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ABSTRACT 

While there are a number of studies that 

investigate the impetus for and impact of 

online social networking, there are fewer 

studies that attempt to formulate and test a 

truly comprehensive model of what influences 

people to use social networking sites. This 

study builds on a previous study of Midwestern 

U.S. college-aged individuals, through 

significant expansion of the number of 

variables investigated, as well as a re-

conceptualization of their interrelationships. 

This paper describes the conceptual model and 

gives results from a new survey, repeated from 

the same general population.   These results 

suggest that individuals’ desire to get 

information, and their enjoyment of social 

networking sites significantly influence both 

their decision to use such sites, and the 

intensity with which the sites are utilized.  Web 

experience and social norms are also 

identified as significant influences on usage. 

Privacy and trust concerns appear to be 

eclipsed by the enjoyment and desire to get 

information from social networking.  This 

research should add to our understanding of 

who uses social networking and why, as well 

as identify areas for further research. 

INTRODUCTION 

Information technology (IT) is playing an 

increasingly important role in people’s lives of 

people, as the Internet and telecommunications 

bring changes to daily life, learning, and work 

(Venkatesh et al, 2003; Walsham, 2008). The 

exponential growth in Internet access has created 

a similar growth in the number of users. In 2000, 

global Internet use was at 0.4 billion; the latest 

usage statistics from December 2009 indicates a 

increase in use to 1.8 billion users. The growth in 

Internet usage in the past 9 years has thus been 

around 400 percent. The new and improved 

Web, Web 2.0, has created a sophisticated user 

base with new online functionality and tools 

such as blogs, wiki’s, online social networking, 

with all incorporating higher interactivity and 

collaboration (Miniwatts Marketing Group, 

2010).  Niche groups operating in online social 

networks provide individuals with similar 

professions or interest to pursue causes and share 

information that benefits group members. From a 

business standpoint, knowing who uses social 

networking sites and their motivations may 

facilitate marketing of products and services. 

Increasingly, the growth and enhancements to 

the Web has made it an essential tool for 

business, education, government, and 

entertainment (Warr, 2008).  

Online social networking is currently in the 

midst of an explosion of popularity, as well as an 

explosion of questions about the costs, benefits, 

and future of this technology.  For many users of 

the Internet, checking social networking sites has 

become part of daily computer usage, and 

numbers of these intensive users is rising rapidly 

(―A World of Connections,‖ 2010; Smith, 2008). 

As a result of Web 2.0, the Internet is changing 

from merely a place to get information, or even a 

place to give information, to a place to access a 

whole set of interactive applications and online 

sharing and collaboration (Anderson, 2007). 

Predictably, social networks are increasingly 

looking for ways to profit from the sites’ 

popularity (‖Profiting from Friendship,‖ 2010). 

Issues surrounding the social networking aspect 

of the information revolution range from the 

significance of such networking for human 

relationships (Pelling and White, 2009; 

Panzarasa et al, 2009) to persistent security-

related concerns, both for younger people and for 

people of all ages (―Privacy 2.0,‖ 2010; 

Tagvoryan and Briones, 2009), to questions 

regarding workplace productivity (―Yammering 

Away at the Office,‖ 2010; McAfee, 2009; 

Neumann et al, 2005). 

While there are a number of studies that 

investigate the impetus for and impact of online 
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social networking, there are fewer studies that 

attempt to formulate and test a truly 

comprehensive model of what influences people 

to use social networking sites.    This study seeks 

to address the objective of formulating and 

testing a truly comprehensive model of 

influences on social networking usage by 

building on a previous study of Midwestern U.S. 

college-aged individuals.  Based on the results of 

the previous study, a new conceptual model is 

described, with significant expansion of the 

number of variables investigated, as well as a re-

conceptualization of their interrelationships, and 

the model is tested with data from a new survey, 

repeated from the same general population as the 

previous survey.  The rest of this paper is 

presented in the following manner. First, the 

paper identifies the conceptual model used, and a 

description of how the model was developed. 

