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Trends Creators and Discoverers in Online
Political Discussion: A Study Based on
the Golden and LIHKG Forums in Hong Kong

Zhi-Jin ZHONG, Jin-Lian ZHOU

Abstract

Based on the theory of social roles, this paper claims that users in online
forums can be divided into various categories according to the characteristics of
their posting behaviors and the interaction network structures of their replies.
Utilizing online discussions in the LIHKG and Golden forum during the 2019
Anti-extradition Bill movement in Hong Kong, this study uses the volumes of
popular posts that users have created and discovered as indicators to group
users into categories. Specifically, users within the two online forums are
divided into four categories: (1) the popular topics/trends creators, (2) the
popular topics/trends discoverers, (3) the super users (who are both popular
topics creators and discoverers), and (4) other common users. Creators,
discoverers, and super users are all found to play the role of current leader in
online political discussion. Although their proportion was low (1% in Golden,
0.1% in LIHKG), they have contributed high percentages of popular topics in
the forums (12.67% in Golden, 31.84% in LIHKG); this finding suggests that
the influence of internet users is uneven. Compared with common users, current
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leaders posted and replied to topics more frequently, and the trends discoverers
stirred up heated topics by repeated participation in discussion. Current leaders
are also located in the central position of the forum interaction network, with
higher connectivity, centrality, and reciprocity. Moreover, the interaction among
current leaders presents a “Richmen’s Club” phenomenon (which is more
obvious in the Golden forum), meaning that current leaders are more likely to
interact with each other rather than communicating with common users. By
comparing the different interaction networks of the two forums, this study finds
that there is a clustering pattern in the Golden forum, while the LIHKG forum
shows decentralized features. The comparison between Golden and LIHKG
forums also shows that the Golden forum has evolved into a territory for a
minority of users, who can lead the trends of online public discussion through
creating and discovering popular topics. In contrast, the LIHKG forum presents
as a wild environment where users are more active, the topics are more
focused, and the discursive opportunities among users are more dispersed.
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