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Abstract 
A main characteristic of current social systems is that they 
are designed to never-endingly captivate the attention of us-
ers, but are rarely designed to give support to those that 
need it. We describe the development process of Buddy, a 
social support mobile app for college students. We created a 
message stream algorithmically designed to give more at-
tention to those with low psychological wellbeing, hidden 
feedback metrics to discourage competition or social com-
parison, and bots to deliver automatic one-click feedback in 
the form of virtual hugs. Across two field studies, we found 
that these small design changes can facilitate different types 
of behavior and community norms. 

 Introduction 
Social support can play a pivotal role in improving both 
physical and mental health (Thoits, 2011) and, in the con-
text of college, it is positively related to adjustment of stu-
dents (Hays & Oxley, 1986). Several studies have exam-
ined how Facebook affect social experiences of first year 
undergraduate students and their social integration and 
adjustment (Yu et al., 2010; Kim et al., 2011; Wohn & 
LaRose, 2014). These studies show that social media plat-
forms have a crucial role in bringing social support college 
students and their adjustment to college.  

However, generic social media are not designed for so-
cial support goals, but arguably to maximize user engage-
ment and attention. Algorithms on social media are gener-
ally more likely to bring attention to posts which are al-
ready popular (Muchnik, Aral, & Taylor, 2013). This could 
create situations in which people who do not have interest-
ing content, or people who need attention but don’t receive 
it, could become further isolated. Not receiving enough 
feedback on social media may lead to lower levels of self-
esteem for users and endanger their belonging needs to 
social media (Tobin, Vanman, Verreynne, & Saeri, 2014).  

Buddy Features 
 Building on past examples of social media specifically 
designed for college environments (e.g., DeAndrea et al., 

2012; Wohn, 2012) we developed Buddy, a pseudonymous 
system that encourages social support in a college context. 
Buddy enables users to post short status updates, somewhat 
similar to Twitter or Yik Yak. Users can then respond to 
others’ posts through one-click feedback or comments. 
Posts can also be flagged for inappropriate content. 
 Sorting posts based on popularity may make a portion of 
users become invisible (Bucher, 2012) so we added a Bell 
feature where users can indicate posts that they think need 
more attention than other posts. We thus had two different 
columns that curated the content in different ways. The 
“Newsfeed” showed posts within all the categories in re-
verse chronological orders and did not modify orders of 
posts based on popularity of users and/or their posts. No 
algorithm was applied to this feed. The “Special” feed was 
comprised of posts that received two bells, thus utilizing 
principles of community engagement to help identify peo-
ple who need more attention.  

Instead of Likes, we had Hugs as a form of one-click 
feedback  (Hayes et al., 2016) based on research that Hugs 
were perceived as being more supportive (Ahmadi et al., 
2016). We also created bots that automatically deliver 
Hugs to individuals when they post something. This was 
designed to give immediate attention to everyone who 
posts because while people with healthy mental health may 
not care about the lack of feedback, those in shaky mental 
health status may feel worse about themselves if they do 
not receive feedback. There were three bots: one that had a 
profile name that was stereotypically male (college dude), 
the second appeared female (cupcake princess), and the 
third claimed it was a bot (hugbot). When users signed up, 
they were randomly assigned to one of these three bots.  
 As part of the iterative design process while we were 
refining our paper prototype, in fall 2015 we conducted 
five focus groups with 26 participants of a variety of cul-
tural, ethnic, and racial backgrounds (mean age=21). One 
thing that we had not considered, but emerged in our focus 
groups was that participants described how seeing the met-
rics on feedback received for posts may change how they 
would use social media platforms:   
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“If I looked at how I wrote something and someone 
wrote something, even if it’s vaguely similar or com-
pletely different, I would start comparing the number 
of hugs in my head.” (Male, 26, White) 
These responses illustrated that at an interpersonal level, 

competition or social comparison could be caused by hav-
ing visible metrics for posts. Thus we applied a special 
privacy setting in which the number of Hugs that users 
receive are hidden to other users. However, users are able 
to view the number of Hugs that they receive on their own 
posts next to the Hug icons. Users may also click on the 
Hug icon to see who hugged them.   

