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Abstract 
Social media platforms offer a supportive environment 
for help-seeking and collaborative problem-solving. 
Despite extensive research on help-seeking behavior, 
it has largely overlooked the role of explicitness-
implicitness in the request for help, particularly to 
meet users’ support needs. This study aims to address 
this gap by investigating how needs for informational 
support versus emotional support are associated with 
explicit versus implicit help-seeking behavior in social 
media self-disclosure. We further examine how these 
behaviors impact community agreement (i.e., peers’ 
acknowledgement and supportive feedback). We 
propose and test hypotheses using data collected from 
representative social media communities focused on 
domestic violence, and the findings support most of 
our hypotheses. This work contributes to online help-
seeking theory, including work on motivational 
interviewing, and provides practical insights for 
fostering community support. 

 
Keywords: Explicit/implicit Help Seeking, Support 
Needs, Community Agreement, Domestic Violence 

1. Introduction  

Social media platforms enable instant access to a 
global network of individuals who are likely to share 
similar interests and experience comparable issues. 
For individuals facing personal challenges such as 
domestic violence (Aldkheel et al., 2021), social 
media offers a valuable channel for 24/7 help-seeking 
and support in a largely collaborative, anonymous 
environment. This accessibility is even more crucial 
for those individuals lacking access to traditional 
resources such as in-person counseling (Zhang et al., 
2025).  Therefore, online social media communities 

can provide an alternative platform for vulnerable 
individuals seeking support and ideas for change.  

People self-disclose difficult problems for a 
variety of reasons, such as to learn, build connections, 
process emotions, and seek support (e.g., 
informational, emotional and instrumental) (Bazarova 
& Choi, 2014; Laurenceau et al., 1998; Pennebaker, 
1997). Self-disclosure has been linked to the 
motivation of help-seeking (Alasmari & Zhou, 2021). 
In addition, help-seeking behavior has been 
conceptualized along two dimensions: instrumental 
versus emotional, and autonomous versus dependent  
(Cornally & McCarthy, 2011); however, the 
dimension of explicit versus implicit help-seeking 
behavior have not been addressed in the literature. 

In the current study, we define explicitness as the 
extent of clarity and directness with which a need for 
support is communicated. Explicit help-seeking 
behaviors involve direct requests for support. In 
contrast, implicit help-seeking refers to individuals 
attempting to gain support, assistance, or solutions to 
problems without directly or explicitly requesting help 
from others. Differences in the explicit versus implicit 
help-seeking requests likely impacts how other 
community members respond to such requests as 
related work suggests that direct or explicit requests 
for help are more likely to be responded to positively 
(Flynn & Lake, 2008); in short, if you need help, it is 
best to ask for it explicitly. Theoretically, direct 
requests for help may also signify a readiness to 
change and a greater openness to the community’s 
collective wisdom, as predicted by the theory of 
change (Prochaska et al., 2013).  
     To bridge the literature gaps, this study examines 
the relationship between specific support needs and 
explicit versus implicit help-seeking requests in social 
media disclosures. Additionally, we analyze the 
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differential impact of these help-seeking behaviors on 
community agreement. Theoretically, explicit or direct 
requests should be more likely to elicit support as 
compared to implicit requests (Flynn & Lake, 2008). 
Moreover, explicit, but not implicit, help-seeking will 
elicit greater community agreement. To test the 
hypotheses, we use domestic violence as our case 
study because the sensitivity and trauma associated 
with this issue makes anonymous social media 
communities a preferred method for seeking help.  

This study provides several key contributions to 
literature. First, it is the first study that examines the 
role of explicit versus implicit help-seeking in 
addressing support needs in social media self-
disclosure. These help-seeking behaviors offer a new 
lens for examining how to encourage community 
members to meet support needs. These insights can 
further inform more effective interventions and 
counseling strategies.  Second, beyond its novel 
perspective on online help-seeking, this study 
contributes theoretically by demonstrating the 
interplay of distinct, yet non-mutually exclusive, help-
seeking behaviors in navigating online support.  Last 
but not the least, we uncover the relationship between 
help-seeking explicitness/implicitness and community 
agreement, which offer important research and 
practical implications.  

