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Abstract

Background: People living with HIV and substance use disorders (SUDs) have complex health care needs requiring adaptive
and effective support systems. While mobile health apps can foster virtual communities grounded in shared lived experiences,
little is known about the dynamics within these digital spaces.

Objective: We examined the formation of a virtual community on the Addiction Comprehensive Health Enhancement
Support System (A-CHESS; The Center for Health Enhancement Systems Studies, University of Wisconsin-Madison College
of Engineering) message board, a mobile app designed to support HIV care engagement among individuals living with HIV
and SUD.

Methods: We conducted a computer-mediated discourse analysis of A-CHESS message board posts to examine communica-
tion patterns, interaction structures, and engagement dynamics. Quantitative comparisons were used to assess differences
between posters and nonposters using ¢ tests and chi-square tests. We then applied qualitative coding to categorize messages by
type, speaker, and function to understand how staff and participants coconstructed a supportive virtual environment.

Results: Among 208 participants, 87 (42%) posted at least once on the A-CHESS message board, contributing 1834 messages
between April 2019 and May 2021. Posters and nonposters did not differ significantly in age (#06=—0.64; P=.52), gender
(¢>1=0.14; P=.71), or race (x?1=0.52; P=47). We identified 3 message types: premeditated, adlib, and participant-driven. Staff
initially led with premeditated messages (eg, recovery stories, HIV risk information, and “Thought of the Day” inspiration),
which participants often interpreted and adapted to their own SUD recovery. Over time, staff incorporated adlib messaging
styles using personalized narratives and polls to sustain engagement. Participants then developed their own posts using similar
formats, incorporating Alcoholics Anonymous literature, sharing legal and personal challenges, and suggesting new app
features (eg, medication check-ins to support adherence).

Conclusions: A-CHESS staff adapted communication styles to increase engagement, while participants appropriated the
app’s message board to reflect personal goals and lived experiences. Mobile health interventions may benefit from design
elements that support participant-led discourse and customization, fostering ownership, support, and relevance within virtual
care communities.

Trial Registration: ClinicalTrials.gov NCT03873129; https://clinicaltrials.gov/study/NCT03873129
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Introduction

Methods

The HIV infection is highly prevalent among people who use
drugs and alcohol. Among an estimated 8.9 to 22.4 million
people who inject drugs globally, approximately 0.9 to 4.8
million are HIV positive [1]. Additionally, alcohol depend-
ence is found in 40% to 50% of individuals living with HIV,
and rates of cannabis and stimulant use are also higher among
people living with HIV compared to the general population
[2,3]. Individuals with comorbid HIV and substance use
disorder (SUD) also experience a lower quality of life, with
higher rates of comorbidities, psychological distress, and
social stigma than those living with HIV alone [4-6]. With the
widespread availability of mobile phones, individuals living
with SUD and HIV can access social support through mobile
health apps [7]. Message boards within these mobile health
interventions are recognized as critical sources of social
support for people living with HIV, facilitating communica-
tion and support among community members [8].

Despite recognizing message boards’ importance and
widespread usage, only a few studies have explored
the dynamics within these boards to optimize participant
engagement and enhance social support. Previous studies
have mainly focused on the feasibility [9], frequency [10],
and types of messages posted on the message boards [11,
12] and the characteristics of individuals posting [13,14].
Further examination is needed to explore how a supportive
community is formed within these apps, especially for the key
population of individuals with comorbid HIV and SUD.

To address the research gap, our study used discourse
analysis to examine the formation of virtual communities
that offer social support for people living with HIV and
SUD. Discourse analysis explores natural talk and texts,
revealing how language patterns and practices shape society
and individuals [15]. Previous studies have used discourse
analysis in HIV research to explore communication on HIV
informative posters regarding treatment adherence and the
prevention of stigmatization [16]. Discourse analysis has also
been used to understand the behaviors of men who use drugs
concerning viral load and reliance on antiretroviral therapy
during sexual encounters [17]. However, discourse analysis
has not yet been applied to explore virtual support communi-
ties of individuals living with HIV and SUD in the context of
social communities.

Our study used computer-mediated discourse analysis
[18] to explore the community message board feature of
the Addiction Comprehensive Health Enhancement Support
System (A-CHESS; The Center for Health Enhancement
Systems Studies, University of Wisconsin-Madison College
of Engineering), a mobile health app designed to provide
social support and improve engagement in HIV care for
individuals living with HIV and SUD [19].

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

A-CHESS App Overview

A-CHESS is a modified version of the evidence-based
CHESS, which has proven efficacy in preventing relapse
among individuals with alcohol use disorder [20]. A-CHESS
was adapted for use among people living with SUD
and HIV by expanding additional features aimed at pro-
moting medication adherence, facilitating regular treatment
evaluations, providing access to a community message
board, offering case management services, and conducting
weekly surveys to monitor recovery progress and evaluating
protective and risk factors in the social environment [19].
The A-CHESS app was based on Self-Determination Theory,
emphasizing competence, autonomy, and social relatedness to
motivate participants to engage in healthy behaviors [21].

Setting and Participant Recruitment

Participants were recruited through the distribution of
recruitment flyers at HIV clinics and collaboration with
case managers and physicians for referrals. Inclusion criteria
required participants to be 18 or older, have a documented
HIV infection, be able to speak and write in English, and
have a history of SUD. SUD was determined based on
positive screening results, current engagement in substance
use treatment, a lifetime history of problematic drug or
alcohol use, or recent substance use-related incarceration.
Enrollment occurred on a rolling basis from January 2019 to
April 2019.

Eligible participants were instructed to download the
A-CHESS app onto their smartphones. Case managers
provided tutorials to guide participants through the process
of using the app, including creating a deidentified username
to protect their offline identities and ensure anonymity.
Participants were then familiarized with the app’s various
features, receiving step-by-step instructions on navigating and
using its functionalities.

Data Source

The primary data source for our study was the A-CHESS
message board, a public forum within the A-CHESS app
where participants could engage with case managers, research
staff, and peers. Our analysis included all messages posted
by the participants and messages from the research staff and
case managers, recognizing their membership in the virtual
community and their contributions to community formation
[22]. Participants were provided with guidelines on appropri-
ate message board use and respectful dialogue. Participants
were instructed not to share personally identifying informa-
tion on the message board, and informed that their posts were
immediately visible to other users. The study team monitored
the message board content, and personal contact through
phone or text was available. In addition to the message board
data, we collected baseline survey information to describe
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participants’ demographics, history of HIV, history of SUD,
and substance use patterns.

Data Sampling

To conduct a longitudinal examination of virtual commun-
ity formation, we analyzed all the messages posted on
the message board throughout the 26-month study period.
Research staff extracted the information from the message
board, including the posted messages, usernames, and time
of posting for the analysis. Each message board posting or
comment was placed into separate cells within an Excel
(Microsoft) workbook. The unit of analysis was an individual
message posted. When examining data in a virtual commun-
ity, various approaches can be used, such as random selection
of messages, analyzing messages by theme (eg, all messages
in a particular thread), focusing on specific time frames (eg,
messages from a particular week), studying specific phenom-
ena (eg, messages related to jokes or conflict negotiation),
or analyzing messages by group (eg, messages posted by
women or individuals who identified a particular substance as
their drug of choice) [18,23]. Our sampling strategy combined
sampling based on time and theme. Initially, we organized
all the messages posted on the message board based on
their respective time stamps, arranging them chronologically
from the first to the last post on the message board. We
refined our data management approach by reorganizing the
messages based on the threads they belonged to, consider-
ing the corresponding time. For example, if a thread had
an initiation message posted in May 2019 and a response
message posted in December 2019, we analyzed the May and
December messages together as they formed part of the same
thread.