Closed Field Trial 
In spring, 2016, we conducted a four-week field trial with 
16 students to understand how they use Buddy within the 
college environment. We reached out to peer mentors who 
run learning communities and students from the Honors 
College. This population was a deliberate choice, because a 
social support system needs a strong group of individuals 
who can provide the support.  
 When we asked our participants about the use of Bells 
and Special Feed, three participants told us that Special 
Feed was different from existing social media. They de-
scribed that on these platforms, posts which are popular 
and trending are usually shown on the top of other posts 
and they attract most of the attention of users. This leads to 
missing out on individuals who need to confess, share their 
thoughts, and express themselves. However, they described 
that on Buddy, they were able to go through posts differ-
ently because Special Feed offered them a separate section 
for viewing posts that needed more attention and a proper 
way of getting in contact with students who were experi-
encing difficulties at college.  
 A couple participants did not think Hugs were very 
much different from Likes, but many participants described 
how Hugs enabled them to show sympathy to other stu-
dents. However, our participants mentioned that depending 
on the topics of posts, their feelings towards receiving or 
giving Hugs were different. Three of our participants said 
that they found Hugs appropriate on posts in which stu-
dents disclosed personal matters and asked for social sup-
port from other users, but they felt that Hugs might lead to 
confusion when there were posts from other topics.  

When we told our participants about the Hugbots, the 
participants who were being hugged by a bot that was ac-
tually named “Hugbot” thought it was off-putting that a bot 
was hugging them. The participants in the other conditions, 
however, did not suspect at all that it was a bot until we 
informed them. When asked how they felt about being 
given immediate attention through a bot, the participants 
were surprisingly open to this form of communication. 
However, they said that if they later found out it was a bot, 
it would make them feel even worse about themselves.  

We realized that a Hugbot could serve an effective pur-
pose in the short term but in the long term, could create 

problems, such as a user developing feelings for the bot 
over time. This notion of development of an idealized rela-
tionship that happens through mediated spaces is referred 
to as hyperpersonal (Walther, 1996) and while the original 
theory is designed to examine such dynamics between 
people, it could very well be that the same principle could 
be applied to human-bot communication, if the human per-
ceived the bot to be a fellow human. 
We asked the participants how they felt when they noticed 
that metrics on posts from other users were hidden. Two 
participants described that hidden metrics avoided compar-
isons among users and as a result they felt equally im-
portant as other users. Particularly when they posted about 
sensitive topics, this feature protected their self-esteem by 
enabling them to focus on their own posts and not posts 
from other users. However, participants also told us that 
post metrics might be useful to them when they were con-
sciously evaluating attention of others users within certain 
scenarios and/or examining popularity of posts from spe-
cific topics.  

Open Field Trial 
In fall of 2016, the Buddy app was registered on both 
Google Play and the Apple App Store and flyers were 
posted across campus inviting students to participate in an 
app to “connect with other students online.” About 220 
students created downloaded and installed the app.  
 This updated version of the app incorporated feedback 
from the users of the closed field trial. The Hugbot was 
linked to an administrative account, and we created a web-
based dashboard where administrators could log in to view 
statistics related to usage. The administrator could filter 
posts to see which received many hugs, bells, or flags or 
search for individual user IDs to see their aggregate stats.  

We eliminated the bot that explicitly said it was a bot in 
the profile. Thus the bots, while still bots that automatical-
ly hugged users, were tied to an administrative account that 
was a real person (moderator), such that if a user wanted to 
actually reach out, there would be a person to ultimately 
talk to. Since the moderators cannot provide immediate 
attention, the Hugbot does that for them, but then if some-
one wants to communicate beyond the one-click interac-
tions, there is an actual person behind the bot.  

For evaluation of this open field trial, 32 students who 
were taking a usability class installed the app and were 
encouraged to use it over four weeks. They were not given 
any instruction on how to use the app nor were given any 
background information about the app. At the end of four 
weeks, the students engaged in a 90-minute oral feedback 
session with the first author and two research assistants and 
submitted a written reports of their app experience. While 
there was much feedback about the app and its usability in 
general, we will focus on comments related to our research 
question about how design features facilitate social support 

Most of the users only looked at how many hugs they 
received but not who gave them. However, some very 
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aware of who gave them the hug, such as one young man 
who expressed warm appreciation toward an account that 
was actually a bot working on behalf of an administrator 
because the constant attention made him feel like someone 
cared about him. Even in a pseudonymous environment, 
users reported being able to emotionally connect with other 
users. As one user reported: 

“I find emotional posts interesting, because there is 
always so much more than the text a user can see. 
It was surprising that I was able to empathize with 
someone I didn’t know, and I actually left the ap-
plication feeling very differently reading some of 
the postings made from user MXX.” (Female, 20, 
White) 

The hyperlocal aspect of the app also encouraged usage. 
Users reported that more than half of their posts were made 
while they are on campus and that they logged in during 
school hours because the content was relatable: 

“Compared to other social media, I found myself 
posting a lot more frequently. I attribute this pri-
marily to the exclusivity that the application pro-
vides. By limiting the application’s users to XXX 
students, I felt more inclined to share my thoughts 
or express my opinions. I felt that the people read-
ing it were people that I knew and that I interacted 
with on a daily basis.” (Male, White, 22) 

The hidden feedback metrics prevented users from 
comparing themselves with others, but there were a few 
users who started to compare their own posts. They said 
that they tried to write more creative, witty, or funny 
posts, because those tended to get more feedback. There 
were no users, however, who said they purposefully 
posted negative or sad posts to get more feedback. 

