantageous
than the supportive communication happening in face-to-face. First, individuals can be
anonymous and less visible. In most of the platforms where online supportive communication
happens, users can remain anonymous to some extent, either by using pseudonyms or being
completely anonymous. Even on the platforms where individuals use their real names (e.g.,
Facebook groups), individuals can remain invisible, thus can express themselves more openly
(Suler, 2004). The online disinhibition effect (Suler, 2004) enables individuals to seek and
provide support more easily online, as individuals are less hesitant to engage in self-disclosure
online, especially when the problem is about sensitive topics (Rains & Young, 2009; Walther &
Boyd, 2002). Some interfaces adopt the social identification strategies that deemphasize users’
individual differences and promotes the sense of membership, which can encourage participants’

contribution (Walther & Jang, 2012).



Second, supportive communication can happen asynchronously online. Unlike in face-to-
face settings where support seeking and giving happen in real time, in online, support receivers
and givers can choose to engage in the communication whenever they want to. This
characteristic also invites the online disinhibition effect, as individuals do not have to worry
about an immediate reaction from others during seeking and providing support. In the situations
where supportive communication happens in a group of people, the freedom to leave and reenter
the group may facilitate individuals’ voluntary engagement with groups by reducing negative
emotions that group communication process often stimulates, such as anxiety and nervousness
(Barak, Boniel-Nissim, & Suler, 2008).

Third, individuals can engage in supportive communication within a large social network.
In off-line, supportive communication often happens in a dyad, and even when happening in a
support group, the group size is limited to 10-15 due to the limitations of face-to-face
communication. In contrast, the number of the participants in the supportive communication is
unlimited online. With the mass-personal characteristics, online platforms allow individuals to
seek support from the unspecified mass audience, and anyone in the group can be a potential
support provider (Turner, Grube, & Meyers, 2001). Unlike in off-line where most of social
support comes from strong ties, in online, individuals can access social support from a larger
number of weak ties (Colineau & Paris, 2010). Even though people may feel less close to the
weak ties, these heterogeneous weak ties can be beneficial in providing new information and
diverse point of view (Adelman, Parks, & Albrecht, 1987; Granovetter, 1973). With the
advantages, online supportive communication has gained much attention from the scholars. In
the next section, I review the extant research on online supportive communication.

1.3.2. Existing Research on Online Supportive Communication

10



1.3.2.1. Describing Online Support Contents

First, some studies described the contents of the supportive messages online. Most of
these studies were conducted in the context of health-related support groups on Twitter and
Reddit on diverse topics such as eating disorder (Eichhorn, 2008), weight loss (Turner-McGrievy
& Tate, 2013), cancer (Myrick, Holton, Himelboim, & Love, 2016), HIV (Coursaris & Liu,
2009; Mo & Coulson, 2008), pregnancy (Hether et al., 2016), Parkinson’s disease (Attard &
Coulson, 2012), and quitting cannabis use (Sowles et al., 2017). Many of these studies are
exploratory and low in external validity, as they focus on describing the contents of the support
in relation to the specific context examined. One trend that is generally observed across the
diverse contexts is that informational support, followed by emotional support, is the most
frequently exchanged type of support in online support groups (Eichhorn, 2008; Turner-
McGrievy & Tate, 2013; Myrick et al., 2016; Coursaris & Liu, 2009; Mo & Coulson, 2008;
Hether et al., 2016; Coulson, 2005; Coulson, Buchanan, & Aubeeluck, 2007).

Considering that seeking support from the unspecified large audience online is different
from seeking support from family or close friends in face-to-face, some studies described the
support seeking strategies used by support seekers in online support groups. For example,
Buehler (2017) identified several strategies (e.g., redirecting attention to others, projecting
optimism) people used to seek emotional support while avoiding violating group norms on
Facebook. Sharing experiences and directly requesting for information were also identified as the
support seeking strategies used in online support groups (Eichhorn, 2008).
1.3.2.2. Outcomes of Online Supportive Communication

Engaging in online supportive communication has positive effects on individuals’

physical and psychological well-being (Rains & Young, 2009). A large body of research has
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examined the effects of using social technology in general, such as Facebook use or number of
friends on SNS, on perceived social support (e.g., Nabi et al., 2013; Seo, Kim, & Yang, 2016;
Kim & Lee, 2011; Oh, Ozkaya, & LaRose, 2014). This line of research points to the positive
effect of using social technology on individuals’ perceived support. However, this body of
literature is not in the scope of the dissertation considering that the current dissertation focuses
on the communication process with the specific purpose of seeking and providing support
instead of the perceived support as a result of general social interaction.

Through pre- and post- interaction surveys, some studies found the causal effect of
engaging in online supportive communication on individuals’ coping. Rain & Young (2009), in
their meta-analysis of 28 intervention studies, concluded that participation in online support
groups contributed to the increased social support and self-efficacy to manage one’s health
condition. Also, an intervention study (Turner et al., 2013) found that receiving more emotional
support on e-mail from the healthcare providers enhanced health outcomes in diabetes patients.

