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Abstract

Social networking sites (SNS) have acquired the
fascination of academicians for quite some time now
due to its unique advantages and outreach. This research
aims at examining the antecedents of SNS usage from
the perspective of people who fear or prefer avoiding
face-to-face communication as well as those who lack
meaningful relations in their life. Drawing upon uses
and gratifications theory (U & G) and self-determination
theory, we identify the motives for SNS usage and its
impact on individual's well-being.

Previous studies focused on investigation of these
motives individually, in isolation of the other attributes
with most of the studies being experimental in nature.
However, the fact remains that, most of these attributes
are co-existing within an individual, and hence it would
be interesting to study them simultaneously, which
would help in identifying their relative strengths and
interactive effects. Hence while addressing this gap in
the literature; we seek to investigate the simultaneous
as well as the interactional effects of loneliness, social
connectedness, social isolation, social anxiety, and the
mediating role of self-disclosure. It would help
practitioners in designing SNS more effectively to ensure
enhanced user satisfaction with their usage.

Keywords: social networking sites,  uses and
gratifications theory, self disclosure, social anxiety,
loneliness

1. Introduction

As per Ishii and Ullmer (1997), "we live between two
realms: our physical environment and cyberspace." (p.
234). The "physical environment" represents the physical
environment in which we, humans, live (Gibson, 1979).
"Cyberspace" hereafter referred to as the "digital world"
made up of bits & bytes and distinct due to its
intangibility. It remains uncontested that these worlds
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are "parallel but disjointed" (Ishii & Ullmer, 1997). With
the proliferation of digital technologies in our everyday
lives and the increased usage of networking sites, these
two realms are slowly converging into one another. We
are slowly merging our physical bodies with our online
selves and moving from "you are what you wear" to
"you are what you post".

Computer mediated communication (CMC) has emerged
as an indispensable part of interaction in our everyday
lives (Stone, 2009).  A social networking site
(SNS)represents an online commu-nity wherein
members share their personal information by creating
"profiles" with the purpose of communicating with other
users of SNS in different ways and an array of topics
(Mahajan, 2009;Pempek, Yermolayeva, & Calvert, 2009).
They serve a variety of purposes like 'social searching'-
with the purpose of finding information regarding offline
contacts, and 'social browsing'- developing new
connections with different individuals(Lampe, Ellison,
& Steinfield, 2006; Joinson, 2008; Trusov, Bucklin, &
Pauwels, 2009), befriending new people(Golder,
Wilkinson, & Huberman, 2007),increasing social capital
(Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2006),providing a plat-
form for computer-mediated communication (Bennett,
Maton& Kervin, 2008, Ross et.al, 2009).

Despite the immense usage of  SNS, there has been a
scant amount of research related to it , in particular with
reference to the motives of usage and the kind of benefits
derived. (Ross et al., 2009). We draw upon uses and
gratifications theory (U & G), which specifies 'how and
why' a particular media is used  with underlying
motivations and derived satisfaction associated with it
(Stafford, Stafford, & Schkade, 2004). U & G theory
explains usage of different media by focusing on the
individual motivations driving the decision (Katz,
Blumler & Gurevitch, 1999). It identifies the specific
gratifications, which individuals seek to satisfy notably
their psychological and sociological factors (Rubin,
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2002).On the other hand, self determination theory,
states that  needs for competence , relatedness and
autonomy(Ryan & Deci, 2000) play an important role
in facilitating ones need and fulfilling need of social
development and personal well-being.

This study contributes to the literature by drawing
upon uses and gratifications (U&G) theory (Katz, 1959)
and self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) for
identifying the motives behind SNS usage. This would
help in understanding how people behave and seek
gratification when using SNS. We particularly look at
this from the perspective of people who fear or prefer
avoiding face-to-face communication as well as those
who lack meaningful relations in their life.

Previous studies focused on investigation of these effects
individually, in isolation of the other attributes with
most of the studies being experimental in nature.
However, the fact remains that, most of these attributes
are co -existing within an individual, and hence it would
be interesting to study them simultaneously, which
would help in identifying their relative strengths and
interactive effects. Hence while addressing this gap in
the literature; we seek to investigate the simultaneous
as well as the interactional effects of loneliness, social
connectedness, social isolation, social anxiety, and the
mediating role of self-disclosure on well-being of an

individual. It would help practitioners in designing
SNS more effectively to ensure enhanced user satisfaction
with their usage. The structure of remaining paper is
as follows: First of all literature review-highlighting
motives of SNS usage, followed by hypothesis
development and the conceptual framework.