2. Background and Related Work  

2.1. Support Needs 

Social media use has served as a coping 
mechanism to meet multifaceted support needs. 
including informational, emotional, social, and 
instrumental assistance (Aldkheel & Zhou, 2023; 
Chen & Lemmer, 2025), as well as esteem, network, 
and tangible support (De Choudhury & De, 2014; Lee 
et al., 2023). In particular, informal 
supporters/community members can  offer emotional 
assistance by listening and affirming the survivor's 
feelings, provide informational help through practical 
advice and coping strategies, or give instrumental aid 
in the form of concrete resources like financial help or 
safe housing (Mahapatro et al., 2021; Sylaska & 
Edwards, 2014).  

2.2. Help-Seeking Behavior 

The process of help-seeking behavior is largely 
characterized by three attributes: being problem 
focused, taking intentional action, and engaging in 
interpersonal interaction (Cornally & McCarthy, 

2011). Researchers have discussed the importance of 
improving help-seeking behavior, especially 
concerning health-related issues (Alasmari & Zhou, 
2024; Cornally & McCarthy, 2011). For instance, in 
the context of mental illness, help-seeking “is a 
process of translating the very personal domain of 
psychological distress to the interpersonal domain of 
seeking help” (Rickwood et al., 2005, p.1). It is about 
“communicating with other people to obtain help in 
terms of understanding, advice, information, treatment 
and general support in response to a problem or 
distressing experience” (Rickwood et al., 2005, p.4).  

However, literature has not yet examined the 
explicitness versus implicitness of help-seeking 
behavior. In addition to directly asking for help, social 
media users seeking online support may express their 
needs in an implicit way through expressions of 
helplessness or confusion, indicating that they do not 
know what to do or ask. As a result, looking at 
information-seeking behavior as a whole does not 
provide adequate information about the requestor’s 
experiences and their readiness to receive various 
types of support from the community (Park et al., 
2016). Moreover, help-seeking behavior has 
commonly been measured using questionnaires  
(Rickwood et al., 2005), but this self-reported data is 
limited in scalability and reliability, particularly within 
social media contexts. Furthermore, the relationship 
between the type of help-seeking (explicit vs. implicit) 
and the level of community agreement is not yet 
understood. 

2.3. Self-Disclosure in Social Media 

To overcome the limitations of self-reported data, 
researchers have employed content analysis to 
understand the nature of self-disclosure in social 
media posts. For example, (Lee et al., 2023) categorize 
self-disclosure into demographic, location, and health 
information types, etc.; (Zou et al., 2024) created a 
scheme comprised of information, thoughts, and 
feeling categories; and (Yang et al., 2017) 
differentiates self-disclosure into positive and negative 
types based on emotion polarity. However, these 
existing schemas overlook a crucial dimension: 
whether help-seeking requests are explicit or implicit. 
This study addresses that gap by analyzing the role of 
explicit and implicit help-seeking within social media 
disclosures in meeting support needs. 

2.4. Domestic Violence 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has 
defined domestic violence as "physical violence, 

Page 382



sexual violence, stalking, and psychological 
aggression (including coercive acts) by a current or 
former intimate partner (Huecker et al., 2025). 
Domestic violence is a serious public health problem 
affecting millions of people in the U.S. each year. It is 
reported that almost 1 in 2 women and more than 40 
percent men in the U.S. experience sexual violence, 
physical violence, and/or stalking victimization by an 
intimate partner at some point in their lifetime (Leemis 
et al., 2022). It adversely affects the victim’s health, 
safety, and quality of life. Further, domestic violence 
has a significant social impact on the victim. For 
example, domestic violence can disrupt family 
dynamics and lead to the breakdown of family 
relationships, further affecting all family members, 
including children (Holt et al., 2008).  

Owing to technological advancements, social 
media platforms have become a viable venue for 
domestic violence survivors to share their personal 
experiences, disclose trauma, and seek various types 
of support (Aldkheel et al., 2021; Subramani et al., 
2018). In this study, we choose domestic violence 
disclosure posts as the study context for understanding 
and characterizing survivors’ support needs and help-
seeking behavior. 

3. Hypothesis Development 

The primary objective of this study is to 
investigate how explicit and implicit help-seeking 
behaviors are used to meet different support needs in 
social media self-disclosure. In this study, we focus on 
the needs of informational support and emotional 
support (Mahapatro et al., 2021; Sylaska & Edwards, 
2014) because they have received the most attention 
(Biyani et al., 2014) and are more likely to occur in an 
anonymous online environment. A secondary 
objective is to assess the impact of these help-seeking 
behaviors on community agreement, which refers to 
the acknowledgement and supportive feedback given 
by group members or peers within a social media 
community in response to shared content.  

