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ABSTRACT 

Aim of the Study: This study aims to compare internationally recognized online 

health communities (OHCs) such as PatientsLikeMe, Diabetes Daily, and 

DailyStrength with potential Pakistani counterparts like Oladoc, Sehat Kahani, 

ZMedHealth, and Marham. By discerning the strengths and weaknesses of these 

platforms, the study seeks to guide the development of tailored digital health 

solutions to address the specific needs of diabetic patients in Pakistan. 

Methodology: The study conducted a comparative analysis of OHCs' usage 

patterns, types of OHCs utilized, duration of membership, perceived benefits, types 

of support received, and trust in shared information. Data were gathered through 

semi-structured interviews, meticulously coded, and categorized from the 

University of Lahore Teaching Hospital, Dental Hospital University of Lahore, 

Social Security Teaching Hospital, Al Khidmat Teaching Mansoorah Hospital, and 

Sehat Medical Complex, Lahore to analyze the frequency and percentage 

distribution of responses across various parameters. 

Findings: The frequency of OHC usage varied, with 40% of respondents using 

OHCs daily and 16% using them frequently. Facebook emerged as the most utilized 

platform (70%), followed by Instagram (16%). Regarding the duration of OHC 

membership, 24% had been members for 2-3 years. Benefits of OHC usage 

included information access (16%) and emotional support (24%). Peer support 

(24%) and guidance on management strategies (24%) were the most common types 

of support received. Forty percent of respondents expressed trust in the information 

shared on OHCs. 

Conclusion: The study highlights the widespread use and varied benefits of OHCs 

among diabetic patients in Pakistan. It underscores the importance of tailoring 

digital health solutions to local contexts while leveraging international best 

practices. Understanding the dynamics of OHCs can inform the development of 

effective interventions to support diabetic patients and enhance their healthcare.  
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Introduction 

Web-based platforms known as online health communities offer information services such as online 

search, access, sharing, and transmission of health information to community members and health 

enthusiasts. The sharing of medical data is an essential component of virtual health networks requiring 

active participation from users. Users search for solutions to their health problems by sharing health 

information with their communities. Additionally, health information has major positive externalities that 

can encourage the dissemination of health knowledge and expertise. 

In the context of diabetes prevalence in Pakistan, the country holds a significant position within the IDF 

MENA region, comprising 21 countries and territories. As of 2021, the global burden of diabetes stands at 

a staggering 537 million individuals, with 73 million affected within the MENA Region alone. 

Projections indicate a concerning escalation by 2045, with an estimated rise to 135.7 million cases. 

Specifically focusing on Pakistan, the statistics reveal a substantial challenge, with a total adult population 

of approximately 123.5 million. Within this demographic, diabetes affects a significant portion, with a 

prevalence of 26.7% among adults. This translates to an alarming total of approximately 32.9 million 

cases of diabetes among adults in Pakistan (International Diabetes Federation, 2021). These figures 

underscore the urgent need for comprehensive research and interventions tailored to the Pakistani 

population to address the multifaceted challenges posed by diabetes (Bhutta, et al., 2022) on which the 

current study has focused.  

User-sharing activity is becoming increasingly significant in Pakistan as a new avenue for exchanging 

health and medical information and enhancing online interactions between patients and physicians with 

the efforts of the Society of Obstetricians & Gynaecologists of Pakistan | FIGO, 2014; I-Care America, 

2024; I-Care Foundation, 2024; Aman Foundation; Pakistan – Population Council (Bowman, 2023) and 

United Nations Population Fund. Encouraging active participation and fostering a culture of information 

sharing among users are vital objectives for online health communities. By understanding the factors 

influencing users' willingness to share health-related content, these communities tailor their strategies to 

enhance user engagement and ensure sustained involvement. This proactive approach is crucial for 

maintaining digital health societies' seamless operation and effectiveness, ultimately contributing to 

improved health outcomes and support for members. 

In Pakistan, several online healthcare platforms have emerged to address the evolving needs of patients 

and improve access to medical services. PakMediNet serves as a comprehensive medical information 

gateway, offering a vast repository of healthcare resources and facilitating knowledge dissemination 

within the medical community. Similarly, Dawaai Private Limited operates as an online pharmacy, 

providing individuals with convenient access to a wide range of medications at competitive prices. 

Shifa4U stands out as a one-stop healthcare solution, offering a spectrum of online healthcare services to 

users, including diagnostic tests, doctor consultations, and medication delivery. 