1.1. Social Networking Sites and Motives for their
Usage

Boyd & Ellison (2007) have defined SNS as "web-based
services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public
or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2)
articulate a list of other users with whom they share
a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of
connections and those made by others within the system"
(p. 211).

Typically, SNS users create a profile on a SNS with a
picture and personal details and interests like place of
work, schools attended, favorite sports and sitcoms.
After creation of profile, they search for profiles of
friends and colleagues and even join groups based on
common interest by sending them a request. The most
common motive is maintaining existing social networks
effec-tively (Boyd & Ellison, 2007) with sometimes
sending invitations to" friends of friends'' (Staples, 2009).
(Table 1).

Table 1: Motivation for Using Social Media

Author Motivation for using social media

Kollock (1999) Anticipated reciprocity, increased recognition, and sense of efficacy

Dholakia, Bagozzi, & Pearo(2004) Purposive value ,self discovery, maintaining interpersonal connectivity,
social enhancement, and entertainment

Lakhani & Wolf (2005) Creativity, intellectual stimulation, and improving professional skills

Ryan et al. (2006) Autonomy, competence, and relatedness

Yee (2007) Achievement, social, and immersion

Joinson (2008) Social connection,  shared identities,  photographs, content , social
investigation, social network,  surfing  and  status updating

Park, Kee, & Valenzuela (2009) Socializing, entertainment, self-status seeking and 'information'

Rafaeli, Hayat, & Yaron (2009) Getting information', 'sharing information' and 'entertainment'.

Zhou, Jin, Vogel, Functional , Experiential and  Social motivations
Fang, & Chen, 2011
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1.2. Uniqueness of CMC

Text based communication in CMC warrants special
attention due to its special features like emoticons to
express varied emotions and its importance for people
experiencing difficulty in face-to-face communication
(Reid & Reid, 2007). (Table 2).

2. Usage of SNS and Well-Being

Researchers have established the existence of a positive
relationship between SNS's usage and the psychological
well-being of an individual (Kim & Lee, 2011; Liu & Yu,
2013). Having a large number of friends on face book
increases an individual's sense of well-being due to a
favorable representation of oneself to others (Kim and
Lee, 2011), this can also be mediated by self-disclosure
and friendship quality rather than have a direct influence
on well-being (Valkenburg & Peter, 2009; Wang & Wang,
2011).  Huang (2010) has reported that social
communication via internet is a positive predictor of
psychological well-being. Due to the unique features
of CMC, users are comfortable in making self-disclosure,
which they would have otherwise avoided in case of
face-to-face interactions or online interactions, which
leads to high quality friendship (Valkenburg & Peter,
2007). Disclosure is also dependent on the timing,
appropriateness of the particular context and comfort
level with the partner (Valkenburg & Peter, 2009). Based
on displacement hypothesis, spending more time on
SNS reduces the quality of real life relations while
augmentation hypothesis maintains that usage of SNS
increases the quality of their real life relations. (Morgan
& Cotton, 2003; Shaw & Gant, 2002; Valkenburg & Peter,
2007)

2.1. Loneliness

Loneliness can be defined as "the cognitive awareness
of a deficiency in ones social and per-sonal relationships
and the ensuing affective reactions of sadness, emptiness
or longing" (Asher & Paquette, 2003 p.75). It can also
be alternatively defined as, "being alone, felt deprivation
of closeness"(Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1999). As social
beings, we become vulnerable when we en-ter in social
relationships.

Loneliness has been classified into two distinct types
based on the kind of relationship deficit they arise from
(Weiss, 1974). It can be either emotional loneliness due
to the lack of emotionally close relationship with a
caring and understanding person like a romantic partner.
On the other hand, social loneliness arises from the
absence of group ties with friends and other peers.

Loneliness is both a cause of as well as effect of internet
usage among college students (Kim, LaRose & Peng,
2009; Tokunaga & Rains, 2010). Individual feeling
depression and loneliness perceive themselves to be
lacking in skills with regard to social competence
(Caplan, 2003). McKenna, Green, and Gleason (2002)
have argued that lonely individuals are "somewhat
more likely to feel that they can better express their real
selves with others on the Internet than they can with
those they know offline" (p.28). This would lead them
to believe that they are more successful in online social
interactions leading to increased usage of networking
sites and feeling of well-being (Baker and Oswald, 2010).