Next, the factors identified as potential 

influences on social networking usage are 

discussed, in the context of the existing 

literature. Then, the methodology used is 

described, and the results of the data analysis are 

presented. The paper concludes with final 

thoughts, including implications for future 

research.  

 

Comprehensive Conceptual Model of 

Influences on Online Social Networking Usage 

 

The analysis of the earlier study referred to 

above (Ariyachandra and Bertaux, 2009) 

indicated that some variables that were predicted 

to be significant influences did not emerge as 

statistically significant in the study.   The 

analysis suggested that an expansion of the 

number of variables investigated, and a re-

conceptualization of their interrelationships, 

might be helpful in developing a better 

understanding of the factors influencing online 

social networking behavior.   

 

Following analysis that included reviewing the 

earlier study’s quantitative and open-ended, 

qualitative survey responses, as well as updating 

knowledge of other literature in the area, the 

following conceptual model was developed (see 

Figure 1 below): 
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Figure 1: Comprehensive Model for Social Networking Use 

In this model, cultural variables, and perceived 

privacy, security and trust variables influence the 

intention to use online social networking, both 

indirectly through the desire to get and give 

information, and directly.  A number of other 

variables, including subjective social norms, web 

experience, enjoyment, and facilitating 

conditions can directly influence intention to use.  
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In turn, intention to use is conceptualized as 

influencing user behavior, both in terms of 

intensity and pattern of use.  The decision to 

focus on intention to use and then user behavior 

(intensity and pattern of use) as the variables to 

be explained (or dependent variables) was based 

on numerous studies in the literature on 

information systems in general, as well as social 

networking sites in particular, which have 

effectively used these variables (Venkatesh et al, 

2003; Yi and Hwang, 2003; Taylor and Todd 

1995).  Below is a discussion of the literature on 

the variety of explanatory variables considered. 

 

Factors that Influence Social Networking  

 

While both offline and online social networking 

behavior have been extensively studied, online 

social networking, as a relatively recent 

phenomenon, is much less understood.  In 

addition, rapid changes occurring in online social 

networking have made studying this area 

difficult, since by the time one modality or site 

begins to be thoroughly studied, users have 

moved on to new modalities and sites.  Some of 

the popular press concerning social networking 

sites has been negative in focus (Cain 2008), yet 

the popularity of online social networking 

continues to grow at a remarkable pace.  Still, 

social networking sites involve numerous issues, 

and even controversy. 

 

Privacy, Security and Trust 

 

Some of the issues that have received the most 

attention with respect to online social networking 

concern privacy, security, and trust, and related 

propensities and attitudes toward revealing 

personal information to the world.  Studies of 

privacy, trust and security issues in e-commerce 

have revealed that these issues are crucial in 

winning the levels of public trust that are 

essential for the growth of e-commerce.  One 

early study found that consumer ratings of 

trustworthiness did not match those of experts, 

that security features were valued more highly 

than privacy statements or seals, and that 

convenience and ease of use took precedence 

over privacy and security in buyers’ decisions 

(Belanger et. al., 2002). 

 

One of the first studies to research privacy and 

trust as applied to social use of the internet is an 

ethnographic study of the first popular social 

networking site, Friendster (Boyd 2004). The 

study documents the influence of privacy issues 

on member participation and the maintenance of 

friendship connections, and describes how 

members create their profile with the intention of 

communicating news about themselves to others.  

Another early study of trust in virtual 

communities concluded that trust affected 

intentions to both give and get information, and 

that trust was raised when individuals had a 

higher trust disposition, and when they 

experienced positive relationships in the 

community.  Subsequent studies, although 

motivated by e-commerce applications, focused 

carefully on how trust can be reliably measured, 

proposing and testing a number of specific 

constructs and subconstructs related to trust in 

the context of Internet usage (McKnight et. al., 

2005; Chen and Barnes, 2007).  Several studies 

examining the two most popular social 

networking sites today, Facebook and MySpace, 

also analyze profile information and member 

surveys to understand privacy and information 

sharing practices (Acquisti and Gross, 2006; 

Ellison, Lampe, and Steinfield, 2007; Stutzman, 

2006).   