Discussion 
Earlier phases of the study led to designing our social 

support system specifically for college students. Our two 
field trials showed us that the design considerations that we 
had for facilitating social support were mostly interpreted 
and used in ways that we intended but also had room for 
improvement. The biggest thing we learned was that when 
given the option to care about others, people did partake in 
that activity, and that the technology itself may be simple 
and unsophisticated (what is novel about posting things 
online?) but small changes in wording (e.g., Hugs instead 
of Likes), paired with features that enable community to 
help curate attention to people who seem to be a bad mood 
or need of help (e.g., Bells) help to take a more proactive 
stance in building a system that is intended to be a support-
ive space. 

This philosophical approach in understanding our users 
and proposing designs which specifically address their 
needs suggests that when designed properly, one could 
encourage positive community norms from the beginning 
and help users think in alternative ways about what atten-
tion on social media means.  

On Buddy, we designed specific features which aimed to 
enable students to feel more comfortable with the systems 
and more willing to share their thoughts and feelings. We 
designed and examined features such as Bells and Special 
Feed in order to foster an alternative understanding of how 
information should be curated. Instead of having a section 
for popular or trending posts, which gives more attention to 
posts that have already received attention, we designed a 
section for posts that suggest that the poster needs more 
attention. This may create a sense of caring among students 
and make them feel that they are part of community, which 
was particularly important in the context of our university 
because of the large percentage of commuter students. 

Within the study, we examined the role of one-click 
feedbacks in providing social support to students in the 
form of Hugs. Despite our initial thought that Hugs would 
be good for both positive and negative scenarios, Hugs 
may also lead to confusion for users when they are the only 
option on a social support system. On social support sys-
tems, there are going to be posts from a wide variety of 
topics. This means that there will posts that are not neces-
sarily about seeking or providing social support. Although 
Hugs may be proper on posts from some of the topics, they 
cannot be used for all topics on even a social support sys-
tem. Thus, it is crucial for social support systems to 
acknowledge that there is a need for alternative PDAs de-
pending on topics of posts. Facebook has already started to 
address this problem with its Reactions feature, but most 
other social media still have one PDA. Future research can 
indicate whether this suggestion is able to resolve this issue 
and how many alternative options are needed to give users 
a comprehensive but not overwhelming range of choices. 
Our app users seemed to have conflicting opinions on 
wanting more options versus a simple single-feedback sys-
tem. 

We also found that when metrics on posts are shown to 
other users, competition are created among users. As a 
result of showing metrics, users may constantly compare 
their posts with posts from other users. This finding is in 
line with the social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954). 
During our iterative design process, we decided to hide 
these metrics from other users and during the field trial, 
our participants thought that our design succeeded in de-
creasing comparison among users. Showing feedback met-
rics to users is very common on social media platform. 
However social support systems such as Buddy have dif-
ferent objectives compared to these platforms. Creating an 
environment with minimized competitions among college 
students is a crucial requirement for social support systems 
which aim to foster social support in college. We believe 
that hiding metrics on posts to other users may lead to 
meeting this requirement to some extent. 

In addition to the decrease in competition among users, 
when metrics on posts are hidden, users may see posts dif-
ferently compared to social media. When designing a sys-
tem which aims to foster social support for college stu-
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dents, it is important to ensure that users who are at higher 
risk will be able to get attention from other users. Populari-
ty and prior ratings on posts significantly influence how 
users react towards posts on social media (Muchnik et al., 
2013). When users see posts, their decisions on giving 
feedbacks to posts might be only based on popularity of 
those posts and this may leave some other posts unseen and 
unnoticed. Hiding metrics may create a more balanced 
environment for users and enable them to make less biased 
decisions when giving feedbacks on posts. This did not, 
however, prevent some users from comparing their own 
posts. This posed some concern for us that users with low 
wellbeing could still feel bad for not receiving enough 
feedback because they are comparing themselves to their 
prior selves. 

