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Abstract

The rapid development of the Internet changes how everyday consumers seek
health information. Health information seeking practice on the Internet is
becoming inevitable, and health communication through social networking
communities is becoming more and more popular. Facebook is one of the most
popular social networking services because of its capability to connect social
networks, realize interaction, and create extended value of collaboration and
information sharing for the society. This study observed 49 Facebook fan
pages for children with disability up to December 31, 2011. With consumer
health informatics as the grounding perspective and content analysis as data
collection and reasoning methods, this study attempted to investigate the
development of the Facebook community, the focus of the platform exchange,
and patterns of interaction. The study shows that “awareness raising” is the
most common types of information posted on the Fan Pages by the community
members. Even though community members didn’t actively participate in “help
seeking”, the interaction on Facebook still realize its role and importance
in health information communication. Other roles include health care
improvement, health promotion, medical decision making, insurance provision,
and medication safety. In addition, members interact most often through “like”,
“comment”, and “share”. Comments are frequently found with evaluative
judgment. The study also provides constructive suggestions for different types
of stakeholders, to better design and provide health information services.

Keywords: Consumer health information; Facebook; Children with disability;
Content analysis; Social support

SUMMARY
The rapid development of the Internet has changed how everyday consumers
seek health information. Seeking health information on the Internet is becoming

* To whom all correspondence should be addressed.
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an inevitable trend, and health communication through social networking
communities is becoming more and more popular. Facebook is one of the most
popular social networking services because of its capabilities to connect social
networks, realize interaction, and create extended value of collaboration and
information sharing for the society. Health communication on Facebook is a
growing practice. Past research has investigated Facebook use for patient support
groups of diabetes mellitus and breast cancer, and revealed that the similarities in
background and health situation of group members would lead to common health
goals.

Patient groups of children with disability should deserve equal opportunities,
rights, and access to health communication on Facebook. With this regard, this
study has observed 49 Facebook fan pages addressing children with disability,
with an observation period lasting from June 1, 2011 to December 31, 2011. With
consumer health informatics as the grounding perspective and content analysis as
data collection and reasoning methods, the researchers of this study attempted
to investigate the roles of Facebook fan pages to patient groups of children with
disabilities, as well as the situation of social support. This study was guided by
two research questions: (1) What are the common types of information posted on
Facebook fan pages for children with disability? and (2) What are the interaction
patterns among members of the Facebook fan pages for children with disabilities?
It is hoped that by identifying the information needs of the patients, families, or
whoever cares about children with disabilities, an awareness of supporting and
care for this group could be raised, and services and related policies can be put
into effect.

In the pilot study conducted prior to data collection, 118 Facebook fan pages
regarding disabilities and operated in Traditional Chinese were found, and only
49 fan pages exclusively for patient groups for children with disabilities were
based in Taiwan. The 49 fan pages were first examined for their activeness and
authority, and later categorized into 13 disability types, ranging from physical
disabilities, sensory disabilities, mental disabilities, to intellectual disabilities.

An analytical framework was developed based on the past research literature
and the operational procedures of content analysis. With two research questions
mentioned above, two research themes were developed to be probed: content of
information shared and member interaction. More specifically, sub themes of
“content of information shared” included types of information posted, types of
social support, types of consumer health information, types of source of consumer
health information, and types of needs; sub themes of “member interaction”
included types of interaction and characteristics of comments posted. Two themes
and the corresponding sub themes were used to guide the development of the
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operational coding scheme. An unobtrusive, descriptive quantitative content
analysis was conducted. The principal researcher along with two additional
coders participated in the data coding and analysis process. In analysis of “content
of information shared” theme, the inter-coder agreement coefficient reached 0.81,
and inter-coder reliability reached 0.93. In analysis of “member interaction”
theme, the intercoder agreement coefficient is 0.72, and inter-coder reliability is
0.89.