A study conducted by Acquisti and Gross (2006) 

focusing on social networking membership, 

information sharing, and privacy issues of 

college students revealed that members’ privacy 

concerns did not necessarily coincide with their 

usage and behaviors on social networks. 

However, no information on the empirical 

validation of the survey instrument used was 

provided. The same researchers conducted 

another study into privacy issues by analyzing 

Facebook profiles (Gross and Acquisti 2006). 

The findings indicated that 99% of user did not 

change the default privacy settings to limit 

information sharing and many provided large 

amounts of personal information online.  

 

A subsequent study examined how privacy and 

trust influence social interactions by comparing 

the two popular social networking sites, 

Facebook and MySpace (Dwyer 2007). The 

study revealed that online relationships can 

develop in sites where perceived trust and 

privacy safeguards are weak. However, the 

researchers conclude that the interaction of trust 

and privacy concern in social networking sites is 

not yet sufficiently understood to provide an 

accurate understanding of usage and they 

encourage further research on this issue. Given 

the popular media hype on privacy invasion and 

social networking as well as on news releases 

describing criminal liability as well as college 

suspensions resulting from usage and behavior 
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on social networks (Gianino 2007), privacy and 

trust may have a distinct influence on social 

networking usage.  

 

Several more recent studies of privacy and 

security issues have focused on the rise of legal 

concerns about websites such as Facebook, 

asking questions about who is required to protect 

privacy and how, especially when users have 

made information publicly available, and 

discussed Facebook’s policies on privacy 

settings as a way of addressing such concerns 

(Tagvoryan and Briones, 2009; Flint, 2009).  

Another recent study of adolescent disclosure of 

personal information on web sites used survey 

data from middle school students to show that 

students had higher levels of privacy concern 

when they perceived higher levels of risk, but 

lower levels of privacy concern when they 

perceived higher levels of benefit from sharing 

information, and that their levels of privacy 

concern did affect usage behaviors (Youn, 2009). 

 

Based on the past literature, perceived privacy, 

security, and trust were all chosen as major 

factors that influence social networking usage. 

 

Culture, Social Norms and Demographic 

Factors 

 

 Lesser-studied factors that may influence social 

networking usage include factors related to 

cultural background, social norms, and a variety 

of demographic characteristics, notably including 

gender.   

 

Prior studies of gender and information 

technology have found a significant ―gender 

gap‖ based on barriers facing women and girls, 

especially in the developing world (Abu-Rashed 

et al, 2007; Jackson, 2007).  While this gap 

might cause researchers to postulate lesser usage 

of social networking sites among females, the 

purposes and format of the sites are also 

consistent with possibly higher interest levels 

among females, so that the impact of gender is 

unclear a priori.  A recent study surveyed male 

and female U.S. college students (from the same 

population as the survey performed for this 

article) and found that while gender did affect 

web experience, trust and perceived privacy 

levels of social networking sites, and trust did 

significantly affect social networking usage, 

gender did not directly, significantly affect usage 

of these sites.  The males and females in the 

study used social networking sites for similar 

amounts of time (Ariyachandra and Bertaux, 

2009).  Based on this result, while we identified 

gender and other demographic factors as 

potential influences, we recognized that gender 

may not be a major influence in the population 

studied here.  However, in our subsequent study 

across international cultures, we plan to again re-

introduce gender, as these results may be 

different outside the U.S. 

 

Recently, some cross-cultural research on social 

networking has begun to emerge.  One study 

compared the US-based Facebook and Japan-

based Mixi, finding that the design of the sites 

reflected cultural differences, with Facebook 

being more assertive and Mixi more subtle (Fogg 

and Iizawa, 2008).  This study highlights the fact 

that in different nations, specific social 

networking sites may be extremely popular (for 

example, Skyrock in France and Cyworld in 

South Korea), and that there can be big 

differences among them (Reisinger, 2009; 

MacMillan, 2009).  One recent cross-cultural 

study of social networking utilized ethnographic 

methods including observation and interviews to 

examine aspects of social networking behavior 

of individuals in four countries (the US, France, 

China and South Korea).  This study found three 

areas of cultural difference in social networking: 

users' goals, typical pattern of self-expression, 

and common interaction behaviors (Chapman 

and Lahav, 2008).   