Moreover, PIERS on the Move (POM) a notable initiative in Pakistan's healthcare landscape, focuses on 

leveraging e-health technology to support Lady Health Workers (LHWs) in providing care to women with 

pre-eclampsia. This mobile health application was tested between 2014 and 2016 and aimed to enhance 

the knowledge and self-efficacy of LHWs in managing pre-eclampsia cases through digital tools and 

resources (Chomutare, et al., 2011; El-Sappagh, et al., 2018;  Kinshella, et al., 2021). 

In today's ever-evolving digital landscape, the ethos of health information exchange continues to evolve, 

propelled by the advent of AI chatbots and other online medical facilities, such as virtual consultations 

and telemedicine platforms, the dissemination of medical data has reached unprecedented levels of 

accessibility and convenience.  

In Pakistan, several AI chatbots and telemedicine services have emerged to bridge the gap between 

patients and healthcare providers, especially in areas with limited access to traditional healthcare 

facilities. Platforms like Sehat Kahani, Oladoc, Marham, and DoctHers utilize AI chatbots to offer 
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medical consultation services and appointment scheduling, providing users with immediate access to 

―Telehealth‖ and ―Telemedicine‖ for basic healthcare information and assistance (Rudin, et al., 2014; 

Wang, 2023). Additionally, telemedicine services such as FindMyDoctorPK and AugmentCare, 

MyDoctorPk, and Healthwire connect patients with certified doctors for online consultations, enabling 

individuals to seek medical advice and prescriptions from the comfort of their homes. These innovative 

platforms leverage technology to overcome geographical barriers and improve healthcare accessibility, 

particularly in remote areas where access to medical facilities is limited. 

In recent years, Pakistan has witnessed significant strides in the integration of digital health initiatives 

within both the private and public sectors. Esteemed institutions such as the Agha Khan Hospital, 

COMSATS, Naya Jeevan have spearheaded the adoption of e-health technologies, particularly 

telemedicine and digital information systems in their further initiatives (Health Care Report, 2023). These 

advancements have been instrumental in extending healthcare access to remote areas, enhancing data 

analytics capabilities, and streamlining administrative processes across the board.  

However, amidst these commendable efforts, a notable gap persists in the realm of online health 

communities tailored specifically for diabetic patients in Pakistan. Unlike their international counterparts, 

such as HealthUnlocked, MyFitnessPal, PatientsLikeMe, Diabetes Daily, and DailyStrength, which foster 

robust online support networks for individuals managing diabetes, Pakistan currently lacks dedicated 

platforms catering to this demographic.  

In the dynamic landscape of online health communities (OHCs), where bytes of information traverse 

digital highways, a symphony of shared knowledge orchestrates the dance of empowerment and 

connectivity. This virtual agora transcends geographical boundaries, beckoning health seekers and 

enthusiasts alike to partake in the exchange of life-altering wisdom. In 2020, the Pakistani government, in 

collaboration with the World Health Organization (WHO), launched the groundbreaking "WhatsApp 

Corona Helpline" available in twenty different languages. This initiative provided crucial information and 

support to combat the COVID-19 pandemic, showcasing the power of technology in delivering vital 

healthcare resources to diverse communities. 

Meanwhile, leading health and wellness brands like OMRON, Withings, and Qardio have revolutionized 

blood pressure monitoring with their state-of-the-art smart blood pressure monitors. These cutting-edge 

devices empower individuals to manage their cardiovascular health proactively, contributing to overall 

well-being and longevity. Furthermore, in diabetes management, brands like OneTouch®, Accu-Chek, 

and FreeStyle Abbott have pioneered innovative solutions for blood glucose testing. These advanced 

technologies enable individuals to monitor their blood sugar levels with precision and ease, enhancing 

their ability to manage diabetes effectively and live healthier lives. 

In addition, home-based fetal monitors like Owlet US and Baby Doppler provide expectant parents with 

invaluable peace of mind by allowing them to monitor their baby's well-being from the comfort of their 

home. These devices offer real-time insights into fetal health, fostering a deeper connection between 

parents and their unborn child while ensuring early detection of any potential concerns. Together, these 

advancements in healthcare technology exemplify the remarkable progress in leveraging innovation to 

improve health outcomes and empower individuals to take control of their well-being. By harnessing the 

power of technology and collaboration, we can create a healthier and more resilient future for all. 