Additional support for usages of SNS sites by lonely
individuals comes from social augmentation hypothesis,
which posits that an additional opportunity for

Table 2: Unique Features of CMC

Author Feature

Mckenna &  Bargh, 2000 Anonymity, it allows internet users  to share even intimate conversations
with anyone they desire without actually sharing identifying in-formation

Mckenna & Bargh, 2000 Absence of non-verbal cues or vocal cues

Nguyen, Bin, &Campbell, 2012; Increased self-disclosure and intimacy
Tidwell & Walther, 2002

Caplan, 2005 Control over self-presentation
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interacting with others exists due to the amplification
of individual's total social resources (Bessière, Kiesler,
Kraut, & Boneva, 2008). It also opens up an avenue for
meeting and befriending people thereby fulfilling their
need of social interaction and relationship thereby
eliminating both types of loneliness by satisfying the
individual's needs of relatedness as well. This is also
in line with the assumptions of stimulation theory and
social compensation theory, which state that lonely
individuals seek to compensate for lack of meaningful
relations by using the self disclosure feature of SNS
(Valkenburg & Josen 2007, Skues, Williams & Wise,2012).

Hence, we can hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: There exists a positive relationship between
avoiding loneliness and usage of SNS and well-being of
individual.

2.2. Social Isolation

Although "loneliness" and "social isolation" are often
used interchangeably, but they are  in fact distinct
concepts. (Bernard & Perry, 2013, de Jong Gierveld, Van
Tilburg & Dykstra, 2006). People can be socially isolated
without feeling lonely, or feel lonely amongst others.

Social isolation refers to being ignored or excluded with
or without explicit declarations (Williams, 2007).
Commonly used terms that are used interchangeably
are ostracism, social exclusion, and rejection. Some of
the reasons for occurrence of social isolation are
increasing social cohesiveness, punishment for deviant
behavior, getting rid of unwanted members and
maintain-ing order in group (Gruter & Masters, 1986).
Humans as social beings are very sensitive towards
social isolation as they crave the interpersonal relations
and group memberships to feel connected with others
(Williams, 2007). It acts as a inhibitor from realizing our
basic needs (i.e., belonging, self-esteem, control, and
meaningful existence) (Williams, 2009).The absence of
these social bonds can lead to deterioration of well-
being along with physical and mental mor-
bidity(Cacioppo, Hawkley & Thisted, 2010; Hawkley,
Burleson, Berntson & Cacioppo, 2003; Williams, 2007).

We have evolved to develop pain as alarm signal for
social isolation as it activates the neural systems, which

shares our affective component of physical pain
(Eisenberger, 2012; MacDo-nald & Leary, 2005). We
tend to compensate for the loss of these social bonds
by using these SNS's. Drawing upon augmentation
hypothesis it can be inferred that individuals generally
use SNS for developing their social relations (Walther,
1996), and usage of media enhances the ex-isting social
relations of users (Valkenburg & Peter 2007, 2009).The
embedded social cues within these media foster a sense
of belonging, which acts as a surrogate of having social
relations (Derrick, Gabriel, & Hugenberg, 2009).

CMC helps in overcoming the barriers of spatial and
temporal constraints, which impede face to face
communication for individuals (Wellman &
Haythornthwaite, 2002).It provides social support due
to its unique features like higher anonymity, option of
editing and crafting messages along with access to varied
information sources (Walther & Boyd, 2002).

Hence, we can hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: There exists a positive relationship between
avoiding social isolation and usage of SNS and well-being
of individual.

2.3. Social Anxiety

Social anxiety disorder refers to a marked and persistent
fear of social or performance situations in which
embarrassment may occur, resulting in significant
distress and difficulties in functioning (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). Drawing upon the
cognitive model of social anxiety, we can infer that
individuals experiencing social anxiety strong negative
beliefs about themselves (Clark & Wells, 1995; Liebowitz,
1987, Mattick, & Clarke, 1998, Rapee & Heimberg, 1997).

Due to these negative beliefs, such individuals tend to
evaluate most social cues as negative evaluation, which
tends to increase their anxiety. This increases their
inability to process face-to-face transactions due to their
concerns with self-presentation (Clark & McManus,
2002; Leary, & Kowalski, 1995; Schlenker & Leary, 1982).
Most of these problems are effectively resolved in
computer-mediated communication due to ease of
control over personal information, and decreased
scrutiny in terms of physical appearance and vocal
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sounds, anonymity and absence of nonverbal cues there
by enhancing it usage and well-being of user (High &
Caplan, 2009, Kang, 2007, Madell & Muncer, 2007,
Subrahmanyam & Lin, 2007).

