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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Ashley Sanders-Jackson 
Stanford Prevention Research Center, Stanford University, USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 22-Jan-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This was an interesting, well thought-out piece. The authors have 
access to an interesting dataset and are using it to elucidate a hot 
debate in the tobacco control community. There is a good fit 
between their methods and research questions and the results are 
clearly discussed.  
 
Introduction/Literature Review  
The implicit assumptions the authors make in this paper is that e-
cigarettes are not an effective harm reduction strategy. For example, 
they write, “The push by tobacco control advocates against e-
cigarettes has been slow.” However, I would argue that many within 
the tobacco control community actually believe that e-cigarettes are 
quite good for public health, as opposed to posing a threat at all. 
Though I hate to sidetrack the authors into the heated debate an e-
cigarettes as an effective harm reduction strategy, it might be helpful 
for them to acknowledge the two sidedness of this debate in their 
introduction. There are a number of RCTs (all of which have 
significant methodological limitations) that advocates have argued 
support the position that e-cigarettes are an effective harm reduction 
strategy. Including a small number of citations related to this would 
be helpful.  
 
Methods  
The way the authors identified search terms seems appropriate.  
 
I really like the way the authors operationally defined positive and 
negative valence. It’s very conceptually and operationally clear. 
However, headings 3.3 and 4.2 might be more appropriately labeled 
sentiment analysis.  
 
Figures  
The numbers in Figure 1 are rather small and difficult to read. The 
same is true of the figure measures sentiment towards e-cigarettes 
over time.  
 
Discussion  
The authors suggest that isolates might have different topics that 
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they write about. Though the authors do suggest that sentiment/tone 
may be different, if they do not post too frequently it might be 
interesting to have some example text from these communications 
as opposed to typical communications. It might also be interesting, 
perhaps in future research, to know if posts from these countries are 
typically isolates in discussion networks or if this is a topical artifact.  
 
On line 10, page 12 the authors write, “the overall trend in sentiment 
does not noticeably increase or decrease.” It might be clearer to say 
becomes more positive or negative.  
 
Post-hoc tests  
On lines 45-55, page 12 the authors mention that there was a 
difference in sentiment for e-cigarettes as compared to all other 
topics. It would be helpful to have a little more information about this 
analysis (e.g. how many messages were analyzed, were any 
exclusion criteria used).  
 
At the end of the discussion, the authors suggest that, “Continued 
research into how e-cigarettes are discussed and viewed can help 
us better understand the impact that it could have on both industry 
and society.” This seems a little vague. What type of impact do the 
authors imagine will occur?  
 
Something that may be interesting to include in the discussion would 
be how this online community compares to similar communities in 
health-related contexts (in a sentence or two) if this literature is 
available. Are there other online networks like this? Further, are 
there other online contexts where sentiment is clustered like this 
(this seems very likely to me)? 

 

REVIEWER Annette Regan 
University of Western Australia, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 29-Mar-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors use a network analysis to explore the relationship 
between countries and their discussion of electronic cigarettes within 
a popular tobacco control web forum. While the topic is interesting 
and the authors do a very nice job of outlining the history and 
introduction of electronic cigarettes, unfortunately, the manuscript is 
not suitable for publication in its current form. However, there are 
several points the authors could address to improve future versions 
of their manuscript:  
 
1. The authors fail to adequately outline what implications their 
results have for tobacco control. GLOBALink is a tobacco control 
advocate site, and so what does this mean that advocates are 
polarised? The implications and importance of this study need to be 
included in the discussion of the manuscript.  
 
2. The manuscript and analyses as described are also difficult to 
interpret. The tables are often non-informative or inadequately 
explained. The exclusion of non-English posts also has the potential 
to bias the results, as this was a country to country comparison. 
While I understand pragmatically why this was done, this restriction 
at the very least warrants discussion. The normalisation of scores 
was also not clearly defined.  
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3. It would also strengthen the paper to add a discussion of how 
these results for electronic cigarettes compared to other tobacco 
control topics. Are other topics less polarising?  
 
 
4. Several typographical errors also appear in the manuscript:  
 
Line 8, page 7: "All user data is" should be are  
 
Line 23, page 7: "any the following" should be "any of the following" 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1  

1. The implicit assumptions the authors make in this paper is that e-cigarettes are not an effective 

harm reduction strategy. For example, they write, “The push by tobacco control advocates against e-

cigarettes has been slow.” However, I would argue that many within the tobacco control community 

actually believe that e-cigarettes are quite good for public health, as opposed to posing a threat at all. 

Though I hate to sidetrack the authors into the heated debate an e-cigarettes as an effective harm 

reduction strategy, it might be helpful for them to acknowledge the two sidedness of this debate in 

their introduction. There are a number of RCTs (all of which have significant methodological 

limitations) that advocates have argued support the position that e-cigarettes are an effective harm 

reduction strategy. Including a small number of citations related to this would be helpful.  

Response: We agree with the reviewer, and have made edits (p. 4) to present a more balanced 

narrative, and include recent citations of RCT’s focused on e-cigarette as harm reduction strategy. We 

further agree that the discussion regarding the utility of e-cigarettes can be a heated debate, and thus 

try to limit our text regarding potential positive or negative effects of the technology.  