With the rise of web-based platforms, the landscape of health information exchange has undergone a 

profound transformation, akin to a metamorphosis. Gone are the days when such exchanges were 

confined to the sterile confines of medical institutions. Instead, they now find vibrant expression in the 

digital realm, where platforms like Facebook Messenger Chatbox have become conduits for sharing vital 

medical data (Chudnovsky, 2020; NADRA, 2024). Here, the click of a keyboard key resonates with the 

collective wisdom and experiences of users, transcending physical boundaries and fostering connections 

based on shared expertise and lived realities. 
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Research Questions 

1. How do diabetes patients utilize international and Pakistani online platforms for exchanging 

health-related information and experiences? 

2. What are the similarities and differences in the modes of communication and information 

exchange between international and Pakistani online platforms among diabetes patients? 

3. How do the features and functionalities of international and Pakistani online platforms influence 

the health information-seeking behavior and engagement of diabetes patients? 

Study Objectives 

1. To investigate the patterns of health information exchange among diabetes patients on both 

international and Pakistani online platforms. 

2. To compare the modes of communication and information exchange utilized by diabetes patients 

on international and Pakistani online platforms. 

3. To identify the factors influencing the utilization and engagement of diabetes patients with 

international and Pakistani online platforms for health information exchange. 

In recent years, there has been a notable upsurge in scholarly interest, both nationally and globally, 

regarding the dynamics of health information sharing within online communities. However, despite this 

growing interest, there remains a stark gap in the availability of dedicated online health communities 

specifically tailored to meet the needs of individuals living with diabetes in Pakistan (Soroya, et al., 

2021). This deficiency is particularly concerning given the prevalence of diabetes and the increasing 

reliance on online resources for health-related information and support. In this digital age, individuals 

with diabetes face numerous challenges in finding reliable information, connecting with peers facing 

similar health challenges, and accessing emotional support networks (Shahid, et al., 2022). The absence 

of dedicated online platforms exacerbates these challenges, leaving individuals with diabetes feeling 

isolated, uninformed, and unsupported in their journey towards managing their condition. 

In Pakistan, institutions such as the Punjab Healthcare Commission (PHC), Pakistan Medical and Dental 

Council (PMDC), and the Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act, 2016 | PCSW (PECA) play crucial roles 

in regulating and safeguarding healthcare information in the digital realm. However, despite their efforts, 

there remains a pressing need for comprehensive statutory safeguards to protect the privacy and digital 

rights of individuals in the healthcare sector. This is underscored by studies such as Daudpota (2016) 

highlighting the necessity for legal frameworks to address the privacy of health information. Additionally, 

research by Qureshi, et al. (2014) and Nisar & Shafiq (2019) emphasizes the challenges and prospects of 

e-health in Pakistan, indicating the importance of efficient utilization of social media and digital platforms 

in the healthcare sector. 

In comparison to countries with well-established health online communities and functionalities, such as 

PatientsLikeMe and DailyStrength, Pakistan lags behind in terms of legal and regulatory frameworks 

governing digital rights in the health field. Institutions like the PMDC and PHC play vital roles in 

ensuring healthcare standards and regulations, but without comprehensive legislation like PECA, 

individuals' digital rights and privacy in healthcare remain vulnerable. To bridge this gap and foster the 

development of robust health online communities, Pakistan can draw lessons from countries with 

exemplary legal frameworks and digital health initiatives. By implementing stringent laws and regulations 

and leveraging the expertise of regulatory bodies, Pakistan can create an environment conducive to the 

growth of online health communities while safeguarding individuals' digital rights and privacy in the 

healthcare sector. 

Moreover, the lack of diabetic online health communities in Pakistan hinders individual patient 

empowerment and self-management for healthcare professionals and administrators to engage with 
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patients in meaningful ways (Ittefaq & Iqbal, 2018). By analyzing online health discussions among 

diabetes patients, this study aims to address this critical gap and provide valuable insights into the 

information needs, communication preferences, and emotional support requirements of individuals with 

diabetes in Pakistan. Through tailored interventions and establishing a supportive online community, 

healthcare professionals and administrators can empower individuals with diabetes to take control of their 

health, improve treatment adherence, and ultimately enhance patient outcomes (Dehnavi, et al., 2021). 

This study holds significant promise in bridging the existing gap in diabetic online health communities 

and improving the overall well-being of individuals living with diabetes in Pakistan. 