Data Analysis

For the demographic data, we conducted independent samples
t tests and chi-square tests to examine differences between
posters (participants who posted at least once on the A-
CHESS message board) and nonposters. Age was sum-
marized using means and SDs; categorical variables were
summarized using counts and percentages. A significance
level of P<.05 was used.

The authors used a computer-mediated discourse analysis
(CMDA) approach to understand how a virtual community is
being formed on the A-CHESS message board [23]. CMDA
analyzes language use in online communication, including
social media, chat rooms, and email by examining the
linguistic features, communication strategies, and interaction
patterns of the communication. CMDA additionally exam-
ines social dynamics in online communication and how their
structure reveals social behaviors. According to Herring [18,
23.24], virtual communities are formed when individuals
use computer-mediated platforms, such as A-CHESS, by
establishing structure, deriving meaning in their communi-
cation, interacting, and engaging in social behaviors within
these virtual communities.

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564
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Quantitative Analysis: Structure and
Interaction of A-CHESS Virtual Community
Formation

To explore the structure and interaction patterns of the virtual
community, we conducted a quantitative analysis of user
interactions on the A-CHESS message board. This involved
quantifying message types, examining discourse structure,
and describing the participants’ demographics in virtual
community formation. Through this analysis, we identified
patterns in language use, key participants, reciprocity of
engagement, and the occurrence of extended conversations.
Descriptive statistics were performed using SPSS (v28; IBM
Corp) to describe the study participants’ characteristics.

Qualitative Analysis: Meaning, Social
Behaviors, and Engagement Patterns of the
Discourses in the Message Board

The qualitative analysis explored how participants construc-
ted meaning in their interactions and the language used
to indicate their social behavior. This included examining
participants’ responses to messages, the types of messag-
ing they initiated, and the level of participation exhibited
by community members. By focusing on these aspects, we
gained valuable insights into the evolving nature of the app
discourse. We explored the range of topics discussed and
how participants engaged with, responded to, and shaped the
overall patterns of interaction.

Coding Process and Framework

The coding framework used in this study was developed by
the researchers (AT and KP) to capture the various aspects
of the messages, including their structure, meaning, interac-
tion, and social behaviors. AT, who has received training
in qualitative research methods, thoroughly reviewed the
messages over 2 months. Following an inductive approach,
the researchers examined the patterns of interaction on
the message board. Initially, a quarter of the data were
coded sequentially, with extensive discussions held for each
message to reach a consensus on the assigned codes. These
codes were then applied to the remaining data. Each message
was assigned one or more codes to capture specific actions
and behaviors. The researchers categorized these behaviors
based on the structure of the messages, identifying com-
mon themes and patterns. Additionally, the messages were
grouped according to the key participants involved, focusing
on understanding the actors within the interactions.

To ensure rigor and trustworthiness, we drew on Lin-
coln and Guba criteria of credibility, transferability, depend-
ability, and confirmability [25]. Credibility was enhanced
through prolonged engagement with the data, iterative
coding discussions between 2 trained researchers, and the
lead analyst’s (AT) sustained involvement in the HIV
community. AT and KP developed codes inductively,
refining them through joint review and consensus. Transfer-
ability was supported by providing rich contextual detail
on the A-CHESS platform, participant characteristics, and
the broader setting of HIV and substance use recovery,
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along with representative excerpts in the results. Dependa-
bility was addressed through consistent documentation of
coding decisions, a staged and collaborative coding proc-
ess, and an audit trail of coded data. Confirmability was
strengthened through analytic transparency, discussion of
researcher positionality, and linking interpretations to both
direct participant excerpts and the guiding discourse analytic
framework. To further promote transparency, the manuscript
follows the Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research
(SRQR) [26]; the completed checklist is provided in Checklist
1.

Reflexivity Statement

Qualitative researchers AT and KP bring complementary
clinical and methodological expertise to this analysis. AT is
a pharmacist with PhD training in health services research,
and KP is a nurse and PhD-trained Associate Professor of
Nursing who teaches advanced qualitative research methods.
Both researchers have cared for people living with HIV in
their clinical roles. AT has also developed relationships with
members of the HIV community outside research through
volunteer participation in community-based social events.
Additionally, AT is trained under the team that developed
A-CHESS and has been involved in the app’s redesign, which
informs a deep familiarity with the platform’s context and
use.

Ethical Considerations

This study received ethical approval from the University of
Wisconsin—Madison Institutional Review Board (2016-1190).

Tarfa et al

All participants provided informed consent at enrollment,
including agreement for the use of their deidentified app
data for research purposes. To protect privacy and confiden-
tiality, participants used pseudonymous usernames on the
A-CHESS message board, and all data were deidentified prior
to analysis. No identifiable personal health information was
included in the dataset. Participants were compensated for
completing weekly surveys and milestone activities within
the app, while they were not compensated for posting on the
message board.

Results

Overview

Between March 13, 2019, and April 30, 2021, a total
of 2071 messages were shared on the A-CHESS message
board by research staff (including case managers) and study
participants. Blank and duplicate posts were excluded from
the analysis, resulting in 1834 posts being included in the
discourse analysis. All 208 study participants were provided
access to the A-CHESS message board and information on
how to post to the message board. Approximately 42% (87
individuals) of all study participants posted on the message
board at least once. The distribution of age, race, sex,
employment, and education was similar for A-CHESS study
participants who actively engaged with the message board
(n=88), and those who did not post at all on the message
board (n=120) are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants who posted on the message board vs. nonusers.?

Message board nonusers (n=120)

Variable Message board users (n=88)
Mean (SD), age (years) 4588 (11.5)
Sex, n (%)

Male 65 (74.7)

Female 22 (25.3)

Other 1(1.1)
Race, n (%)

Black 57 (64.8)
Education, n (%)

Four-year college 31(35.2)
Employment, n (%)

Yes 54 (62.1)

No 34 (39.0)

46.69 (11.0)

91 (75.8)

26 (21.7)
b

80 (66.7)

45 (37.5)

85 (70.8)
35(29.2)

2Values are presented as mean (SD) for continuous variables and number (percentage) for categorical variables. Percentages may not total 100% due

to rounding. Only selected categories are shown.
bNot available.

Posters and nonposters did not differ significantly in age,
tr06=—0.64, P=.52; gender, ¥2;=0.14, P=.71 (n=210); or race,
¥%21=0.52, P=47 (n=197).

Out of the 1834 messages posted on the message board,
the majority (n=1,283, 70%) were contributed by study
participants, while the remaining 30% (n=550) were posted
by research staff members, including 2 case managers.

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

A small subset of participants played a significant role
in contributing to the engagement on the message board.
Specifically, 5 participants were responsible for 40% (n=733)
of all the posts, with one alone accounting for 12% (n=220)
of the messages. A significant portion (n=62, 70%) of the
participants posted between 1 to 10 messages. Less than
22% (n=403)of the posts were single posts without further
engagement.
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Meaning, Social Behaviors, and
Engagement Patterns of the Discourses
in the Message Board

The discourse analysis on the app usage identified 3
coexisting message structures: premeditated and adlib
messaging (both driven by case managers and research
staff) and participant-driven messaging. Initially, research
staff and case managers implemented a planned and
structured approach to communication by posting premedita-
ted messaging, using predetermined topics, scheduled posts,
and automated motivational messages within the app. Adlib
messaging emerged approximately 1 month into the study,
with research staff leading the communication. Compared
to the premeditated messaging, the staff began incentivizing

Figure 1. Distribution of messaging type on the Addiction Comprehe
Addiction Comprehensive Health Enhancement Support System.