 

2. I really like the way the authors operationally defined positive and negative valence. It’s very 

conceptually and operationally clear. However, headings 3.3 and 4.2 might be more appropriately 

labeled sentiment analysis.  

Response: We agree with the reviewer, and have updated the section titles accordingly.  

 

3. The numbers in Figure 1 are rather small and difficult to read. The same is true of the figure 

measures sentiment towards e-cigarettes over time.  

Response: We have updated figures 1 and 4 to increase the text font size.  

 

4. The authors suggest that isolates might have different topics that they write about. Though the 

authors do suggest that sentiment/tone may be different, if they do not post too frequently it might be 

interesting to have some example text from these communications as opposed to typical 

communications. It might also be interesting, perhaps in future research, to know if posts from these 

countries are typically isolates in discussion networks or if this is a topical artifact.  

Response: We respect the reviewer’s interest in example text from the isolate communication. 

However, we have consciously not included any quoted text from the discussion forums to prevent 

unintended identification of users and their opinions. We have included summarized descriptions of 

these isolated topics in Table 3, but regretfully will not be able to provide any exact text. However, we 

agree with the reviewer and believe that an interesting line of research would be to find if isolate 

country members have different characteristics on other topics.  

 

5. On line 10, page 12 the authors write, “the overall trend in sentiment does not noticeably increase 

or decrease.” It might be clearer to say becomes more positive or negative.  

Response: We agree with the reviewer, and have edited the text to clarify the sentence.  
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6. On lines 45-55, page 12 the authors mention that there was a difference in sentiment for e-

cigarettes as compared to all other topics. It would be helpful to have a little more information about 

this analysis (e.g. how many messages were analyzed, were any exclusion criteria used).  

Response: We see how the text on page 12 might confuse the reader. The analysis in question is 

using the same data as the other analyses, and we have clarified the text to remove any ambiguity.  

 

7. At the end of the discussion, the authors suggest that, “Continued research into how e-cigarettes 

are discussed and viewed can help us better understand the impact that it could have on both 

industry and society.” This seems a little vague. What type of impact do the authors imagine will 

occur?  

Response: We agree with the reviewer, and have edited the statement to be more specific about the 

types of impact e-cigarettes can have, both positive and negative (p. 15).  

 

8. Something that may be interesting to include in the discussion would be how this online community 

compares to similar communities in health-related contexts (in a sentence or two) if this literature is 

available. Are there other online networks like this? Further, are there other online contexts where 

sentiment is clustered like this (this seems very likely to me)?  

Response: We recognize the value in comparing GLOBALink with other health-related communities. It 

is a difficult proposition, as GLOBALink is unique in its closed-membership and double-referral 

system. However, the reviewer’s comment gives us an opportunity to mention the trend of studying 

health communities in mainstream social media websites such as Twitter and Facebook. These sites 

have inherent networks that are ideal for analyses that focus on sentiment and user opinions, and we 

draw attention to this important line of research.  

 

Reviewer 2  

1. The authors fail to adequately outline what implications their results have for tobacco control. 

GLOBALink is a tobacco control advocate site, and so what does this mean that advocates are 

polarised? The implications and importance of this study need to be included in the discussion of the 

manuscript.  

Response: We agree with the reviewer, and have updated our discussion (p. 14) to include potential 

implications that our results – showing disagreements in sentiment regarding e-cigarettes – might 

have for a tobacco control community.  

 

2. The manuscript and analyses as described are also difficult to interpret. The tables are often non-

informative or inadequately explained. The exclusion of non-English posts also has the potential to 

bias the results, as this was a country to country comparison. While I understand pragmatically why 

this was done, this restriction at the very least warrants discussion. The normalisation of scores was 

also not clearly defined.  

Response: The reviewer makes 3 valid points in their comment, and we address each one as follows: 

1) we expanded on our description of each table, both in the narrative and in the tables, 2) we agree 

that only using data in English can be restrictive, and added an acknowledgement of this in the 

limitation section (p. 14), 3) we clarify the description of the normalization of the sentiment scores (p. 

9).  

 

3. It would also strengthen the paper to add a discussion of how these results for electronic cigarettes 

compared to other tobacco control topics. Are other topics less polarising?  

Response: We agree with the reviewer that an examination of other tobacco control topics might help 

strength the paper. However, we wanted to limit our study only to e-cigarettes, as it is a new 

technology that was introduced when GLOBALink was at peak activity. We feel that including a full 

sentiment analysis of other topics would be outside the scope of our study.  

 

4. Several typographical errors also appear in the manuscript: Line 8, page 7: "All user data is" should 
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be are. Line 23, page 7: "any the following" should be "any of the following"  

Response: We have corrected the text in each of the statements and looked for others.  

 

During the revision process, it was necessary to increase the word count to 3556. While we strove to 

edit the updated manuscript to be as concise as possible, we felt it was important to adequately 

address each of the reviewer comments. We look forward to your review of the manuscript, and hope 

the revisions and our accompanying responses will be sufficient to make it suitable for publication in 

BMJ Open. Any correspondence can be sent to Kar-Hai  

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2015-007654 on 21 M

ay 2015. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/