Literature Review 

Information sharing denotes the process through which individuals convert knowledge into a format that 

is readily interpretable, absorbable, and applicable by others (Koch-Weser, et al., 2010; Bilgihan, et al., 

2016; Ipe, 2003). With the prevalence of social media and digital platforms, online knowledge sharing has 

recently experienced exponential growth (Hung et al., 2015; Van Oerle, et al., 2016; Nazir & Soroya, 

2021;). Moreover,   information disseminated on online social platforms can be categorized as public or 

private, depending on whether it is shared with the broader public at no cost or with select users for a fee 

(Zhao & Zhang, 2017; Shaw & Johnson, 2011; Zhang, et al., 2013; Li, et al., 2020). 

Since the advent of online technology, the proliferation of online communities and markets within the 

healthcare sector has been remarkable (Goh, Gao, & Agarwal, 2016). These platforms offer a novel 

avenue for healthcare professionals and patients to disseminate health-related information to the public 

(Guo, et al., 2017; Ramdani, et al., 2020; Joshi, et al., 2024). With the ability to transcend geographical 

boundaries, internet platforms afford medical professionals enhanced access to information recipients, 

including patients and their families (Carney, 2022; Duftschmid, 2019). 

Previous research has underscored the positive impact of clinicians sharing information online, leading to 

improved patient outcomes (Barrett, Oborn, & Orlikowski, 2016; Kazi, et al., 2020; Abbate, et al., 2022; 

Mein Goh et al., 2016). Moreover, such practices have shown promise in reducing health disparities. 

Information is esteemed as a valuable resource in the knowledge economy, upon which organizations, 

enterprises, and society rely for effective exchange (Chen & Straub, 2015; Hao, Yang, & Shi, 2019; 

Koohang, et al., 2023). 

Unequivocally, exploring the interplay between ‗informed decision-making‘ (Varga, 2010; Huh, et al., 

2013) and ‗trust in online health resources‘ (Burge, et al., 2014; Eysenbach, et al., 2004; Rezaei Aghdam, 

et al., 2020) enhances ‗patient-provider interactions‘ (Van der Eijk, et al., 2013) to encourage active 

patient participation (Willis, 2014; Chen, et al., 2019). Finally, in the digital era, such research informs 

targeted initiatives aimed at leveraging online platforms to bolster peer support networks (Chen, et al., 

2019; Malik, et al., 2023) promote health information exchange, and improve outcomes for chronic 

conditions like diabetes (Esmaeilzadeh, et al., 2024). 

In today's digital landscape, information sharing has become the primary mode through which users 

acquire and utilize information. As information technology continues to advance, the process of 

transferring health information from one interaction to another, termed health information-sharing 

practices, has gained significant attention (Peng, et al., 2020). The advent of Web 2.0 and online 

platforms facilitating the sharing of health data has spurred scholarly examination of in-person and virtual 

interactions as complementary settings for knowledge sharing (Lin et al., 2016; Li, et al., 2018; Friemel, 

2016). 

Academic discourse has specifically focused on the online exchange of health information, particularly 

exploring how social media platforms facilitate communication (Etikan, et al., 2016; Chan & Leung, 

2018). While research on information sharing spans various academic fields, including formal and 

professional cooperation, commercial exchanges, and academic contexts, the emphasis on health-related 

information sharing has been relatively limited (Almehmadi et al., 2014; Dong, eta al., 2019; Pilerot, 
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2012; Savolainen, 2017; Talja, 2002; Wilson, 2010; Johnson & Case, 2012; Talja & Hansen, 2006; 

Veinot, 2009). 

Despite the prevalence of health-related content sharing online, there has been a dearth of attention on the 

regular sharing of health information in face-to-face settings, particularly among older adults who may be 

more inclined to socialize offline (Friemel, 2016; Williamson, 1998; Liu, et al., 2018) underscores the 

significance of individuals' health knowledge, communication abilities, and the quality of relationships in 

determining their propensity to share health information. 

Notably, studies focusing on interpersonal face-to-face encounters involving health information sharing 

are currently lacking, presenting a gap in the existing literature. From a service science perspective, 

platforms serve as physical or virtual environments for value co-creation, with consumers engaging in 

various value-creation activities (Ikävalko, et al., 2018; Smedlund, et al., 2018; Nambisan, 2002). 

