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Introduction

Since it was created, Facebook has been praised, disapproved, used, and

researched in the name of communication and discourse (Soukup, 2018; Vitak, 2013;

Porten-Chee, 2020; Ledbetter, 2011; Seo, 2016; Liu, 2016). Facebook started as a website

for college students to connect through and has since grown into the worldwide platform

we know today. With further development of Facebook came memes and instant

messaging and eventually, groups and pages where communities can flourish. The most

recent marketing from Facebook has been focused on groups; there is a place for

everyone no matter how unique the topic. A recent promotion from Facebook calls for

users to, “take on anything with Facebook groups” (Facebook, 2021). These groups can

be open to anyone, but more specialized groups often require some questions to be

answered before admittance to the community, questions like “Have you or are trying to



Unbound ⃒  Spring 2022

be diagnosed with xxx?”, “Do you like plants?”, “Do you juggle?”, and “Do you believe in

xxx religion?” The entrance questions will always depend upon the community.

While Facebook is a breeding ground for communications studies, the

development of specialized groups is an area with little research done. Because this is an

area lacking information, there has not been substantial research on women-only

disability communities. While searching for articles to support my research questions, I

found little on women-only discourse communities and only one regarding women,

discourse analysis, and learning disabilities. Unfortunately, I did not have the resources to

access this article.

Wright and Bell (2003) conducted a study on how health-related support groups

on the internet can affect social support and communication. This study looks into the

Weak Ties Network theory that acquaintances can be more influential than close friends

(Wigmore, 2017). Although large-scale communities are filled with acquaintances, you

rarely become close friends with every participant. Supportive communities for health

can positively reduce stress, leading to an effect on physical health. Removing

face-to-face contact, Weak Ties are more beneficial because social standing or other

factors are not noticed. Instead, people can focus on bonding over what they are in the

community for. Before their time, Wright and Bell studied disability communities on the

general internet when Facebook first developed. While this study is beneficial, it is now

dated with further development of the internet. Later on, Shpigel and Gill (2014) looked at

Facebook use by persons with disabilities. This study was a more individual look at how

people with disabilities interact with friends, whom they try to connect with, and whether
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or not they use Facebook more or less than individuals without disabilities. This brought

insight into how the individual uses Facebook but had limited insight into groups.

Individuals use Facebook to keep in contact with their non-disabled friends more than

their disabled friends but have more disabled friends than non.

Additionally, there is little research on how people in these closed communities

respond to negative discourse. There can be times when people disagree in a

community that is meant to be a safe space for the people and the life that comes with

the disability. Online Civic Intervention (OCI) is the response to hate speech or negative

discourse through counter-speech. Porten-Chee et al. (2020) pointed out that OCI is

becoming more common among peers as moderators for communities are relying more

on the participants to keep negative discourse out.

The purpose of this study is to explore how the audience of a women-only,

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) Facebook group affects the rhetoric and

language in everyday discourse. ADHD for Smart Ass Women is a closed online

discourse community that will be the focus of this research paper. Having a community

for women who have the same diagnosis is extraordinary and unique. The conversations

in ADHD for Smart Ass Women range from broad or specific medications and treatment

to more personal things like interpersonal relationships or organizational “hacks.” The

language is specific to the lexis known by the participants, but how is the community

special? This paper aims to answer these questions and fill the gaps in existing research

by offering a study of a women-only support group through observations and cataloging

everyday discourse within the community. There is little known about women-only

3



Unbound ⃒  Spring 2022

disability support groups, so there are many conversations and learning opportunities

that I think are beneficial for the knowledge of specialized discourse communities.

Methodology

I chose ADHD for Smart Ass Women as my site of study because I have been a

community member for several years. Being a young woman with ADHD is challenging

primarily because it is hard to diagnose in women but even harder to find a friend who

shares the same diagnosis. ADHD for Smart Ass Women has helped me learn more

about myself and why I do certain things, why I cannot do a large majority of things

without some form of hack, and many other aspects of this disorder. This community has

helped me become a more highly functioning person, and I want to highlight how unique

and helpful this safe space has been for me and undoubtedly hundreds of other women.