120

Tarfa et al

participant engagement and shared personalized stories to
encourage active participation. In the participant-driven
phase of messaging, participants actively shaped the app’s
interaction patterns, taking ownership and initiating discus-
sions, fostering autonomy and creativity within the commun-
ity by sharing unique messages alongside and inspired by
the premeditated messages of the research staff. Although the
premeditated phase occurred at the start of the app use and
dominated through the 14 months of app usage, the messag-
ing had transitions between phases, with elements of each
phase coexisting or overlapping with others (Figure 1). Figure
1 shows the monthly message types on the A-CHESS app
message board among people living with HIV and SUDs
from 2019 to 2021.
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Premeditated Messaging

The research staff followed a structured approach by planning
and scheduling their posts in advance. They created a weekly
schedule to outline the topics they intended to cover on the
app, encompassing various subjects such as raising awareness
about current issues, providing news resources, and sharing
health-related information.

Premeditated Messaging: Thought of the Day

The A-CHESS app includes automated “Thought of the Day”
(TOTD) posts shared with participants daily at 4:00 PM,
featuring short motivational quotes attributed to their authors.
One participant started responding to these TOTD messages

in the first month of the study by stating their agreement with
the TOTD message. A month later, other participants started
to engage in the same behavior and provided interpretations
of the TOTD.

Aligning With TOTD

When participants responded to the TOTD posts, some
showed alignment with the posts by expressing an agreement
or endorsement using words such as “yes” or “I agree.” In the
example below, JAXSTORM responded to the TOTD post by
simply agreeing that the TOTD is true. The response from
JAXSTORM demonstrates a brief affirmation of the TOTD
without further elaboration or explanation (Textbox 1).

Textbox 1. Example of participant alignment with a “Thought of the Day” post through brief affirmation.

A-CHESS Appl April 17, 2020, 04:00 PM

Thought of the Day—“The sleeper gets nothing but the dream.”
JAXSTORM | April 17,2020, 06:19 PM

Yes that is true.

The TOTD uses the metaphor of sleep and dreams to
represent a state of inaction or passivity in pursuing one’s

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

goals. JAXSTORM uses the word “true” to not only agree
but signal that the message holds truth. Similar alignments to
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TOTD show participants agreeing with the messages, usually
using “yes” and rarely questioning, disagreeing, or offering
further detail to align with the TOTD posts.

Tarfa et al

Interpreting TOTD

Participants interpret the TOTD messages by sharing a
personalized interpretation of what they mean and what the
message tries to communicate to them or others (Textbox 2).

Textbox 2. Example of a participant’s personalized interpretation of a “Thought of the Day” message.

A-CHESS Appl May 05, 2020, 04:00 PM

AsherTwilight18 | May 05, 2020, 07:51 PM
Don’t be afraid to change whatever is holding you back.

Thought of the Day—Today I have the courage to look without fear at what needs to be changed in my life.

AsherTwilight18 shares an interpretation encouraging others
to embrace change and not fear what might hold them back,
interpreting the TOTD message as a call for courage to make
changes people fear. While the TOTD included a personal
message using an “I” statement, the participant’s interpreta-
tion uses “u,” which frames the interpretation as a message
to others rather than oneself. AsherTwilightl8 changes the
message from an “I” statement (with” have the courage”)
to a more directive statement (“don’t be afraid”). AsherTwi-
light18 also interprets what needs to be changed as “whatever
holds a person back,” going further than the initial quote
by suggesting that a change is needed because something is
holding people back.

Applying TOTD to Self

When participants apply TOTD posts to themselves, they
often connect the message and personal experiences to their
addiction and sobriety. This personal application of TOTD
posts allows participants to find meaning and relevance in
the TOTD messages based on their experiences. The TOTD
example below shows a participant responding to a message
about a behavior change (Textbox 3).

Textbox 3. Example of a participant applying a “Thought of the Day” message to personal behavior change.

A-CHESS Appl March 05, 2020, 04:00 PM

Allen18 | March 03, 2020, 08:05 PM

Thought of the Day—The change of one simple behavior can affect other behaviors and thus change many things. Jean Baer

I don’t drug today. Instead I get good sleep and can achieve more positive outcomes.

Allen18 identified their “change of one simple behavior”
as not doing drugs. They used “I” statements to apply
the message of the TOTD to themselves in their present
day. While the TOTD is about change, the participant uses
“instead” to show their behavior change—getting good sleep
instead of doing drugs. Marking that sleep is “good” also
shows the effect of not doing drugs on another behavior
(sleep), as the change of one behavior affecting another is
suggested in the original quote.

Responses Combining Aligning,
Applying, and Interpreting TOTD

In posts with several responses, 1 participant may apply
the message within the post by connecting it to their

personal experiences, behaviors, or challenges. At the same
time, other participants may interpret the TOTD by offering
their insights, perspectives, or alternative ways of under-
standing the message. These multiple functions within a
single response demonstrate the richness and complexity of
participant engagement with the TOTD. Participants bring
their own experiences, interpretations, and reflections to the
message, resulting in multifaceted interactions. Here is an
example of these occurring responses to the same TOTD post
(Textbox 4).

Textbox 4. Example of participant responses combining alignment, interpretation, and application of a “Thought of the Day”

message.

A-CHESS Appl April 29, 2020, 04:00 PM
Thought of the Day—God Listens to Knee Mail.

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564
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PsycheLark | April 30,2020, 12:00 PM
Simply to pray everyday.

Lunal2 | April 30, 2020, 12:39 PM

He Sure Does.

AsherTwilight18 | May 1, 2020, 12:26 AM
Bend your knees.

JAXSTORM | May 1, 2020, 2:55 PM

God listens to all his children.

Tarfa et al

In this thread, 4 participants responded uniquely to the
TOTD post about God listening to “knee mail,” a metaphor
for prayer, an example of using recovery language. Psyche-
Lark interpreted the TOTD by explaining that it encourages
praying every day. Their response focused on understand-
ing the message conveyed by the TOTD. Lunal2, on the
other hand, aligned with the TOTD by agreeing that God,
“He,” does indeed listen. Their response showed support for
the sentiment expressed in the TOTD. The response from
AsherTwilight18 was brief but still connected to the TOTD
by suggesting to “bend your knees,” reinforcing the concept
of prayer. Finally, JAXSTORM also interpreted the TOTD by
stating that God listens to “all his children.” Their response
aligned with the idea of God’s attentiveness to prayers. These
participants, without directly interacting with one another,
demonstrated different ways of engaging with the TOTD,
including interpretation, alignment, and brief expressions
related to the message of the TOTD.

Premeditated Messaging: News

The research staff shared the news to disseminate information
about what was happening in the study setting or noteworthy
happenings relevant to the study group participants. Usually,
the news posts were approximately a paragraph (longer than
TOTD) and had external links providing the news source and
more information about the news (Table S1 in Multimedia
Appendix 1). The news posts focused on recovery, health care
topics, or recovery news. In contrast to the active engagement
observed with TOTD posts, the news shared in the message
thread did not elicit any responses from the participants. In
addition to news reports, case managers and research staff
raised awareness on issues similar to news but corresponded
to months dedicated to these efforts, such as stress awareness
month.