Explicit help-seeking refers to direct, clear 
messages, such as written statements or direct requests 
for help. It is worth noting that explicitness in help-
seeking is not limited to an interrogative syntactic 
structure by asking direct questions about specific 
needs (e.g., P1) but can also include declarative 
statements expressing a need for specific support (e.g., 
P2), where ‘P’ denotes social media posts hereafter.  

• P1: “Can he post bail? His parents will if it’s 
allowed. Is he going to lose his job?”  

• P2: “I also want to ask if it is okay that I still 
love her and my twisted family even though 
they have hurt me...”  

• P3: “"I'm looking for advice about how to 
handle this situation and mainly I want to 
know if there's any alternative to filing a 
police report that will document what is 
happening and what he's doing and how he's 
threatening me.” 

Implicit help-seeking is where a user may hint at 
a support need without stating it directly. It involves 
subtle, unspoken or unwritten cues, which may require 
inferences based on context and shared knowledge to 
figure out the intended meaning or support needs. For 
example, a user may not know what to do in specific 
situations (e.g., P4 and P5).  

• P4: “I don't know what to do.” 
• P5: “No money to get to work next week and 

I don’t know what to do.” 
While distinct, the two categories can co-exist 

within the same social media posts (e.g., P6). Such a 
blend allows users to convey nuanced needs and 
manage the complexities of their situations and online 
interactions. It may also help users mitigate the risks 
of rejection and exposure to judgment while still 
signaling for help.  

• P6: "I really don't know what to do because if 
it wasn't him then i am truly going crazy but 
if it was him which i am almost certain it was, 
what can i do?" 

In the rest of this section, we will develop 
hypotheses by drawing on related theories. Our 
research model is presented in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. The research model 
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3.1. Explicit Help-Seeking 

According to the stage process model of help-
seeking behavior (Cornally & McCarthy, 2011), 
individuals are expected to first identify the need, 
problem, or distressing experience, then direct actions 
to seek support in response to the identified problem, 
and finally get the results of support seeking. The need 
for informational support includes receiving 
knowledge, advice, guidance, suggestions, or useful 
facts to help an individual understand and cope with a 
problem (House, 1981). Its goal is to equip the person 
with the information needed to solve a problem, make 
a decision, or navigate a challenging situation.  

In explicit help-seeking, a user clearly and 
specifically states her problem, the emotions she is 
feeling, and the type of support she/he is 
seeking.  Information-seeking behavior research 
(Wilson, 1997) and cognitive load theory (Sweller, 
1988) suggest that explicit questions serve crucial 
mental processing functions in online communities. 
An explicit help-seeking behavior allows others to 
provide relevant, targeted, and actionable support, 
whereas vague cries for help often receive generic 
responses ("Hope you feel better!"). In addition, 
explicit help-seeking minimizes the risk that other 
community members will misunderstand the nature or 
severity of the problem so that they can offer the 
relevant information. More clear and direct 
articulation of support needs in social media 
communities can lead to more informed responses. 
This is especially evident in online health or public 
health communities, where information accuracy is 
crucial (Alasmari & Zhou, 2024). For instance, 
structured questions allow users to limit the scope of 
information they receive, making complex problem-
solving more manageable  (Wilson, 1997). Well-
defined questions minimize ambiguity, enabling 
responders to provide more accurate, tailored answers 
that address the questioner's specific needs. 
Furthermore, when users ask specific questions, they 
effectively manage cognitive load by paying attention 
to the most relevant aspects of a problem. Explicit 
requests may also signal that the survivor is ready to 
use the information and make changes in their 
situation or response. 

In communities based on shared identify, gaining 
acceptance within the group is crucial for members 
who wish to participate in topic-related exchanges 
(Hornsey et al., 2007). It is important for members to 
conform to community norms (Hornsey et al., 2007). 
Many social media platforms have developed 
community expectations that favor explicit questions. 
This is because clear communication helps enhance 

the overall functioning of a community and creates 
more efficient information-sharing environments.  

Given the multifold benefits that explicitness can 
potentially provide in informational support seeking, 
including cognitive and information-processing 
efficiency, improving relevance of community 
responses, and cultivating effective community norms, 
we propose the following hypothesis: 
H1. The need for informational support will be 
positively associated with explicit help-seeking 
behavior in social media communities. 