Initially, I created a lengthy and informative survey that would easily find all the

answers to this research paper's original questions. However, after my survey was denied

four times, due to community rules, I shifted my strategy to interviews. The moderators of

the community rejected this request as well, even with the specification that no personal

information would be recorded and every individual interviewed would receive an alias.

Due to these roadblocks, I am left with observations and creating a catalog. This

catalog is a compilation of 100 posts and comments I read and am using for data. This

catalog will be attached in the appendix. I will present my observations of the community

interactions and language, the types of questions commonly asked, the negative

discourse that can occur, and how the community responds to that discourse. The

statements I make will be supported by a catalog of everyday speech in the community,
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including general posts, comments, and memes. I feel observations and a catalog will be

sufficient evidence as the catalog can serve as data for my observations and make them

more objective and less biased.

For my observations, I began by collecting 100 sample posts and comments and

then tallied the number of topics discussed the most in the community according to the

samples. Initially, this was easy since there is a search function to put in a keyword and

find any posts related to the search. However, not everyone puts a hashtag on their post,

or some posts do not precisely match what you are searching for. Posts with hashtags

are also archived into a “topics” page, and you can see how many posts are under a

hashtag.

The most common topics discussed in my samples were advice for RSD (Rejection

Sensitive Dysphoria), hyper-focusing, hacks and resources for ADHD, mental health,

general ADHD ticks and advice, work advice, advice for medications, and advice for

relationships in any form. Of these categories, RSD (15/100), hyper-focusing (11/100),

relationships (10/100), medications (19/100), and discussion posts creating threads for

resources (10/100) were seen the most. Other categories were tallied below 10, which did

not supply enough information

Results

Advice for Relationships & RSD

The discussions that revolve around advice for relationships often ask for peer

input depending on the specific situation the original poster describes. Typical situations

are how to deal with RSD (Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria) with a partner, child, friends,
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and more often someone without ADHD. Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria is an extreme

sensitivity to perceived or actual criticism, judgment, rejection, etc. RSD can be difficult to

regulate, rationalize, and understand, hence why many people in the community reach

out for guidance and advice. When asking for advice, writers open up with their topic

discussion. For example, in the figure below, the author opens with “Can I talk about

#RSD?” This is standard practice regardless of the topic in question. The writer then

follows their question with a brief, or lengthy, description of what they are experiencing

and potentially the steps they are already taking to remedy the problem on their own.

Finally, the post ends with

general questions for the

community in an attempt to

find others experiencing

similar situations.

The requests for feedback on RSD are essential because, more often than not,

people feel they can only share their feelings in counseling or with a close friend. As

mentioned in the introduction, the Weak Ties Network theory explains why these women

seek out the guidance of acquaintances on the internet. With a common diagnosis, these

women feel more comfortable talking to each other than a neurotypical friend. The

common factor of ADHD fills the void of wondering whether or not someone will

understand the point of the poster's question or have the empathy they seek. There can

be comfort in knowing someone is experiencing a similar problem as you, and the level

of comfort with disclosure is always up to the poster when seeking guidance.
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Other relationship topics are sleeping in separate beds or rooms than your

partner, managing time for a spouse or partner, keeping friendships, staying in good

standing with siblings, relationships with children who have ADHD, advice for dealing

with parents who do not agree with an ADHD diagnosis, sexual relationships, or anything

in general. These topics are highly personal, but with the community's safety, all of the

women open up as if we are all sisters. Additionally, the posts do not have to be as

specific as the figure above. They can be as simple as the figure below. The post opens

with the topic identifier, expressed as a hashtag and simply concludes with, “Any tips to

lift it?” Participants do not have to expand on the issues they experience if they do not

wish. Participants feel comfortable sharing anything in the community because, as Weak

Ties Network theory says, people feel more comfortable sharing with acquaintances than

close friends because social levels are reduced, and there is no need to worry if

someone will understand. The online platform creates a larger safety net because these

participants will most

likely never see each

other in person. The

anxiety of face-to-face

disclosure is also taken

off their shoulders.