Premeditated Messaging: Raising Awareness

The research staff intentionally posted messages to raise
awareness on relevant topics for the study participants. These
posts focused on stress awareness, sexual assault awareness,
important historical days related to HIV, and other health-
related subjects. In addition, awareness included appreciation
for health care professionals, Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion (DEA) drug-take-back days, mental health awareness
days, overdose awareness days, and significant events such as
World AIDS Day on December 1. These topics were selected
to share pertinent news and actively engage participants in
discussing their SUD or HIV status.

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

Participants responded more frequently to the awareness
topics compared to the news posts. The research staff’s efforts
to tailor the information to the participants’ experiences and
interests likely contributed to their engagement and willing-
ness to participate in discussions on these topics. Table S1 in
Multimedia Appendix 1 shows an example of an awareness
message shared by a case manager about the HIV “U=U
campaign” sharing an external link to an American Medical
Association message about HIV transmissibility and viral
load suppression.

Most of the premeditated messages did not attract
engagement from participants. To address the low engage-
ment in the message board, the research staff and case
managers posted more adlib messages that followed a
similar framework as the premeditated messages but included
overt incentives and direct questions to engage participants
actively. By incorporating incentives and asking specific
questions, the staff encouraged participants to actively
participate in discussions about the awareness topics and
increase engagement with the posts.

Adlib Messaging

The research staff and case managers introduced adlib
messages to increase participant engagement. Some incorpo-
rated incentives and encouraged active participation. They
started incentivizing engagement by offering rewards or
benefits to participants who actively participated in discus-
sions. In addition, the staff used various techniques to
encourage participation, such as sharing polls on different
topics of interest.

Table S2 in Multimedia Appendix 1 describes mes-
sages in the spontaneous phase of the study, characterized
by research staff and case managers sharing entertain-
ing messages, destigmatizing struggles, and incentivizing
participant engagement.

Adlib Messaging: Sharing Entertainment

Research staff and case managers began sharing entertain-
ment posts to engage participants. These entertainment posts
ranged from jokes to memes and riddles. While some of
the adlib entertainment received engagement, the research
staff further simplified the means of engagement with these
messages by creating polls where participants could select an
answer option. These polls were introduced 6 months into
the study, coinciding with when engagement on the app saw
a decline, as seen in August in Figure 1. The polls were
well received, and the research staff incentivized responses to
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these polls to drive engagement. An example of the incentiv-
ized polls is in Table S2 in Multimedia Appendix 1.

Other entertainment posts followed similar message
patterns as the premeditated message where case manag-
ers raised awareness about fun topics such as “National
Chocolate Covered Anything Day!" They provided external
links to resources about chocolate, similar to when they
raised awareness about HIV and SUD topics when posting
premeditated messages.

In addition to entertaining messages, case managers
approached adlib messaging by including more personalized
stories about their everyday struggles to normalize difficult
life experiences.

Adlib Messaging: Normalizing Struggles

Case managers openly shared various topics, including their
weaknesses and challenges. This shift in messaging type
showed case managers revealing more about themselves,
sharing personal stories about pet loss, lack of motivation,
living with pain, and other relatable experiences. These
personal messages were also followed by external resour-
ces or directed questions to engage participants about their
experiences that may be similar to those of the case managers.
An example in Table S2 in Multimedia Appendix 1 shows
a case manager sharing their pain experiences and providing
resources for pain relief.

These adlib entertainment and personalized posts allowed
others to engage with the staff’s posts. However, only
participants who typically respond to posts engaged with
those posts. However, posts that incentivized participant
engagement received responses from participants who had
never responded to a message on the board.

Adlib Messaging: Incentivizing Participant
Engagement

The research staff members occasionally introduced
incentives such as challenges or contests to encourage further
participation. These incentives could include gift cards,
recognition, or tangible or symbolic appreciation. Incorporat-
ing these incentives motivated participants to engage with the
app actively. In the example below, a user disagrees with the
crowned winner of a weekly challenge.

Example interaction (Table S3 in Multimedia Appen-
dix 1) shows the case manager named a winner and invi-
ted feedback as commonplace with the adlib messaging.
NovaBliss challenges the announcement of the winner in
several ways. First, by asking who the participant is (display-
ing their perceived lack of participation in the app); second,
by asking about eligibility; third, by more overtly disputing
that the winner had engaged in discussion with sensory
evidence (“I didn’t even see”); fourth, by asking about how
the winner is selected; and fifth, by sharing their feelings
about who should have won. This shows the participant’s
comfort in confronting the staff and standing up for other
group members. Case manager also uses exclamation marks
in their explanation, which suggests a friendlier tone that
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may be used to resolve the conflict [27]. Although NovaBliss
was not satisfied with the response to their question, Lunal2
stepped in and shared their appreciation, starting with “aww”
as a description of how they felt about NovaBliss's gesture.

Although this post first declared the winner of a con-
test incentivizing participant engagement, the responses
work through conflict negotiation, which often demonstrates
togetherness and allyship in communities. This interaction
also signals participants’ knowledge of their peers’ contri-
butions, especially the key contributors. Key contributors
such as Lunal2 often responded to the adlib and premedi-
tated messages. However, they also adapted those messag-
ing styles to create posts relatable to their experiences and
other participants. These messaging types are described as
participant-driven messaging.

Participant-Driven Messaging

During this phase, participants mirrored messaging styles
the research staff and case managers created while tailor-
ing them to their sobriety and HIV needs. As described in
Table S2 in Multimedia Appendix 1, participants adopted
the TOTD posts as a model and provided similar messaging
that pertained to their journey toward sobriety. Participants
also applied the adlib messaging approach by crafting their
own polls and sharing their entertainment content. Finally,
participants used the message board beyond modeling the
type of messages posted by the research staff, including case
managers to seek advice, share their substance use experien-
ces, and address psychosocial needs, including dating and
local activities. These messaging types signify the emergence
of an autonomous and engaged community where participants
take ownership of the app, fostering a supportive network and
sharing valuable resources.

Participant-Driven Messaging: Model
Following

Participants followed the model created by research staff
similar to the premeditated and adlib messages that involved
sharing TOTD, sharing entertainment, and creating polls to
drive engagement. However, when participants created their
initial contributions, they tailored them to things specific to
their experiences and recovery. For example, one participant
started sharing messages similar to the TOTD. However, their
messages were daily using Alcoholics Anonymous literature.

Participant-Driven Messaging: Seeking
Tailored Support

Participants who had limited engagement on the app began
seeking personalized support. They reached out through
messages to ask specific questions, seeking guidance on
various topics such as dating, substance use, COVID-19
protocols, or legal assistance. In these instances, both case
managers and peers played a role in responding to these
inquiries.

Table S2 in Multimedia Appendix 1 shows a contrast
between how research staff interacted with participants when
they sought advice, which differs from when participants
interacted with one another.
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London57 discusses their potential need for legal
assistance soon but expresses uncertainty about the exact
circumstances. Research Staff shares a link to a legal aid
service without further inquiring about the situation of
London57. In contrast, when participants engaged with one
another, they tended to ask more questions before offering
support. This approach may serve multiple purposes, such as
a better understanding of how they can provide assistance or
getting to know the individual better to establish camaraderie.
Additionally, participants started sharing a desire to include
additional features in the app, which differs from advice
where they are asking for support.