Incorporating text analysis in the research enabled researchers to understand specific
types of supportive communication that are more beneficial than others. In specific, reappraising
one’s emotion and cognition while seeking and providing support online positively affected
individuals’ psychological well-being (Han et al., 2008; Han et al., 2011; Shaw, Han, Hawkins,
McTavish, & Gustafson, 2009). During an intervention program where breast cancer patients
participated in a support group, individuals’ insightful disclosure, measured through LIWC,
improved emotional well-being and reduced negative mood (Shaw et al., 2009). Similarly,
expressing positive emotion in online breast cancer support group increased psychological
benefits (Han et al., 2008; Han et al., 2011).

1.3.2.3. Effective Online Supportive Communication

12



Some studies examined the properties of the effective online supportive communication.
First, previous interaction history among other users affects the quality of the supportive
messages provided in online support groups. Unlike in supportive communication happening in
face-to-face, individuals often can see previous interaction history among other members in
online platforms. When writing a comment on a support seeking post, support providers can read
and be affected by the preceding posts and comments. For example, support providers wrote
more supportive comments when previous comments on the post were more supportive (Li &
Feng, 2015). Also, appreciative replies from the support recipient to previous supportive
comments solicited more supportive responses (Li, Feng, & Wingate, 2018).

Second, social context cues in the support seeking posts affects the likelihood of
receiving support and the quality of the support. In online, individuals use the social context cues
available on the platform, such as the information in user profiles and the bandwagon cues, to
form impression on others (Walther, 2011). This impression formed on the support seeker can
affect the quality of the support one provides. Support providers wrote support messages higher
in person-centeredness, politeness, and self-disclosure when the support seeking posts included
more personal cues (e.g., portrait in the profile picture, first name in the username) (Li, Feng, Li
& Tan, 2015; Feng, Li, & Li, 2016). Also, support providers provided support higher in person-
centeredness when the support seeker’s profiles were more negatively valenced (Youngvorst &
High, 2018). Not only the social context cues the support seekers use to present themselves, such
as profile picture and username, but also the cues indicating the other users’ reaction to the
support seeking posts affect the support provision behaviors. For example, individuals were more

likely to forward and contribute to the support threads when the bandwagon cues, such as the
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number of views, replies, and shares, indicated a greater popularity of the thread (Kim & Sundar,
2011).
1.3.3. Online Support Groups

An important phenomenon related to online supportive communication is online support
groups. While some types of online supportive communication happen dyadically through direct
messaging, the rise of social media facilitated supportive communication in groups. Supportive
communication can happen in groups in diverse types of online platforms, such as Facebook
Timeline and Twitter where one uploads a support seeking post and multiple friends comment.
However, online support group is a specific type of social space that is formed and maintained
with a specific purpose of helping members recover from a distressful situation. Online support
groups are voluntary collectivities whose members seek and provide social support on a topic of
shared interest (Sproull, 2004). In online support groups, individuals who often do not know
each other join virtual communities to “transmit and obtain information, provide and receive
emotional support, socialize and form interpersonal relationships, and experience comradeship
with others sharing a similar distress” (Barak et al., 2008, p. 1868). They are distinguished from
therapy groups, in that they do not involve targeted professional manipulation or trained
professional leaders and that members can join or leave at any time (Barak et al., 2008).

Online support groups are important phenomena considering their prevalence and
positive impact on individuals. Since their emergence in the 1990s, online support groups have
grown into a mass social phenomenon, existing on almost all possible topics such as cancer,
dyslexia, divorce, and caregiving (Fox, 2012). Support groups can help individuals’ coping by
allowing emotional comfort from others sharing feeling and experience, opportunities to become

both a helper and a receiver, and downward comparison with other members in worse situations
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than their own (Cohen et al., 2000). They can be especially helpful for those who are socially
disadvantaged. People who lack social support in off-line or socially disadvantaged were
benefited to a greater extent by the online support groups than those who have abundant social
support from family and friends (Rains & Keating, 2011; van Ingen & Wright, 2016; DeAndrea,
2015).

The findings from the studies of the supportive communication between dyads can be
transferred to the supportive communication happening in support groups, as supportive
interaction between a dyad can be embedded in support groups. For example, in a support group
for the caregivers of cancer patients, a member may provide informational support to another
member who seeks support. However, online support groups require attention from the
communication researchers as a separate research topic, as dyadic supportive communication and
supportive communication in support groups differ in their components as well as the
mechanisms guiding their effectiveness. For example, in a support group, where one is placed in
the network of members predicted the quality of the support one gets and the diversity of the
source of support (Pan et al., 2017). Also, the pattern of from whom one receives support from
and to whom one gives support to predicted the perceived support (Uehara, 1990). Such
characteristics of support groups as network characteristics and exchange structure are not in the
scope of examination when studying dyadic supportive communication. The frameworks from
the fields of organizational communication and social network can be especially helpful,
considering the theoretical perspectives developed in the fields to study the interactions

happening in groups.

1.4. Limitations with the Current Research on Online Supportive Communication

15



Even though online supportive communication has been researched from diverse
perspectives, the current research is limited in several respects. First, most of the studies have the
predictors and outcomes operating on the level of individual support episodes between a dyad.
They focused on answering how information available to a support giver at the time of the
support provision affects the quality of the specific supportive message (Li & Feng, 2015; Li,
Feng, & Wingate, 2018; Feng, Li, & Li, 2013; Li, Feng, Li & Tan, 2015; Youngvorst & High,
2018). However, social support rarely is a one-time event where one either gives or receives
support. Instead, it often happens in a group through a complex and dynamic process where
individuals act as both givers and receivers over time (Uehara, 1990). In o