Resource Threads

Resource threads, often identified by the phrase “life hack” or “#life hack,” are the

most extensive posts in the original description and the comment section and are often
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the most helpful. These posts get the most comments since every individual with ADHD

has some kind of hack that helps them function every day or are searching for the thing

they need. The majority of the resources shared are books, podcasts, seminars, and

medical journals or articles. The more specific resources can include a particular routine,

a whiteboard, a specialized planner, chairs meant for hyperactive people, or, as seen

below, hacks for not losing your keys. Life hack posts are a fundamental part of the

community because they can be some of the most helpful posts. While others get

feedback, these posts are essentially building blocks for an individual with ADHD.

The figure below follows the typical pattern of opening with the issue, or in this

case, the topic “life hacks.” After the topic identifier, resource threads get a description of

the specific hacks to be shared. For example, the figure below was from a compilation of

hacks for keys. Though this

might not make sense to a

neurotypical person, I have

absolutely lost my keys in my

freezer before. I do not know

how or why, but it has

happened to me multiple times

and has happened to others in

similar situations with ADHD. Rather than just Googling this information, sifting through

the useful and not useful information, and then testing it out yourself, these posts are

beneficial because the information is all in one place, and individuals give testimonials for
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their hacks. In addition, participants can go through the comments to see which hacks

might benefit them according to lifestyle and preferences.

Advice for Medications/Doctors

The discussion posts regarding medications and doctors are very specific and

personal. The original poster will often ask how people reacted to a specific medication

(e.g., Adderall or Ritalin, classified as stimulants) or a different form of treatment.

Commenters will describe how they reacted to the medication in question, while others

will suggest a different treatment than what the OP (original poster) has asked about. In

addition to their personal reactions to the medication, the commenters share information

that doctors often do not tell you before taking the substance. Commonly known side

effects of stimulants are loss of appetite, dry mouth, sleeplessness, and increased blood

pressure. Most people do not know that stimulants can cause dehydration, loss of libido,

and irritability. These side effects are essential information shared amongst group

members who would otherwise not know without trial and error.

While medications vary from person to person, sharing personal experiences with

medications or uncommon treatments can benefit someone who has already cycled

through two to three medications. For example, having personally experienced a

medication that did not work for me, I felt trapped because I did not realize the number of

other treatments out there. These medication posts help individuals find other options

that they might not initially be aware of and can then discuss with their doctors.

Posts regarding medications and doctors are formatted a little differently than

other posts. The topic identifier is usually at the bottom of the post, and you can see that
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in the hashtags in the figure below. Writers generally get straight into the problem at

hand. “Has anyone found themselves drinking alcohol a lot less or not at all after starting

medications?” “If you take

medication, do you take it every

day? Monday-Friday?” After the

question is posed, the author will

go into more background

information. This is almost a direct

flip compared to posts for

relationships and RSD.

Discussion

The private information shared in the community can be hard to express or feel

comfortable sharing. However, this safe space for women with ADHD has opened a door

where these women can ask questions they might not feel comfortable asking their

friends or spouses. From the 100 posts I collected, the thing I noticed the most was the

free language used by every individual. Participants in the community do not hold much,

if anything, back when giving details about their problems or experiences. With ADHD, it

is hard to have a filter when talking and especially when typing. These women might edit

their writing before posting it, but to a degree, you can see they do not entirely filter

themselves. You can see they might ramble a little or get a little sidetracked, but that

comes with ADHD, and if you have heard someone with ADHD talk, you can understand.
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Questions such as “How do I stop getting mad at my partner for not accepting my

diagnosis?”, when posed to a doctor or a psychiatrist, can be hard to formulate, ask, or

even think of in the moment. Asking a casual friend or acquaintance who has a similar

experience for advice is more straightforward than asking a person who could have the

potential to not empathize or understand in a necessary way. The casual conversations

and language also help build a rapport that can be harder to build with a doctor.

Additionally, not everyone can financially afford to see a doctor, counselor, or

psychologist routinely. While a handful of participants in the community are licensed in

such fields and give some advice, it is the common goals and atmosphere that make this

community act as a support group, almost like group therapy.