Tarfa et al

Participant-Driven Messaging: Adapting the
App Use

Adapting the use of the app involved a few participants
who took the initiative to create message types specific to
their recovery and medication use. Some participants shared
their profiles for dating, using the app as a platform to meet
someone, similar to a dating app. In the example below,
Lunal2 starts medication check-in, adding that checking on
one another is what the group is for (Textbox 5).

Textbox S. Example of participant-driven adaptation of app use through a medication adherence check-in initiative.

Lunal2lApril 05, 2020 05:54 PM
2020-04-05 17:54:33 UTC

Case ManagerlApril 06,2020 07:19 AM
This is an awesome idea!! Thank you for organizing this.
Lunal2lApril 06,2020 11:49 AM

Check in: Hi everyone. Let’s start doing a I took my meds today check-in. Starting tomorrow. How about it?

That’s what this group is about. We need to check on each other.

In this example, Lunal2 introduces an idea centered on a
daily behavior check-in. They also seek direct feedback from
other participants. The case manager uses exclamation marks
to signal their enthusiasm and support for the idea proposed
by Lunal2. However, after several attempts to start medica-
tion check-ins, there was a lack of engagement and follow-up;
thus, Lunal?2 discontinued the medication check-in.

Including new features shows participants focus on doing
something daily on the app and how they perceive the group’s
use. As such, participants also perceived the group as a place
they could plan to meet and interact with others with whom
they shared similar lived experiences.

Participant-Driven Messaging: Community-
Building Beyond the App

Participants wanted to connect outside the app, indicating a
need for an in-person community. They took the initiative
to plan meetups and events, sharing their phone numbers
and discussing potential activities in their local areas. This
demonstrated their eagerness to foster real-life connections
and engage in social interactions beyond the digital realm
of the app. In the example below, SpiritSeeker shares their
number to ask participants to connect with them (Textbox 6).

Textbox 6. Example of participant-driven community-building through sharing contact information to connect beyond the app.

SpiritSeekerl|January 20, 2020 01:36 PM

Lunal2lJanuary 20, 2020 03:45 PM
Thank you.

Need a ear,That’s Me. You you need a ear,some one to listen,I here, M/ number is [ phone number] call any time,l care.

SpiritSeeker identifies themselves as a caring person.
Although they do not contribute frequently with other
participants, they asked to be reached anytime outside the
app. Gratitude expressed by Lunal2 and the case manager
shows an appreciation for the gesture of SpiritSeeker. Other
participants also offered to contact them and connect outside
the app, showing community building moving from the
mobile app to in-person meetings.

Discussion

Principal Findings

Our study used computer-mediated discourse analysis to
investigate the formation of a virtual community among
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individuals living with HIV and SUD on the A-CHESS
mobile health app. Using CMDA, we identified three
different types of messaging: premeditated, adlib, and
participant-driven, operating within the A-CHESS message
board to shape the evolving norms, tone, and purpose
of the community. Of particular interest is how the dis-
course evolved over time: staff initiated communication with
structured posts and motivational content while participants
progressively mirrored, repurposed, and transformed those
formats to address their own needs, including support around
recovery, medication use, and social connection. This study is
one of the few to examine how virtual community formation
unfolds within a mobile health platform, and to our knowl-
edge, the first to do so among individuals living with both
HIV and SUD. Rather than focusing solely on usage metrics
or predefined support categories, our approach surfaces the
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evolving discursive norms, message structures, and partici-
pant adaptations that shaped the A-CHESS message board.
We offer a novel perspective on how meaning, alignment,
and ownership emerged through digital peer interaction in
a multiply marginalized population for virtual community
formation.

While there is no universally agreed-upon definition of
an online community, it is often characterized as individu-
als engaging in virtual interactions, guided by established
norms and policies, and supported by technology [28,29].
Notably, the formation of the A-CHESS virtual commun-
ity was characterized by the active involvement of case
managers and staff in driving participant engagement through
adapted messaging styles, aligning with previous research
emphasizing the role of community moderators in facilitat-
ing interaction [30]These findings suggest opportunities for
future research to examine how different roles, such as
peer navigators or moderators or patient navigation serv-
ices, may support engagement and clinical outcomes when
integrated into mobile app based support interventions. Of
note, participants tended to mirror the behaviors of staff
and their peers. The messaging types showed, particularly
in adlib messaging, a shared understanding of the established
norms of message response, consistent with the influence of
social dynamics within online communities [31]. Participants
mirrored sharing approaches that were similar to engaging
with motivation TOTD and also used polls for engagement.
Participants also demonstrated agency by shaping the app to
meet their individual support needs, showcasing a sense of
empowerment and ownership within the community.

Active engagement and interaction among members are
vital to fostering online community relationships [32]. Our
26-month study revealed interesting trends in participant
engagement and interaction. While only a subset of partici-
pants interacted with messaging, this aligns with research
on app engagement that has shown engagement frequency
to be limited to a few individuals [31,33]. It is important
to acknowledge that other participants may have engaged
passively, commonly referred to as “lurking” by reading and
benefiting from message board content without posting. As
noted in the literature, the 90-9-1 rule describes this dynamic,
where approximately 90% of users are “lurkers,” 9%
contribute occasionally, and just 1% are highly active [34].
This form of invisible engagement is not captured through
message analysis but may still reflect meaningful interaction
with the app and community [35]. Within A-CHESS, active
app participation peaked between months 10 and 14 but
experienced a decline from month 18, which was 9 months
before the study’s conclusion. It is worth noting that the
COVID-19 lockdown started during month 14, which could
explain the increase in participant-driven messages during
March 2020. Nonetheless, our study’s pattern of engagement
differed from findings in a study on an HIV message board,
where post numbers peaked in the first 6 months, decreased
between months 6 and 12, and then increased again between
months 18 and 24 [10]. Additionally, our study identified a
gradual increase in participant-driven interaction during the
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first year, indicating a shift toward seeking tailored support
and taking ownership of the conversations within the app.

The premeditated motivational messages in our study
received the highest level of interaction from all study
participants compared to all other messaging types, under-
scoring the significance of motivational messages within
the virtual community. This finding is consistent with a
study focused on improving engagement in HIV care, where
participants expressed enthusiasm for receiving motivational
messages [36]. Our study participants also demonstrated a
unique way of responding by applying, aligning, or inter-
preting the messages. The alignment observed in virtual
community formation is often seen in agreement or shared
perspectives among group members [37], but in this case,
participants aligned themselves with automated messages.
Mobile health apps can continue integrating motivational
messages to enhance user engagement and encourage users
to interact with and respond to such messages actively.

It is worth noting that premeditated news and aware-
ness messages in the A-CHESS virtual community did not
generate significant interaction from participants. This lack
of engagement can be attributed to the primary focus of
participants in recovery groups on addressing feelings of
loneliness and uncertainty, as observed in previous studies
on support-seeking behaviors in individuals with SUDs [38].
This finding aligns with results from an HIV online support
group where messages providing jokes and pleasantries were
posted as often as messages providing emotional support [39].
The discrepancy in engagement underscores the significance
of incorporating varied message types that cater to commun-
ity members’ diverse needs and preferences. Despite different
feelings and emotions, our study shows that attending to these
emotions is beneficial compared to sharing news or raising
awareness.

The adlib messages from case managers played a
significant role in fostering virtual community formation
within the A-CHESS app. Research studies have highlighted
that members of online communities are more likely to form
relationships when they have opportunities for self-disclosure
and learning about each other [31]. By personalizing their
messages, case managers allowed participants to gain insights
into the staff and case managers. While incentives encouraged
participation, they also introduced tension, as some partici-
pants perceived the reward structure as unfair or misunder-
stood. These moments suggest a need for further research
on how extrinsic motivators shape digital peer dynamics,
especially within marginalized populations.