 

Conclusion 
In this study, we designed and tested Buddy, a social sup-
port platform for college students. Compared to conven-
tional user-centered design methods which focus on max-
imizing user engagement and attention, we tried to con-
sciously design a platform that would facilitate social sup-
port by directing attention to those people with possibly 
low psychological wellbeing We incorporated features 
such as Hugs, Bells, pseudonymity, and hidden feedback 
metrics to facilitate student-to-student social support. 
While these features, individually, do not represent a tech-
nological advancement, the curation of these features rep-
resent a philosophical approach to design with considera-
tion for the types of interactions that users desire.  

Our results indicated that design not only facilitates cer-
tain types of behaviors, but also provokes different type of 
thinking among users on how to interact with others. While 
this design approach is different from the mentality of de-
signing so-called “neutral” systems, we believe that this 
perspective would be especially useful for systems aimed 
toward younger populations or those intending to be “safe” 
spaces, as it can help foster specific community norms 
from the very beginning. We would like to note that the 
design considerations we made were not drastic—for ex-
ample, replacing a Like button with a Hug—yet our user 
studies suggest that even small elements such as this could 
have meaningful impacts on how people think and behave. 
Corporations designing social systems (especially those 
intended for social good) may want to consider this type of 
approach, because the small choices that they make in de-
sign could play a large part down the road in preventing 
negative social consequences and facilitating positive ones. 

Acknowledgments 
This project was supported by New Jersey Institute of 

Technology Faculty Seed Grant 

References 
Ahmadi, M., Schneider, M., Kadam, R., & Wohn, D.Y. (2016). 
Designing paralinguistic digital affordances for social support. 

Proceedings of CSCW 2016 Companion, 221-224.  

Bucher, T. (2012). Want to be on the top? Algorithmic power and 
the threat of invisibility on Facebook. New Media & Society, 
14(7), 1164–1180. http://doi.org/10.1177/1461444812440159 

DeAndrea, D. C., Ellison, N. B., LaRose, R., Steinfield, C., & 
Fiore, A. (2012). Serious social media: On the use of social media 
for improving students’ adjustment to college. The Internet and 
Higher Education, 15(1), 15–23. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2011.05.009 

Festinger, L. (1954). A Theory of Social Comparison Processes. 
Human Relations, 7(2), 117–140. 

Gray, R., Vitak, J., Easton, E. W., & Ellison, N. B. (2013). 
Examining social adjustment to college in the age of social 
media: Factors influencing successful transitions and persistence. 
Computers & Education, 67, 193–207. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2013.02.021 

Hayes, R., Carr, C. T., & Wohn, D. Y. (2016). One Click, Many 
Meanings: Interpreting Paralinguistic Digital Affordances in 
Social Media. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 
60(1), 171–187. 
Hays, R. B., & Oxley, D. (1986). Social network development 
and functioning during a life transition. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 50(2), 305–13. 
http://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.50.2.305 

Kim, Y., Sohn, D., & Choi, S. M. (2011). Cultural difference in 
motivations for using social network sites: A comparative study 
of American and Korean college students. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 27(1), 365–372. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2010.08.015 

LaRose, R., Eastin, M. S., & Gregg, J. (2001). Reformulating the 
Internet Paradox: Social Cognitive Explanations of Internet Use 
and Depression. Journal of Online Behavior, 1(2). 

Muchnik, L., Aral, S., & Taylor, S. J. (2013). Social influence 
bias: a randomized experiment. Science (New York, N.Y.), 
341(6146), 647–51. http://doi.org/10.1126/science.1240466 

Thoits, P. A. (2011). Mechanisms linking social ties and support 
to physical and mental health. Journal of Health and Social 
Behavior, 52(2), 145–61. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/0022146510395592 

Tobin, S. J., Vanman, E. J., Verreynne, M., & Saeri, A. K. 
(2014). Threats to belonging on Facebook: lurking and ostracism. 
Social Influence, 10(1), 31–42.  

Walther, J. B. (1996). Computer-Mediated Communication: 
Impersonal, Interpersonal, and Hyperpersonal Interaction. 
Communication Research, 23(1), 3–43. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/009365096023001001 

Wohn, D. (2012). Sustainability of a college social network site. 
In Proceedings of the 2012 ACM annual conference extended 
abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems Extended 
Abstracts - CHI EA ’12 (p. 737). New York, New York, USA: 
ACM Press. http://doi.org/10.1145/2212776.2212845 

Wohn, D. Y., & LaRose, R. (2014). Effects of loneliness and 
differential usage of Facebook on college adjustment of first-year 
students. Computers & Education, 76, 158–167. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2014.03.018 
 

691