The need for emotional support is motivated 
primarily by the need for validation, empathy, care, 
encouragement, and emotional comfort (Cohen & 
Wills, 1985). The provision of emotional support is 
viewed as the principal function of online health 
communities (Biyani et al., 2014; Khanpour et al., 
2018). This type of support is primarily relational and 
affect-oriented, aiming for alleviating emotional 
distress, improving mood, and increasing feelings of 
self-worth.  

Social support theory (Cohen & Wills, 1985) 
states that individuals are in need of emotional 
resonance and a sense of belongingness. Compared 
with informational support which attempts to resolve 
specific problems or to meet specific information 
needs, individuals seeking emotional support often 
express feelings, concerns, or struggles in more open-
ended and inward-looking ways. In addition, those 
seeking emotional support are more likely to engage 
in cathartic expression than to explicitly seek answers, 
as their primary goal is emotional relief rather than 
problem-solving and/or directive responses. This may 
lead them to use more generalized expressions of 
distress rather than explicit expressions. Furthermore, 
while users share personal experiences and feelings 
without framing them as explicit help-seeking 
behavior during emotional disclosure, it creates 
opportunities for empathy and connection. Therefore, 
we propose that: 
H2. The need for emotional support will be negatively 
associated with explicit help-seeking behavior in 
social media communities. 

The large volume of information available in 
social media communities can overwhelm users. 
Community members need to not only choose the type 
of help-seeking behavior to engage in but also gain 
community agreement on their requests. Explicit help-
seeking behavior can facilitate individuals filtering 
through the noise by providing a focused direction for 
both support seekers and support providers. Clarity 
and specificity of the expressed support needs help 
improve understanding and interaction efficiency, 
potentially gain more positive feedback in online 
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interactions. Well-defined, explicit questions are 
expected to receive more favorable responses because 
they minimize ambiguity (Arguello et al., 2006), 
allowing responders to focus on addressing the exact 
support needs identified.  

Studies have shown that explicit questions 
consistently generate higher-quality responses in 
online communities (Alasmari & Zhou, 2024). Users 
who explicitly express their informational support 
needs are expected to increase their chance of 
receiving actionable suggestions. Such positive 
feedback also encourages other community members 
to adopt explicit behavior themselves as they continue 
to participate online. Therefore, explicit help-seeking 
may be reinforced within a community, cultivating 
community agreement that promotes constructive 
feedback and mutual support. Our next hypothesis is 
stated as follows: 
H3. Explicit help-seeking behavior will be positively 
associated with community agreement. 

3.2. Implicit Helping-Seeking 

People who look for informational support may 
make a general statement about not knowing what to 
do. Implicit seeking of needed support by revealing 
confusion or by stating that one does not know what to 
do in online communities can serve as a form of 
authentic self-disclosure and vulnerability. Sharing 
vulnerabilities helps create deeper and more trusting 
relationships  (Jourard, 1971).  Self-disclosure can 
shift information from hidden or unknown areas to 
shared spaces, increasing self-awareness and 
relational closeness (Luft & Ingham, 1961).    

People who have informational support needs 
may not know anyone else in social media 
communities. As a result, they face uncertainty in their 
initial interaction with the community. Given the 
importance of initial interactions for shaping 
relationships, people are motivated to make strategic 
choices to reduce uncertainty (Berger & Calabrese, 
2006). High levels of uncertainty prompt more 
information-seeking behaviors and lower levels of 
intimacy (Berger & Calabrese, 2006). According to 
social support theory (Cohen & Wills, 1985), 
receiving social support that enhances the abilities of 
individuals to cope with stresses and challenges has a 
positive effect on their well-being. Individuals who 
have the need for informational support can use 
implicit help-seeking as a strategic move to help them 
gain clarity and retain a sense of control. It may further 
invite collaborative problem-solving, where 
community members share their knowledge and 
experiences to help each other navigate challenges. 
Thus, we propose that: 

H4. The need for informational support is positively 
associated with implicit help-seeking behavior in 
social media communities. 

When individuals reach out for emotional 
support, they may be looking for validation, 
perspective, or reassurance. Focusing on the emotional 
side of social support, emotional support may 
indirectly help solve problems (Pfeil & Zaphiris, 2009; 
Wu et al., 2019). However, the role of emotional 
support in patients’ taking active role in medical 
decision-making is found to be moderated by their 
level of education (Brabers et al., 2016). People with a 
middle and high level of education have a more 
positive attitude towards taking an active role in 
medical decision making, irrespective of the level of 
emotional support available (Brabers et al., 2016).  