In the participant-driven message types observed in our
study, key participants played an important role in initiating
and maintaining interactions among participants, including
responding to questions. These findings align with previous
research on message board usage among people living with
HIV, which also identified the influential role of a few
individuals in driving engagement [14]. Our study highlighted
the unique use of the message board by participants seeking
support and guidance regarding dating, reflecting the ongoing
relevance of discussions about intimacy and relationships
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within online communities for individuals living with HIV
[40]. Additionally, our findings revealed that initial online
connections often developed into offline meetups, reflecting
the establishment of deeper relationships within the commun-
ity.

We also observed differences in how staff and case
managers interacted with participants compared to how
participants interacted with each other within the virtual
community. Participants were more likely to ask follow-up
questions, while research staff primarily provided informa-
tional support. The act of asking questions is valued in online
communication as it promotes efficiency, purposefulness,
and clear understanding [41], fostering interaction within
these communities. Additionally, studies have indicated that
responses to questions and requests for advice from par-
ticipants are often met with emotional support in online
environments [42].

While our study focused on the A-CHESS virtual
community, it is worth noting that messaging app usage
has often been associated with younger, white individuals
of higher socioeconomic status [43]. However, participants
contributing to the A-CHESS message board were predom-
inantly older, Black, and unemployed. This demographic
disparity highlights the importance of exploring the specific
types of social support individuals from different racial
backgrounds seek within mobile health apps. Future research
could examine the preferences and needs of diverse pop-
ulations, informing the development of tailored apps that
enhance engagement and user experience for individuals from
various racial backgrounds.

Online communities thrive when members actively
interact, maintain the community infrastructure, share new
and updated information, and provide social and emotional
support to fellow members [31,44]. In the context of the
A-CHESS app, the collaborative efforts of case managers,
research staff, and engaged participants collectively contrib-
ute to forming and sustaining the virtual community for the
study duration. We recommend that future mobile health
interventions for people living with HIV and SUD support
virtual community formation by integrating diverse message
types and fostering participant agency. Facilitating partici-
pant-driven discourse can help individuals tailor the app to
their needs, strengthening feelings of ownership and peer
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connection. Future app design and implementation strategies
should therefore consider not only incentivizing engagement
but also supporting the organic development of peer-to-peer
communication, including opportunities for participants to
shape content and norms. Further research could explore
how different messaging types influence recovery outcomes
across alcohol, opioid, stimulat use, as well as HIV treat-
ment engagement , and how nonvisible engagement (such as
passive participation) contributes to community cohesion and
support.

Limitations

Our study has several limitations that should be acknowl-
edged. First, while discourse analysis provides insights into
participants’ expressed intentions and behaviors, it does not
provide direct access to their thoughts and motivations,
limiting our ability to determine the intended behaviors
behind each message posted. Additionally, the message board
as the source of discourse limits the ability to explore how
participants navigated certain emergent dynamics, such as
minor conflict or unacknowledged support requests, beyond
what was expressed in writing within the board. Second,
the generalizability of our findings may be limited due to
the specific population under study. The A-CHESS app
was distributed to individuals living with HIV and SUD
in a midwestern state, and the unique characteristics and
context of this population may influence their engagement
and interactions within the virtual community.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we identified three message types shaping
interaction on the A-CHESS mobile app: premeditated, ad
lib, and participant-driven messages. Staff-initiated messag-
ing contributed to patterns of engagement observed on
the message board, while participant-driven posts reflected
peer connection and shared recovery experiences relevant
to SUD in people living with HIV. Our research staff
and case managers drove participant engagement through
premeditated and adlib messaging. Participants contributed
tailored messages, demonstrating their interest in engaging
and connecting with peers. When developing mobile apps for
social support, it is important to identify the role of those
leading the platform in driving engagement and to adapt
engagement strategies to meet participants’ needs.

Acknowledgments

The authors wish to acknowledge the participation of all the study participants who contributed to this work.

Funding

The research presented in this paper was made possible through grants from the National Institute on Drug Abuse Avenir

Award (DP2DA042424).

Data Availability

The datasets generated or analyzed during this study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Authors’ Contributions

RW contributed to conceptualization, funding acquisition, methodology, project administration, resources, software, supervi-
sion, validation, and writing — review and editing. AT was responsible for data curation, formal analysis, investigation,
methodology, visualization, writing — original draft, and writing — review and editing. KP contributed to formal analysis,

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564 JMIR Form Res 2026 | vol. 10 | 66564 | p. 11

(page number not for citation purposes)


https://formative.jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

JMIR FORMATIVE RESEARCH Tarfa et al

methodology, validation, writing — original draft, and writing—review and editing. CL was involved in the investigation,
resources, and software. SD contributed to the investigation, resources, and software. YS was responsible for conceptualiza-
tion, supervision, and writing — review and editing.

Conflicts of Interest
None declared.

Multimedia Appendix 1

Addiction Comprehensive Health Enhancement Support System message board threads.
[DOCX File (Microsoft Word File), 38 KB-Multimedia Appendix 1]

Checklist 1

Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research (SRQR) checklist.
[DOCX File (Microsoft Word File), 26 KB-Checklist 1]

References

1. Des Jarlais DC, Kerr T, Carrieri P, Feelemyer J, Arasteh K. HIV infection among persons who inject drugs: ending old
epidemics and addressing new outbreaks. AIDS. Mar 27, 2016;30(6):815-826. [doi: 10.1097/QAD.0000000000001039]
[Medline: 26836787]

2. Duko B, Ayalew M, Ayano G. The prevalence of alcohol use disorders among people living with HIV/AIDS: a
systematic review and meta-analysis. Subst Abuse Treat Prev Policy. Nov 14, 2019;14(1):52. [doi: 10.1186/s13011-019-
0240-3] [Medline: 31727086]

3.  Przybyla S, Ashare RL, Cioffi L, et al. Substance use and adherence to antiretroviral therapy among people living with
HIV in the United States. Trop Med Infect Dis. Nov 4, 2022;7(11):349. [doi: 10.3390/tropicalmed?7110349] [Medline:
36355891]

4.  Dolengevich-Segal H, Gonzalez-Baeza A, Valencia J, et al. Drug-related and psychopathological symptoms in HIV-
positive men who have SEX with men who inject drugs during SEX (slamsex): data from the U-SEX GESIDA 9416
Study. PLoS One. 2019;14(12):0220272. [doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0220272] [Medline: 31800575]

5. Johnson Shen M, Freeman R, Karpiak S, Brennan-Ing M, Seidel L, Siegler EL. The intersectionality of stigmas among
key populations of older adults affected by HIV: a thematic analysis. Clin Gerontol. 2019;42(2):137-149. [doi: 10.1080/
07317115.2018.1456500] [Medline: 29617194]

6.  Rice WS, Turan B, Fletcher FE, et al. A mixed methods study of anticipated and experienced stigma in health care
settings among women living with HIV in the United States. AIDS Patient Care STDS. Apr 2019;33(4):184-195. [doi:
10.1089/apc.2018.0282] [Medline: 30932700]

7.  Westergaard RP, Genz A, Panico K, et al. Acceptability of a mobile health intervention to enhance HIV care
coordination for patients with substance use disorders. Addict Sci Clin Pract. Apr 26,2017;12(1):11. [doi: 10.1186/
$13722-017-0076-y] [Medline: 28441962]