Conclusion

This study set out to highlight the importance of women's only disability discourse

communities and has also shown the importance of any disability community. The mass

amount of resources, empathy, advice, and overall communal support creates an

environment where participants can share the most intimate thoughts without the fear of

judgment. The underlying importance of these communities is the free and secure space

to communicate and receive feedback from peers experiencing similar circumstances.

This large community of women can instantly access each other online instead of waiting

for ordinary in-person meetings and can receive feedback from hundreds to thousands

of participants. Moreover, people with ADHD love instant gratification, so the quick

responses fuel the feeling of support while getting fast and practical guidance.

11



Unbound ⃒  Spring 2022

Overall, this study fills a small gap in the research of women's only disability

discourse communities. This study showed the deep inner workings of communities that

most people do not have access to or do not see at all. This niche can show great,

up-to-date insight into the communication between individuals with disabilities in the new

internet era. Further research would benefit from interviews and surveys that can

highlight the thoughts of individuals within the communities and how they view the

space.

12



Unbound ⃒  Spring 2022

References

Ledbetter, A. M., Mazer, J. P., DeGroot, J. M., Meyer, K. R., Yuping Mao, & Swafford, B.

(2011). Attitudes toward online social connection and self-disclosure as predictors

of Facebook communication and relational closeness. Communication Research,

38(1), 27–53.

Porten-Chee, P., Kunst, M., & Emmer, M. (2020). Online Civic Intervention: A New Form of

Political Participation Under Conditions of a Disruptive Online Discourse. Retrieved

February 11, 2022.

Seo, M., Kim, J., & Yang, H. (2016). Frequent interaction and fast feedback predict

perceived social support: using crawled and self-reported data of Facebook users.

Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 21(4), 282–297.

Shpigelman, C.-N., & Gill, C. J. (2014). Facebook use by persons with disabilities.

Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 19(3), 610–624.

Soukup, P. A. (2018). Facebook: Changing the Face of Communication Research.

Communication Research Trends, 37(1).

Theofficialfacebook. (2021, August 20). Facebook groups: Screw it, let's talk astrology.

YouTube. Retrieved February 23, 2022, from

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=88mIXSdF7nw

Vitak, J., & Ellison, N. B. (2013). ‘There’s a network out there you might as well tap’:

Exploring the benefits of and barriers to exchanging informational and

support-based resources on Facebook. New Media & Society, 15(2), 243–259.

Wigmore, I. (2017, July 18). What is weak tie theory? - definition from whatis.com.

13



Unbound ⃒  Spring 2022

WhatIs.com. Retrieved February 16, 2022, from

https://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/weak-tie-theory

Wright, K.B., & Bell, S.B. (2003). Health-related support groups on the Internet: Linking

empirical findings to social support and computer-mediated communication

theory. Journal of Health Psychology, 8(1), 39–57.

14

https://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/weak-tie-theory


Unbound ⃒  Spring 2022

 Appendix
Survey Questions

 
1. How long have you been a member of the community?
2. What brought you to ADHD for Smart Ass Women?
3. How do you participate in the community?How often do you visit the group's

page? Ex: Twice a day, once a week, hourly, etc.
4. Do you feel this community is a safe place for you to share your experience with

ADHD?
5. Do you think the posts/discussions would be different if male-identifying

individuals
were in the community? Please explain your thoughts.

6. Do you think posts/discussions would be different if there were no younger
members in the group? Please explain your thoughts.

7. Do you think posts/discussions would be different if there were no older members
in the community? Please explain your thoughts.

8. Do you think posts/discussions would be different if medical terminology was
required? Please explain your thoughts.

9. How do you feel regarding negative conversations/comments when they happen
in the community? Please explain your thoughts.

10. How do you respond to negative conversations/comments when they happen?
11. What do you like the most about our community?
12. What do you like the least about our community?
13. Would you have joined this community if it wasn't for women only? Please explain

why.
14. Do you have any extra insight or thoughts regarding our community that you

would like to share or I should mention in my paper?
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