The concept of customer value co-creation, pioneered by McColl-Kennedy, et al., 2012; ) and built upon 

the foundational works of Payne, et al., (2008; Akaka & Vargo, 2015) and Vargo & Lusch (2008), 

highlights the active involvement of customers in shaping their service experiences and outcomes. This 

paradigm shift underscores the increasing importance of customer participation in value-creation 

processes within various industries, including healthcare. The growing attention towards value co-

creation and community outcomes in online community research signals a shift toward recognizing 

patients as active co-creators of value rather than passive recipients of care (Shirazi, et al., 2021).  

In the context of online health communities (OHCs), such as PatientsLikeMe and DailyStrength: Online 

support groups and forums, the role of patients as active participants in value co-creation becomes 

evident (Kwon, et al., 2015). These platforms serve as central hubs for patients to share a wide range of 

health information, from diagnoses to treatments, fostering collaboration and support among members. 

Patients voluntarily contribute information about their symptoms, medical histories, and therapies, to 

assist others and gain insights into their health (Frost, 2011). 

PatientsLikeMe, for instance, stands out as a practical example of an OHC where users find value in 

connecting with others who share similar health concerns. The platform facilitates interactions among 

members, providing a supportive environment for sharing experiences and accessing relevant information 

(Wicks, et al., 2010; Za, et al., 2020). Similarly, Daily Strength offers a space for individuals to seek 

emotional and informational support from peers facing similar health challenges (Aghdam, et al., 2021). 

Problem Statement  

The selection of PatientsLikeMe and DailyStrength for comparison in this study is rooted in their 

prominence as internationally recognized platforms dedicated to fostering online health communities. 

PatientsLikeMe is renowned for its comprehensive support networks and data-sharing features, 

facilitating extensive interactions among individuals managing various health conditions, including 

diabetes. Similarly, DailyStrength has gained widespread acclaim for its robust user engagement tools and 

diverse community forums tailored to address diverse health concerns effectively while Diabetes Daily, 

recognized for its specialized focus on diabetes management, offers a wealth of resources, forums, and 

expert insights tailored specifically to individuals navigating the complexities of diabetes. By juxtaposing 

these globally recognized platforms with potential Pakistani counterparts such as Oladoc, Sehat Kahani, 

ZMedHealth and Marham, this study aims to discern the unique strengths and weaknesses of local online 

health communities. Such a comparison promises to illuminate critical insights into the viability and 

adaptability of international best practices within the Pakistani healthcare landscape, thereby guiding the 

development of tailored digital health solutions to address the specific needs of diabetic patients in 

Pakistan. 
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Theoretical Background 

Social Exchange Theory (SET), crafted by sociologists George Homans and Peter Blau in the mid-20th 

century, provides a rich framework for comprehending the intricacies of social interactions (Homans, 

1958; Blau, 1964). At its essence, this theory illuminates how individuals engage in exchanges within 

relationships, driven by the principle of reciprocity. Within these exchanges, individuals seek to optimize 

rewards while minimizing costs, evaluating factors such as the value of exchanged resources, effort 

expended, and anticipated outcomes. Central to SET is the notion of equity, where individuals strive for 

fairness in relationships, maintaining a balance between received rewards and incurred costs 

acknowledging the influence of power dynamics, norms, and social structures in shaping social 

exchanges, to offer valuable insights into the complexities of human interactions (Kelley, 1959). 

Within this theoretical framework, concepts like comparison levels and power dynamics play pivotal roles 

in elucidating individuals' expectations, satisfaction levels, and decision-making processes within 

relationships. Moreover, the interplay between norms and social structures provides a nuanced 

understanding of societal expectations and regulatory frameworks governing social exchanges (Molm, 

Collett & Schaefer, 2007). By applying Social Exchange Theory, the current study has tried to delve into 

the motivations, behaviors, and outcomes underlying health information-sharing practices, offering 

invaluable insights into how individuals navigate social exchanges in the realm of health communication 

and support. 

Methodology 

Research Design   

This study adopts a qualitative research design to gain deeper insights into the phenomenon of health 

information sharing among individuals with diabetes in online communities for the exploration of 

complex social processes and the interpretation of participants' perspectives, making it well-suited for 

understanding the dynamics of online health information exchange (Pope & Mays, 2020). 