8.  Flickinger TE, DeBolt C, Waldman AL, et al. Social support in a virtual community: analysis of a clinic-affiliated online
support group for persons living with HIV/AIDS. AIDS Behav. Nov 2017;21(11):3087-3099. [doi: 10.1007/s10461-016-
1587-3] [Medline: 27766448]

9.  Waselewski ME, Flickinger TE, Canan C, et al. A mobile health app to support patients receiving medication-assisted
treatment for opioid use disorder: development and feasibility study. JMIR Form Res. Feb 23,2021;5(2):e24561. [doi:
10.2196/24561] [Medline: 33620324]

10. Canan CE, Waselewski ME, Waldman ALD, et al. Long term impact of PositiveLinks: clinic-deployed mobile
technology to improve engagement with HIV care. PLoS One. 2020;15(1):0226870. [doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.
0226870] [Medline: 31905209]

11. Flickinger TE, Ingersoll K, Swoger S, Grabowski M, Dillingham R. Secure messaging through PositiveLinks:
examination of electronic communication in a clinic-affiliated smartphone app for patients living with HIV. Telemed J E
Health. Mar 2020;26(3):359-364. [doi: 10.1089/tmj.2018.0261] [Medline: 30900961]

12.  Coursaris CK, Liu M. An analysis of social support exchanges in online HIV/AIDS self-help groups. Comput Human
Behav. Jul 2009;25(4):911-918. [doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2009.03.006]

13.  Flickinger TE, DeBolt C, Wispelwey E, et al. Content analysis and user characteristics of a smartphone-based online
support group for people living with HIV. Telemed J E Health. Sep 2016;22(9):746-754. [doi: 10.1089/tmj.2015.0160]
[Medline: 27002956]

14. Flickinger TE, Campbell BR, Timm A, et al. Use of a mobile health intervention by older versus younger people with
HIV: analysis of usage, social support, and network interactions. Telemed Rep. 2022;3(1):191-200. [doi: 10.1089/tmr.
2022.0035] [Medline: 36636167]

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564 JMIR Form Res 2026 | vol. 10 | 66564 | p. 12
(page number not for citation purposes)


https://jmir.org/api/download?alt_name=formative_v10i1e66564_app1.docx
https://jmir.org/api/download?alt_name=formative_v10i1e66564_app1.docx
https://jmir.org/api/download?alt_name=formative_v10i1e66564_app2.docx
https://jmir.org/api/download?alt_name=formative_v10i1e66564_app2.docx
https://doi.org/10.1097/QAD.0000000000001039
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26836787
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13011-019-0240-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13011-019-0240-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31727086
https://doi.org/10.3390/tropicalmed7110349
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36355891
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0220272
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31800575
https://doi.org/10.1080/07317115.2018.1456500
https://doi.org/10.1080/07317115.2018.1456500
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29617194
https://doi.org/10.1089/apc.2018.0282
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30932700
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13722-017-0076-y
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13722-017-0076-y
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28441962
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-016-1587-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-016-1587-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27766448
https://doi.org/10.2196/24561
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33620324
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0226870
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0226870
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31905209
https://doi.org/10.1089/tmj.2018.0261
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30900961
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2009.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1089/tmj.2015.0160
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27002956
https://doi.org/10.1089/tmr.2022.0035
https://doi.org/10.1089/tmr.2022.0035
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36636167
https://formative.jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

JMIR FORMATIVE RESEARCH Tarfa et al

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

217.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

Traynor M. Discourse analysis: theoretical and historical overview and review of papers in the Journal of Advanced
Nursing 1996-2004. J Adv Nurs. Apr 2006;54(1):62-72. [doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2648.2006.03791 x] [Medline: 16553692]
Oyebode O, Unuabonah FO. Coping with HIV/AIDS: a multimodal discourse analysis of selected HIV/AIDS posters in
south-western Nigeria. Discourse Soc. Nov 2013;24(6):810-827. [doi: 10.1177/0957926513503269]

Souleymanov R, Brennan DJ, Logie C, Allman D, Craig SL, Halkitis PN. Pleasure and HIV biomedical discourse: the
structuring of sexual and drug-related risks for gay and bisexual men who party-n-play. Int J Drug Policy. Dec
2019;74:181-190. [doi: 10.1016/j.drugpo.2019.09.015] [Medline: 31627160]

Herring SC. The co-evolution of computer-mediated communication and computer-mediated discourse analysis. In: Bou-
Franch P, Garcés-Conejos Blitvich P, editors. Analyzing Digital Discourse. Palgrave Macmillan; 2019:25-67. [doi: 10.
1007/978-3-319-92663-6 2]

Yang F, Shah DV, Tahk A, et al. mHealth and social mediation: mobile support among stigmatized people living with
HIV and substance use disorder. New Media Soc. Apr 2023;25(4):702-731. [doi: 10.1177/14614448231158653]
Gustafson DH, McTavish FM, Chih MY, et al. A smartphone application to support recovery from alcoholism: a
randomized clinical trial. JAMA Psychiatry. May 2014;71(5):566-572. [doi: 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2013.4642]
[Medline: 24671165]

Hochstatter KR, Akhtar WZ, Dietz S, et al. Potential influences of the COVID-19 pandemic on drug use and HIV care
among people living with HIV and substance use disorders: experience from a pilot mHealth intervention. AIDS Behav.
Feb 2021;25(2):354-359. [doi: 10.1007/s10461-020-02976-1] [Medline: 32705370]

Coulson NS, Buchanan H. The role of online support groups in helping individuals affected by HIV and AIDS: scoping
review of the literature. J] Med Internet Res. Jul 26, 2022;24(7):e27648. [doi: 10.2196/27648] [Medline: 35881456]
Herring SC. Computer-mediated discourse analysis: an approach to researching online behavior. In: Barab SA, Kling R,
Gray JH, editors. Designing for Virtual Communities in the Service of Learning. Cambridge University Press;
2004:338-376. [doi: 10.1017/CBO9780511805080.016]

Herring SC. Slouching toward the ordinary: current trends in computer-mediated communication. New Media Soc. Feb
2004;6(1):26-36. [doi: 10.1177/1461444804039906]

Guba EG, Lincoln YS. Competing paradigms in qualitative research. In: Denzin NK, Lincoln YS, editors. Handbook of
Qualitative Research. Sage Publications; 1994:105-117.

O’Brien BC, Harris IB, Beckman TJ, Reed DA, Cook DA. Standards for reporting qualitative research: a synthesis of
recommendations. Acad Med. Sep 2014;89(9):1245-1251. [doi: 10.1097/ACM.0000000000000388] [Medline:
24979285]

Dickenson A, Oklahoma State University. Communicating with the online student: the impact of e-mail tone on student
performance and teacher evaluations. J Educ Online. 2017;14(2):2. URL: https://www thejeo.com/archive/current [doi:
10.9743/je0.2017.14.2.5]

Preece J, Maloney-Krichmar D, Abras C. History of emergence of online communities. In: ChristensenK, Levinson D,
editors. Encyclopedia of Community: From Village to Virtual World. Sage Publications; 2003:1023-1027.