Disclosing the need for emotional support can be 
crucial in helping individuals manage feelings of 
stress, anxiety, or frustration (Cohen & Wills, 1985), 
regardless of whether they know what to do next. 
Seeking emotional support can provide space for 
individuals to explore their thoughts and feelings (X. 
Hu et al., 2022). In addition, the need for emotional 
support does not necessarily indicate a lack of 
direction, but rather a desire to process emotions 
effectively and enhance one’s confidence. While 
articulating confusion or uncertainty through implicit 
help-seeking can elicit encouragement or empathy 
without needing to identify a clear course of action, 
actively seeking emotional more directly contributes 
to an individual’s psychological well-being (Biyani et 
al., 2014; Xuan Hu et al., 2022). Thus, we propose the 
next hypothesis as follows. 
H5. The need for emotional support will not be 
associated with implicit help-seeking behavior in 
social media communities. 

As stated earlier, asking questions is the dominant 
activity in some online communities (Li et al., 2015), 
particularly in those focusing on information sharing. 
Research on question-answering platforms highlights 
the importance of question clarity for eliciting high-
quality responses (Alasmari & Zhou, 2024). In 
contrast, implicit help-seeking behavior might 
generate shallow rather than thoughtful, deeper, and 
more meaningful responses, lowering the chance of 
community agreement.  

Implicit help-seeking behavior might undermine 
the perception of authenticity in online communities. 
Trust is vital for maintaining positive relationships and 
engagement in online communities. The more trust an 
individual has in a community, the more likely he or 
she would be to seek advice from it (Wu et al., 2019), 
which further reinforces community members’ 
commitment. If community members perceive help-
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seekers as insincere, they may respond negatively or 
ignore his or her request, lowering the overall quality 
of community interactions. 

According to Cooperative Principle (Grice, 
1975), particularly the maxim of clarity, effective 
communication requires speakers to be clear and 
unambiguous. Users participating in these 
communities internalize these norms and practices to 
maximize the efficiency and relevance of their 
interactions. In contrast, when online help-seeking 
behavior violates this maxim by being vague, other 
community members may provide generic or less 
relevant responses due to possible misinterpretation or 
lack of sufficient information to interpret the help-
seeker’s needs and tailor their response. This may lead 
to community disapproval, prompting others to 
downvote or ignore the help-seeker’s support needs 
altogether. Thus, our last hypothesis is stated as: 
H6. Implicit help-seeking will be negatively 
associated with community agreement. 

4. Method   

4.1. Dataset 

We selected Reddit as the primary data source for 
this study due to its prominence as a social media 
platform with diverse and active communities, known 
as subreddits. These subreddits facilitate social news 
aggregation, content evaluation, and interactive 
discussions (Jungherr et al., 2022). Our study focuses 
on the top five moderated subreddits: 
“domesticviolence,” “AbuseInterrupted,” 
“abusesurvivors,” “abusiverelationships,” and 
“emotionalabuse.” These subreddits were chosen 
because of their relevance and active user participation 
in discussions related to domestic violence and abuse. 

We retrieved public posts and comments from 
these subreddits from April to June 2024 using the 
RedditHarbor Python package. From this collection, 
we identified posts with non-empty bodies and then 
randomly selected 579 for our data analysis. 

4.2. Manual Content Analysis 

We conducted manual content analysis of social 
media posts to identify and categorize help-seeking 
behavior and support needs. This is because while the 
use of question marks may indicate explicit help-
seeking behavior, the latter is not limited to the 
interrogative form. Additionally, a question may also 
be used to express not knowing what to do. 
Furthermore, the informal nature of social media 
language, which often disregards standard 

punctuation, poses a challenge for automated 
processing. Consequently, strict lexicon-based 
matching may fail to identify questions without a 
question mark. The subtle nature of implicit help-
seeking behavior poses additional challenges for 
automated detection. 