Population  

The target population consists of individuals residing in Lahore, Pakistan, who have been diagnosed with 

diabetes and actively participate in online health communities. Given the lack of specific data on the 

prevalence of diabetes in Lahore (Bhutta, et al., 2022), a diverse range of ages, genders, and educational 

backgrounds are considered for inclusion in the study. Participants from various socioeconomic 

backgrounds have been recruited to ensure a comprehensive understanding of health information-sharing 

practices in the local context. 

In light of the substantial prevalence of diabetes in Pakistan, particularly in urban centers like Lahore, the 

selection of respondents for this research aligns with the pressing need to understand the dynamics of 

health information sharing within the diabetic population. Lahore, being one of the most populous cities 

in Pakistan, provides a diverse pool of individuals representing various demographic characteristics and 

experiences with diabetes. 

Sampling Technique  

In leveraging Lahore's rich cultural tapestry and socioeconomic diversity, this study of 50 respondents 

illuminates the intricate interplay between education, income, and healthcare access, offering profound 

insights into health information behaviors among individuals with diabetes, strategically addressing 

Pakistan's pressing health challenges with local relevance and global significance. 

Strategically drawn from various healthcare facilities including the University of Lahore Teaching 

Hospital, Dental Hospital University of Lahore, Social Security Teaching Hospital, Al Khidmat Teaching 

Mansoorah Hospital, and Sehat Medical Complex, Lahore, the selection of 50 respondents sourced from 

platforms like Oladoc, Marham, and healthwirepk ensures a diverse representation within Lahore's 
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diabetic population. This deliberate sampling approach not only facilitates a thorough examination but 

also maintains practicality in data collection and analysis. By focusing on individuals accessing healthcare 

at these renowned institutions, the study aims to provide nuanced insights into health information-sharing 

practices among urban diabetics, contributing not only to Lahore's local context but also advancing a 

broader understanding of urban health research. 

Data Collection Technique  

Semi-structured interviews are conducted to gather comprehensive data from participants for the 

exploration of participants' viewpoints and experiences. Interview questions are designed to elicit insights 

into participants' health information-sharing practices, motivations, challenges, and perceived benefits 

(Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2020). 

Interview Procedures  

In the selected hospitals, the interview procedure delicately adhered to the principles of the Social 

Exchange Theory, which posits that individuals engage in social interactions to maximize rewards and 

minimize costs. Each participant engaged in semi-structured interviews, establishing a reciprocal 

exchange where both interviewer and participant contributed insights. This exchange was characterized 

by mutual respect and reciprocity, as the interviewer sought to understand the participant's experiences 

while offering validation and empathy.  

By fostering an environment of trust and rapport, the interviews facilitated open dialogue, allowing 

participants to share their perspectives on health information behaviors without fear of judgment. Through 

this exchange, participants received the reward of being heard and understood, while the interviewer 

gained valuable insights into the complexities surrounding health information-sharing practices among 

urban diabetics. Moreover, recognizing the significance of mental health in diabetes management, the 

study integrated care for participants' psychological well-being, referred to as "psychological 

comorbidities" (Wu, et al., 2020), and offered assistance within the hospital vicinity, ensuring holistic 

support throughout the interview process as a commitment to ethical research practices and participant 

well-being. 

Measurement Instruments   

Interview questions ten in number are formulated to address the research objectives and facilitate a 

thorough exploration of participants' experiences with health information sharing in online communities. 

Participants are then queried about the types of information they typically share within OHCs, exploring 

their comparison levels regarding the content exchanged and the interactions undertaken within these 

platforms, perceptions regarding the role of social media platforms in fostering personal healthcare habits 

and addressing power dynamics within online health communities. Lastly, participants are asked about 

their engagement in relationship-building activities within OHCs and the perceived benefits or outcomes 

of such interactions along with their trust in the information shared within OHCs, addressing concerns 

related to the reliability and credibility of health information exchanged. 

Online Forums and Websites  

The study focuses on analyzing health information-sharing practices on both international and Pakistani 

online forums and websites. Three international platforms, including PatientsLikeMe, DailyStrength, and 

Diabetes Daily, are selected for comparison with four Pakistani platforms, namely Oladoc, Sehat Kahani, 

ZMedHealth, and Marham. These platforms represent diverse online health communities and provide 

valuable insights into the differences and similarities in health information-sharing behaviors across 

different cultural contexts. 
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Operationalization of Key Concepts  

Key concepts such as reciprocity, equity, comparison levels, power dynamics, and norms & social 

structures have been operationalized through the design of interview questions that aim to elucidate 

participants' experiences and interactions within online health communities, aligning with the principles 

of Social Exchange Theory (Surma-Aho & Hölttä-Otto, 2022). 