Porter CE. A typology of virtual communities: a multi-disciplinary foundation for future research. ] Comput Mediat
Commun. 2004;10(1):1429-1446. URL: http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/jcmc.2004.10.issue-1 [doi: 10.1111/1.1083-6101.
2004.tb00228 .x]

Hansen D, Shneiderman B, Smith M. Visualizing threaded conversation networks: mining message boards and email
lists for actionable insights. In: Active Media Technology, AMT 2010. Springer; Lecture Notes in Computer Science.
[doi: 10.1007/978-3-642-15470-6 7]

Ren Y, Kraut R, Kiesler S. Applying common identity and bond theory to design of online communities. Organ Stud.
2007;28(3):377-408. [doi: 10.1177/0170840607076007]

McKenna KYA, Green AS, Gleason MEJ. Relationship formation on the internet: what’s the big attraction? J Soc Issues.
Jan 2002;58(1):9-31. URL: https://spssi.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/15404560/58/1 [doi: 10.1111/1540-4560.00246]
Ren Y, Kraut RE. Agent-based modeling to inform online community design: impact of topical breadth, message
volume, and discussion moderation on member commitment and contribution. Hum Comput Interact. Jul 4,
2014;29(4):351-389. [doi: 10.1080/07370024.2013.828565]

van Mierlo T. The 1% rule in four digital health social networks: an observational study. J Med Internet Res. Feb 4,
2014;16(2):e33. [doi: 10.2196/jmir.2966] [Medline: 24496109]

Wilkerson DA. Lurking behavior in online psychosocial discussion forums: theoretical perspectives and implications for
practice. J Technol Hum Serv. Jul 2, 2016;34(3):256-266. [doi: 10.1080/15228835.2016.1193456]

Dworkin M, Chakraborty A, Lee S, et al. A realistic talking human embodied agent mobile phone intervention to
promote HI'V medication adherence and retention in care in young HIV-positive African American men who have sex

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564 JMIR Form Res 2026 | vol. 10 | 66564 | p. 13

(page number not for citation purposes)


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2006.03791.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16553692
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926513503269
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2019.09.015
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31627160
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-92663-6_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-92663-6_2
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448231158653
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2013.4642
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24671165
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-020-02976-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32705370
https://doi.org/10.2196/27648
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35881456
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511805080.016
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444804039906
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000000388
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24979285
https://www.thejeo.com/archive/current
https://doi.org/10.9743/jeo.2017.14.2.5
http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/jcmc.2004.10.issue-1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2004.tb00228.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2004.tb00228.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-15470-6_7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840607076007
https://spssi.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/15404560/58/1
https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-4560.00246
https://doi.org/10.1080/07370024.2013.828565
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.2966
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24496109
https://doi.org/10.1080/15228835.2016.1193456
https://formative.jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

JMIR FORMATIVE RESEARCH Tarfa et al

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

with men: qualitative study. JMIR Mhealth Uhealth. Jul 31, 2018;6(7):e10211. [doi: 10.2196/10211] [Medline:
30064971]

Watson N. Why we argue about virtual community: a case study of the phish. net fan community. In: Virtual Culture:
Identity and Communication in Cybersociety. 1997:102-132. [doi: 10.4135/9781446250303.n6]

Liu Y, Kornfield R, Shaw BR, Shah DV, McTavish F, Gustafson DH. Giving and receiving social support in online
substance use disorder forums: how self-efficacy moderates effects on relapse. Patient Educ Couns. Jun
2020;103(6):1125-1133. [doi: 10.1016/j.pec.2019.12.015] [Medline: 31901364]

Mo PKH, Coulson NS. Exploring the communication of social support within virtual communities: a content analysis of
messages posted to an online HIV/AIDS support group. Cyberpsychol Behav. Jun 2008;11(3):371-374. [doi: 10.1089/
cpb.2007.0118] [Medline: 18537512]

Guo Y, Goh DHL. “I Have AIDS”: content analysis of postings in HIV/AIDS support group on a Chinese microblog.
Comput Human Behav. May 2014;34:219-226. [doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2014.02.003]

Tidwell LC, Walther JB. Computer-mediated communication effects on disclosure, impressions, and interpersonal
evaluations: getting to know one another a bit at a time. Human Comm Res. Jul 2002;28(3):317-348. URL.: http://www.
blackwell-synergy.com/toc/hcre/28/3 [doi: 10.1111/.1468-2958.2002.tb00811 .x]

Suler J. The online disinhibition effect. Cyberpsychol Behav. Jun 2004;7(3):321-326. [doi: 10.1089/1094931041291295]
[Medline: 15257832]

Goldzweig CL, Orshansky G, Paige NM, et al. Electronic patient portals: evidence on health outcomes, satisfaction,
efficiency, and attitudes: a systematic review. Ann Intern Med. Nov 19,2013;159(10):677-687. [doi: 10.7326/0003-
4819-159-10-201311190-00006] [Medline: 24247673]

Loh J, Kretschmer T. Online communities on competing platforms: evidence from game wikis. Strateg Manag J. Feb
2023;44(2):441-476. URL: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/10970266/44/2 [doi: 10.1002/smj.3442]

Abbreviations

A-CHESS: Addiction Comprehensive Health Enhancement Support System
CMDA: computer-mediated discourse analysis

DEA: Drug Enforcement Administration

PWUD: people who use drugs

SRQR: Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research

SUD: substance use disorder

TOTD: Thought of the Day

Edited by Amaryllis Mavragani; peer-reviewed by Douglas Smith, Karen Ingersoll; submitted 04.Nov.2024; final revised
version received 25.Jul 2025; accepted 11.Aug.2025; published 15.Jan.2026

Please cite as:

Tarfa A, Pecanac K, Shiyanbola O, Liebert C, Dietz S, Miller R, Westergaard RP

Support Community Formation on a Mobile App for People Living With HIV and Substance Use Disorder: A Computer-
Mediated Discourse Analysis

JMIR Form Res 2026;10:e66564

URL: hitps://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

doi: 10.2196/66564

© Adati Tarfa, Kristen Pecanac, Olayinka Shiyanbola, Cameron Liebert, Sarah Dietz, Rebecca Miller, Ryan P Westergaard.
Originally published in JMIR Formative Research (https://formative.jmir.org), 15.Jan.2026. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work, first published in
JMIR Formative Research, is properly cited. The complete bibliographic information, a link to the original publication on
https://formative.jmir.org, as well as this copyright and license information must be included.

https://formative jmir.org/2026/1/e66564 JMIR Form Res 2026 | vol. 10 | 66564 | p. 14

(page number not for citation purposes)


https://doi.org/10.2196/10211
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30064971
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446250303.n6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2019.12.015
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31901364
https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2007.0118
https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2007.0118
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18537512
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.02.003
http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/toc/hcre/28/3
http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/toc/hcre/28/3
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2002.tb00811.x
https://doi.org/10.1089/1094931041291295
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15257832
https://doi.org/10.7326/0003-4819-159-10-201311190-00006
https://doi.org/10.7326/0003-4819-159-10-201311190-00006
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24247673
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/10970266/44/2
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.3442
https://formative.jmir.org/2026/1/e66564
https://doi.org/10.2196/66564
https://formative.jmir.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://formative.jmir.org
https://formative.jmir.org/2026/1/e66564

	Support Community Formation on a Mobile App for People Living With HIV and Substance Use Disorder: A Computer-Mediated Discourse Analysis
	Introduction
	Methods
	A-CHESS App Overview
	Setting and Participant Recruitment
	Data Source
	Data Sampling
	Data Analysis
	Ethical Considerations

	Results
	Overview
	Meaning, Social Behaviors, and Engagement Patterns of the Discourses in the Message Board
	Premeditated Messaging
	Responses Combining Aligning, Applying, and Interpreting TOTD
	Adlib Messaging

	Discussion
	Principal Findings
	Limitations
	Conclusion