Prior to the initial coding phase, we conducted a 
literature review on help-seeking behaviors in online 
domestic violence forums to inform the development 
of a preliminary codebook for analyzing initial 
disclosures. The first 30 posts served as a training set 
for codebook refinement through inductive thematic 
analysis. Two research assistants (one is a PhD student 
in health psychology with a background in domestic 
violence research and the other is a research assistant 
with experience coding qualitative domestic violence 
data) independently reviewed these initial posts, 
identifying themes consistent with existing literature 
alongside emerging novel themes. Both research 
assistants and a well-established domain expert in 
domestic violence collaboratively discussed the 
identified themes and refined the preliminary 
codebook. The codebook was further finalized based 
on the feedback from bi-weekly research team 
meetings.  

Subsequently, both research assistants 
independently coded another 30 posts in the training 
corpus, meeting weekly to discuss and clarify the 
coding scheme and to evaluate interrater reliability. 
The inter-rater agreements for explicit help-seeking 
and implicit help-seeking are 0.967 and 0.883, 
respectively. The inter-rater agreements for 
informational support and emotional support are 0.967 
and 1, respectively. After that, the remaining 549 posts 
were split between and coded independently by the 
two research assistants using the finalized codebook. 
Posts that were identified as unclear based on 
articulated coding criteria were double-coded and 
discussed at weekly team meetings. Disagreements 
were discussed until the group reached a consensus, or 
they were adjudicated by the domain expert. Of the 
analyzed posts, 424 contained self-disclosure. These 
posts are the focus of the current study. 

4.3. Variables 

We consider three variables in the study: support 
needs: informational support and emotional support; 
help-seeking behavior: explicit and implicit help-
seeking, and community agreement. Both types of 
support needs and help-seeking behaviors were 
measured as binary values (present vs. not present) 
based on the results of manual content analysis (see 
Section 4.2). Following (Yoon, 2025),  community 
agreement was operationalized as a net upvote score, 
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which was defined as upvote count minus the 
downvote count for a given post in Reddit 
communities.  

5. Results 

The distributions of different support needs for explicit 
help-seeking and implicit help-seeking behavior are 
plotted in Figure 2 and Figure 3, respectively. The 
descriptive statistics of community agreement are 
presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of community 
agreement for different help-seeking behaviors 

Explicit  
Help-Seeking 

Implicit 
Help-Seeking 

Mean [std] 

0 (No) 0 9.56 [9.25] 
1 12.89 [58.532] 

1 (Yes) 0    5.4 [4.915] 
1 5.43 [7.608] 

 
The results show that informational support need 

is positively associated with explicit help-seeking 
behavior (p<.001), with an odds ratio of 10.096, 
suggesting that having informational support need 
increases the odds of engaging in explicit help-seeking 
behavior by over nine times. In contrast, emotional 
support need is negatively associated with explicit 
help-seeking behavior (p<.01), with an odds ratio of 
.432, suggesting that having the need for emotional 
support reduces the odds of engaging in explicit help-
seeking behavior by 56.8%. Thus, both hypotheses are 
supported. 

 

 
Figure 2. Distribution of different support needs 

for explicit help-seeking 

 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of different support needs 

for implicit help-seeking 

Table 2. Logistic regression results for explicit 
help-seeking 

Support 
Needs 

β S.E. p-value 

Informational 2.312 .252 <.001 
Emotional -.84 .299 <.01 

Length .000 .000 >.05 

Similarly, we performed a logistic regression 
analysis to test hypotheses H4 and H5. Unlike the 
previous model, the current model used implicit help-
seeking as the dependent variable. The test results are 
reported in Table 3. 

The results show that informational support need 
is positively associated with implicit help-seeking 
behavior (p<.001), with an odds ratio of 2.116, 
suggesting that having informational support need 
increases the odds of engaging in implicit help-seeking 
behavior by over 111%. However, emotional support 
need is not found to be associated with implicit help-
seeking behavior (p>.05). With an odds ratio of 1.619, 
the results suggest that having the need for emotional 
support non-significantly increases the odds of 
engaging in implicit help-seeking behavior by 61.9%. 
Thus, hypotheses H4 and H5 are supported. 