Analysis 

The data analysis involves leveraging semi-structured interviews and applying the principles of the social 

exchange theory to interpret the obtained results. Interview transcripts undergo meticulous coding and 

categorization, unveiling recurrent themes, patterns, and insights regarding health information exchange 

among individuals with diabetes in online communities. This approach aims to capture the nuances of 

interpersonal exchanges and the underlying dynamics of information sharing within the context of digital 

health platforms, shedding light on the multifaceted nature of diabetic patients' interactions and 

experiences online. 

Analysis of Interview Responses: 

Table 1: Frequency of Response (Total respondents= 50) 

Frequency 

of OHC 

Usage 

Frequency 

of OHC 

Usage 

        

Daily 

        

Frequently 

        

Mostly 

        

Spora

dically 

        One 

or two 

times a 

month 

Not used 

properly 

No 

usa

ge 

Respondents 20 8 4 8 4 4 3 

Percentage 40% 16% 8% 16% 8% 8% 8% 

Types of 

OHCs Used 

PatientsLikeMe 

DailyStrength 

DiabetesDaily 

Marham 

SehatKahani 

ZMedHealth 

Oladoc 

Faceboo

k  

Instagram  WhatsAp

p Health 

Groups 

Reddit 

Commun

ities 

InstaCar

e 

Diabetes 

support 

groups 

Twitter Not 

spec

ified 

Respondents 35 8 8 4 4 4 5 

Percentage 70% 16% 16% 8% 8% 8% 10% 

Duration of 

OHC 

Membership 

Duration of 

OHC 

Membership 

2-3 

years 

        6 

months 

5 years Since 

2017 

2 years More than 1 

year 

Not 

spec

ified 

Respondents 12 4 4 4 4 4 6 

Percentage 24% 8% 8% 8% 8% 8% 12% 

Benefits of 

Using OHCs 

Benefits of 

Using OHCs: 

        

Instant 

consulta

ncy 

     

Information 

access 

        

Emotio

nal 

support 

Divers

e 

perspe

ctives 

        

Treatment 

success 

stories 

        Insights 

into 

alternative 

treatments 

Not 

spec

ified 

Respondents 8 8 12 8 4 4 5 

Percentage 16% 16% 24% 16% 8% 8% 10% 

Types of  Types of Peer Guidance on Informa Emotio Coping Practical Not 
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Support 

Received 

Support 

Received 

support management 

strategies 

tion 

exchang

e 

nal 

validati

on 

strategies advice spec

ified 

Respondents 12 12 11 8 4 8 4 

Percentage 24% 24% 22% 16% 8% 16% 8% 

Trust in 

Information 

Shared on 

OHCs 

Trust in 

Information 

Shared on 

OHCs 

yes No      

Respondents 20 4      

Percentage 40% 8%      

 

Discussion 

The results of the analysis as shown in table 1 offer a nuanced understanding of the intricate interplay 

between diabetic patients and online health communities (OHCs). Through the lens of qualitative inquiry, 

the frequency of OHC usage emerged as a dynamic spectrum, ranging from regular engagement to 

sporadic interactions. This variance reflects the diverse needs and preferences within the diabetic 

population, illustrating the complex ontology of health-seeking behaviors in digital spaces. 

In exploring the types of OHCs utilized by respondents, a rich tapestry of platforms unfolded, with the 

Facebook pages of Patientlikeme, DailyStrength, and Diabetes Daily reigning supreme as the preferred 

choice for many. However, the inclusion of lesser-known platforms such as Reddit health communities 

and the Marham app showcases the epistemological richness inherent in the diabetic community's 

information ecosystem. Each platform offers a unique terrain for knowledge exchange, embodying 

distinct epistemological paradigms that shape the dissemination and reception of health-related 

information. 

Furthermore, the duration of OHC membership unveils a temporal dimension to diabetic patients' 

engagement with online communities, underscoring the evolving nature of their health-seeking journeys. 

While some adhere to longstanding memberships, others navigate transient affiliations, reflecting shifts in 

epistemological orientations and ontological perspectives over time. 