Considering the fact that the researchers directly accessed the 49 Facebook
fan pages, and observed and recorded what was shared on the fan pages, this
study was subject to Facebook’s Terms of Service statement “When you publish
content or information using the Public setting, it means that you are allowing
everyone, including people off of Facebook, to access and use that information,
and to associate it with you (i.e., your name and profile picture), and employed
this statement to ensure the legitimacy of data collection. Additionally, this
study was also subject to the Copyright Law of the Republic of China, Article
52, verifying that this study is educational, research-based, and fair use in nature.
It is the current study’s utmost concern to ensure privacy, safety and dignity for
research participants.

Among 49 fan pages under investigation, 12 were for autism, and six were
for intellectual disabilities, developmental disabilities, and general disabilities.
Fan pages for physical disabilities, language disabilities, and learning disabilities
have not yet been established.

In Table 1, we summarized the complete distribution of content type of
information shared. It showed that “awareness raising (28.4%)” is the most
common types of information posted on the fan pages by the community members.
“Social support (19.48%) is proved to help alleviating pressure and sense of
helplessness. Social support can take forms in affection-based, information-
based, and resource-based. Affection-based social support shows empathy
and encouragement through texts, images, as well as audio and video clips.
Information-based social support can be divided into consumer health information
and other types of information. Most commonly found types of consumer health
information are healthcare information (64.71%), preventive health information
(15.90%), others (8.25%), health information provider information (4.58%),
insurance information (3.70%), and drug and medicine information (2.82%).
Resource-based social support (6.04%) provides most substantial benefits for
families with needs. It could take forms in free clinical services or donations.
Marketing and outreach (17.80%) information is for promoting and advertising
members’ activities, and gathering members to strengthen their relationship.



386 Journal of Educational Media & Library Sciences 50 : 3 (Spring 2013)

Table 1 Content Type of
Information Shared

Content type of information shared %

Awareness raising 28.4

Social support 19.48
Marketing and outreach 17.80
Everyday life 16.75
Other related information 7.48
Others 5.79
Help seeking 2.00
Volunteering 1.99

Regarding patterns of members’ interaction, we found that members
interact most often through the “Like”, “Comment”, and “Share” functions on
the Facebook interface. “Like” is a popular way to express support on Facebook.
Comments are frequently found with evaluative judgment. Three most common
types of comments are “delivering opinion (33.46%)”, “expressing emotion
(20.66%)”, and “providing information (9.87%)”. Opinion could be positive,
negative, or neutral. People post an opinion on Facebook to make sure one’s voice
is heard. Expressing emotion on fan pages is common for families with children
with disabilities. Comments for expressing emotion are found in short sentences
and highly empathetic, often accompanied with emoticons. Comments that
provide information diversify and extend the scope of information shared through
posts.

In conclusion, even though community members didn’t actively participate
in “help seeking” through other forms, the interaction on Facebook played an
equivalent role in health information communication. Other contributions of
Facebook communication include health care improvement, health promotion,
medical decision making, insurance provision, and medication safety. Future
research can be designed and conducted by using a diverse approach, such as
employing qualitative interviews or quantitative surveys to investigate members’
goals, motives, and trust of participating in Facebook communication. This
study has also raised awareness regarding information correctness, authority,
and usability, considering the importance of health to life. Last, the role of
online health information should also be defined with perspectives of health
communication, health literacy, and health information quality.

The study also provides constructive suggestions for different types of
stakeholders, for a better design and provision of health information services.
Founders and management members of Facebook groups and fan pages for
children with disabilities are encouraged to transform Facebook fan pages into an
information exchange platform for patients, families, and medical professionals.
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This multi-purpose platform could be used not only for information exchange,
but also for awareness raising and support calling. For family members and
friends of children with disabilities, Facebook should be taken as more than just
a place for social support. Social Media, such as Facebook, has the potential to
expand its role to a consumer health information perspective. This study suggests
that information shared on the fan pages for children with disabilities can be
used to facilitate patients’ health consultation with medical professionals, and to
accelerate healing and recovery process.
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