Table 3. Logistic regression results for implicit 
help-seeking 

Support 
Needs 

β S.E. p-value 

Informational .75 .209 <.001 
Emotional .482 .259 >.05 

Length .000 .000 >.05 

To test hypotheses H3 and H6, we performed two-
way ANOVA by using community agreement as the 
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dependent variable, explicit help-seeking and implicit 
help-seeking as independent variables, and post length 
as a covariate. The results are reported in Table 4. 
Table 4. ANOVA results for community agreement 

Variable F (1, 418) p-value 
Explicit help-seeking 4.197 <.05 
Implicit help-seeking .405 >.05 
Explicit * Implicit .264 >.05 
Length .323 >.05 

The results show that the main effect of explicit 
help-seeking behavior is significant (F(1,418)=4.197, 
p<.05). However, the main effect of implicit help-
seeking behavior is not (p>.05), nor is the interaction 
between explicit and implicit help-seeking behaviors 
(p>.05). Thus, hypothesis H3 is supported but 
hypothesis H6 is not supported. 

6. Discussion     

We theorized and empirically investigated the 
associations between help-seeking explicitness/ 
implicitness and two types of support needs, and 
between help-seeking behavior and community 
agreement (net upvotes) in this study. While 
conceptualizing two distinct levels of help-seeking 
behavior, we also recognize the intricate interplay 
between explicit and implicit help-seeking in 
addressing individuals’ support needs through social 
media self-disclosure. Furthermore, we examine 
informational support and emotional support, the two 
common types of support needs underlying help-
seeking behavior.   

The results of our empirical analysis of social 
media data collected from domestic violence 
communities indicate that help-seeking behavior 
differs based on whether individuals have the need for 
emotional support and/or informational support. When 
the goal of social media self-disclosure is to seek 
informational support, individuals tend to employ both 
explicit and implicit help-seeking behaviors. 
However, when seeking emotional support, 
individuals tend not to engage in explicit help-seeking 
while demonstrating no significant preference for 
implicit help-seeking behaviors. Furthermore, our 
findings indicate that explicit help-seeking behavior 
contributes to community agreement, but implicit 
help-seeking behavior does not. We offer the 
following explanations for the lack of effect of implicit 
help-seeking behavior. First, implicit expressions may 
go unnoticed by community members and thus are 
difficult to elicit meaningful responses. Second, in 
online communities supporting domestic violence 
survivors, such implicit statements are particularly 
prevalent (see Figure 3), reflecting concerns about 

stigma and privacy and/or confusion or fear related to 
possible problem-solving steps. Survivors requesting 
help implicitly may be less ready to receive problem-
solving tips, direct support and/or make changes 
(Prochaska et al., 2013). These findings provide a 
foundation for advancing theories of online help-
seeking behavior. 

Our findings have practical implications for both 
individuals seeking support within social media 
communities and for the communities themselves. For 
individuals, strategically using explicit help-seeking 
can maximize community agreement and 
responsiveness. Being direct and transparent can often 
yield more positive community responses than relying 
on indirect or implicit statements of support needs. 
Conversely, those seeking to vent without direct 
interaction may find implicit help-seeking more 
suitable. To meet the need of informational support, 
individuals are recommended to leverage explicit and 
implicit help-seeking behavior. For emotional support, 
they may consider prioritizing the expression of 
general feelings, confusion, and uncertainty over 
explicitly detailing problems with clear messages. To 
improve community agreement, individuals should 
navigate the balance between explicit and implicit 
help-seeking behaviors. These findings can inform 
developing community guidelines, empowering 
members to effectively access the support they need, 
and enhancing trust and safety in online communities. 

This study has several limitations that can be 
addressed in future research. in this study, we 
collected data from a single social media platform. 
Future research should examine whether these 
findings generalize to other platforms. The data 
annotation was conducted manually, so the process did 
not scale well. Future research may develop deep 
learning models for automatic measurements of our 
selected variables by leveraging our labeled dataset. 
While explicit and implicit help-seeking behaviors are 
distinct, they can co-occur. It is therefore worthwhile 
exploring their interactions in greater depth in future 
research. The types of online support considered in 
this study can be expanded to include other categories 
such as instrumental support, however, this type of 
support might be more relevant to in person 
interactions. The findings from domestic violence 
social media communities derived in the study may 
not generalize to other domains, thus these findings 
need to be validated with other types of online 
communities in future studies.  

Social media platforms have become critical 
channels for social support, offering unprecedented 
opportunities for individuals to seek help in addressing 
their support needs. However, despite their significant 
potential, these platforms present distinct challenges in 
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expressing and interpreting the full spectrum of user 
support needs and help-seeking behaviors. Therefore, 
understanding both explicit and implicit help-seeking 
behavior in meeting diverse support needs is essential 
for enhancing online support and building more 
supportive and collaborative online communities.  
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