Hence, we can hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3: There exists a positive relationship between
social anxiety and usage of SNS and well-being of individual.

2.4. Mediating Role of Self-Disclosure

Self-disclosure occurs when a person provides (i.e.,
discloses) information about himself or her-self to
another person (Cozby, 1973). Based upon social
penetration theory, when reciprocal disclosure occurs
between individuals it results in development of strong
relationships along with intimacy and strong
interpersonal bonds (Altman& Taylor, 1973).Sharing of
private thoughts, experiences, and emotions is a common
and widespread practice in SNS (Joinson & Paine, 2007).
Due to the unique features of CMC, youths prefer it to
face-to-face communication for self-disclosure (Nguyen,
Bin, & Campbell, 2012; Schouten, Valkenburg, & Peter,
2007; Walther, 1996). Increased self-disclosure leads to
trust, friendships closeness, and satisfaction with the
communication leading to higher levels of engagement.
(Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Collins & Miller, 1994; Draper,
Pittard, & Sterling, 2008; Jourard, 1971; Morry, 2005)

Research indicates that quality of friendship and well-
being are positively related, and happy  individuals
have better relationships (Diener & Seligman, 2002;
Michalos, Hubley, Zumbo, & Hemingway, 2001).This
may be due to the feeling of being connected and a sense
of belongingness associated with the usage of SNS
(Morrow, Ross, Grocott, & Bennett, 2010), due to
fulfillment of socio emotional needs (Goswami, 2012).
Moreover, SNS users are less conscious about their self-
presentation on SNS, which causes them to disclose
more information as op-posed to face-to-face
conversation (Walther, 1996).

Hence, we can hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 4: Usage of SNS is mediated by self-disclosure
and leads to well-being of an individual.

2.5. Subjective Well-being

Subjective well-being stands for how an individual
makes sense of his life through cognitive and affective
evaluations (Diener,Lucas, Oishi, 2005). It is common
knowledge that people share their problems with others
in times of stress and the support thus obtained has
significant benefit on that person's health and well-
being (e.g. Uchino, Cacioppo & Kiecolt-Glaser, 1996).
In fact, sharing events and discussing things with others
is helpful in building one's social resources thereby
allowing development of positive social interactions
(Gable & Reis, 2001).Hence, sharing experiences using
SNS helps to improve one's social ties with others in
addition to providing psychological benefit (Gable, Reis,
Impett, & Asher, 2004; Shen, Liu, & Wang, 2013;
Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009). A high number of friends
on SNS leads to satisfaction with life and well-being
since individuals compensate for the loss of meaningful
relations in their real life with their friends on the SNS
(Lee, Lee, & Kwon, 2011).

Figure 1 : Conceptual Framework

3. Discussion & Conclusion:

SNS form an indispensable part of our everyday lives;
hence, there has been an increased attention towards
understanding the motives for their usage. In this paper,
we have tried to provide a holistic framework by
identifying the antecedents of SNS usage for people
who lack meaningful relationships in their lives and
compensate for it by using SNS.
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For such individuals SNS offers a gateway to a world
where they can express their feelings without inhibition,
receive social and emotional support they crave and
thereby increase their sense of well-being (Goffman,
1959). Disclosing personal information is also easier
due to anonymity and the absence of any kind of criticism
along with feeling of being in control (Qian & Scott,
2007).

Some practical implications for companies could be
targeting such individuals for targeting their products
and creating virtual communities wherein they can share
their ideas & comments freely (Gupta, Kim & Shin,
2010) which could act as a potential barrier for
competitors. Companies would also be able to effectively
promote their products and services extensively on
such com-munity pages (Algesheimer,Borle, Dholakia,
& Singh, 2010). It could serve as a source for idea
generation for new products and improvements in
existing ones.

In addition, since the success of SNS depends on the
number of members, content generation done by users,
increased level of site visits and traffic which result in
revenue genera-tion(Carroll,2007, Chen,2013). Hence,
designers of SNS need to keep in mind the motives of
the users for using SNS and try to make it a pleasurable
experience for using them.

 Future research can empirically verify this model and
identifying which are the most relevant motives for
usage of SNS. It would help practitioners in designing
SNS more effectively to en-sure enhanced user
satisfaction with their usage. Future research may also
look into whether personality traits have an impact on
usage of SNS. Lastly, a longitudinal study may reveal
in-sights that are more promising.
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