The benefits derived from OHCs underscore the multifaceted nature of digital health experiences, ranging 

from practical assistance to emotional solace. This multiplicity of benefits speaks to the diverse 

epistemological frameworks through which diabetic patients navigate their illness narratives, drawing on 

a rich tapestry of knowledge sources to inform their self-care practices. 

Similarly, the types of support received from OHCs illuminate the intricate web of social dynamics that 

underpin digital health interactions. From peer camaraderie to expert guidance, the varied forms of 

support reflect the nuanced epistemological stances adopted by individuals as they negotiate their diabetic 

identities within online spaces. 

Finally, the question of trust in information shared on OHCs unveils the epistemological tensions inherent 

in digital health environments. While some express unwavering faith in the information disseminated, 

others approach it with a healthy dose of skepticism, navigating a complex terrain of competing 

epistemologies and ontologies. 

The intricate nature of these findings emphasizes the necessity for a nuanced grasp of how diabetic 

patients navigate digital health landscapes. Recognizing the diverse ways individuals perceive and seek 

knowledge within online communities is essential for healthcare providers and policymakers to 

effectively cater to their evolving requirements in the digital realm. This entails understanding the 
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underlying structures and processes guiding patients' interactions with health information online, 

ultimately informing strategies to enhance support and engagement in the digital health sphere. 

Conclusion 

The analysis of semi-structured interview data sheds light on how diabetes patients utilize both 

international and Pakistani online platforms for exchanging health-related information and experiences 

(Q1). Frequencies in platform usage varied, with respondents utilizing platforms like Facebook, 

Instagram, WhatsApp, and others to seek information, share experiences, and connect with peers. Some 

participants preferred international platforms like PatientsLikeMe, DailyStrength, and Diabetes Daily for 

structured discussions, while others favored Pakistani platforms such as Oladoc, Sehat Kahani, 

ZMedHealth, and Marham for quick advice, inspirational stories and recommendations. 

Moreover, the study examines the similarities and differences in modes of communication and 

information exchange between international and Pakistani online platforms among diabetes patients. 

International platforms offer structured forums and specialized discussion threads for in-depth 

conversations on treatment strategies and coping mechanisms, while Pakistani platforms leverage social 

media channels, and doctors‘ contact detailing for informal exchanges (Q2). Despite these differences, 

both types of platforms serve as valuable resources for diabetic patients, facilitating information 

exchange, emotional support, and empowerment within the community. 

Additionally, the research investigates how the features and functionalities of international and Pakistani 

online platforms influence the health information-seeking behavior and engagement of diabetes patients 

(Q3). International platforms provide advanced search tools, comprehensive user profiles, and data 

visualization options, enhancing access to health information and fostering engagement. Conversely, 

Pakistani platforms prioritize ease of use and integration with social media, catering to users with varying 

digital literacy levels (Q3). These platform-specific characteristics shape information-seeking behaviors 

and engagement levels, highlighting the significance of platform design in supporting the needs of 

diabetic patients. 

In the context of Pakistan, where access to specialized diabetes care may be limited, online forums like 

PatientsLikeMe, DailyStrength, and Diabetes Daily serve as invaluable resources for individuals 

managing diabetes. These platforms offer a virtual space for patients to connect with others facing similar 

challenges, share experiences, and access peer support. Given the prevalence of diabetes in Pakistan and 

the potential barriers to traditional healthcare services, these online communities play a crucial role in 

providing information, emotional support, and practical advice to individuals living with diabetes. 

Moreover, they empower patients to take an active role in their healthcare journey, fostering a sense of 

community and solidarity in navigating the complexities of diabetes management within the local context. 

As such, these forums serve as complementary sources of support and education for individuals seeking 

to optimize their diabetes care in Pakistan. 

Recommendations 

In the management of diabetes, a multidisciplinary approach involving various medical professionals is 

essential. These include endocrinologists, primary care physicians, nurse educators, dietitians/ 

nutritionists, pharmacists, ophthalmologists, podiatrists, and mental health professionals but, interactive 

diabetic online health communities should be more frequent on new digital health scenarios to make 

patients aware of loaded medical terms and conditions, treatment experiences, lifestyle adjustments 

information, peer support and anatomy of disease. The American Diabetes Association emphasizes the 

importance of coordinated care among these professionals to ensure comprehensive diabetes management 

that is visible and discernable on international eHealth forums. Each plays a crucial role, from medical 

diagnosis and treatment to patient education, lifestyle modification support, medication management, and 

monitoring for complications (American Diabetes Association, 2022). 
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