 

A 2006 study on acceptance of new technology 

in general considered the role of national cultural 

values of masculinity/femininity, 

individualism/collectivism, power distance, and 

uncertainty avoidance, and found that social 

norms were stronger predictors of technology 

acceptance among those with feminine and high 

uncertainty avoidance cultural values; however, 

these values did not affect the linkage between 

perception of usefulness and intent to use the 

technology (Srite and Karahanna, 2006).  A 

study of online social networking among 

university students in India and the US found 

common communication patterns in their social 

networking usage, and also found that when they 

differed, they sometimes contradicted what 

would be expected from the US/individualist, 

India/collectivist categorization (Marshall et al, 

2008).  Another recent study of social 

networking among university students in eleven 

countries in North America, Europe, Asia and 

the Middle East, using data on nationality, 

gender and age, found that levels of 



Validating a Comprehensive Model for Online Social Networking Use  

 

Volume XI, No. 1, 2010 701 Issues in Information Systems 

 

individualism vs. collectivism in cultural 

background did not lead to different numbers of 

offline friends or online social ties.  However, 

the study did find that frequent social network 

users in individualist nations had more offline 

social ties, and this was not the case with 

frequent social network users in collectivist 

nations (Cardon et al, 2009).  Other research on 

social networking usage has focused on cross-

cultural issues such as adaptation of international 

students to host countries (Ye, 2006). 

 

Based on the past literature, cultural variables, 

subjective social norms and demographic 

variables were identified as potential factors 

influencing social networking usage. 

 

Web Experience, Enjoyment, and Facilitating 

Conditions 

 

Researchers have identified users’ experience 

with the web and other computer-related 

experience, computer-related self-efficacy, 

enjoyment of use, and facilitating conditions 

such as ease of use as factors that influence 

adoption of new technology, and of usage of 

Web-based information systems in general 

(Venkatesh et al, 2003; Yi and Hwang, 2003; 

Eastin and LaRose, 2000; Taylor and Todd 

1995).  Studies have found similar results 

regarding the usage of social networking sites 

(Eastin and LaRose, 2000). For example, a study 

of young adults that people with higher levels of 

web experience and autonomy of use were more 

likely to be users of social networking sites 

(Hargittai, 2007).  Studies have sometimes 

categorized users of online social networking 

according to their web experience profiles; one 

study divided users into three categories: passive 

users of the network, users who invite offline 

friends to join, and those who participate in the 

evolution of the network (Kumar et al, 2006).  A 

recent study of adoption of new technology has 

described ―information cascades‖ that can cause 

individuals to adopt the technology when they 

become aware of the adoption decisions of 

others, and further, has analyzed how this 

process can occur through information given on 

social networking sites (Chesney et al, 2010).  

Thus, we can see that social networking sites can 

themselves be facilitating conditions for the 

adoption of new technology. 

 

Enjoyment as an influential variable in usage is 

particularly important in the case of social 

networking sites (Yi and Hwang, 2003).  These 

sites are comparable to online gaming in the fact 

that the motivation for use is highly associated 

with recreation and socializing, although this 

may be especially true for young people (Boyd, 

2007).  There is some evidence that older users 

may be more focused on using online social 

networking for professional and business 

purposes, which may imply less emphasis on 

enjoyment (―Profiting from Friendship,‖ 2010). 

 

Based on past literature, web experience, 

enjoyment, and facilitating conditions variables 

were included as major factors that influence 

social networking usage.   

 

Desire to Get and Give Information 
 

Based on the authors’ own analysis of prior 

studies, two new variables were included that 

have not been previously utilized in quantitative 

studies as factors directly influencing social 

networking usage: the desire to get information 

and the desire to give information.  While these 

are new variables in this specific type of study, 

there is a basis in psychology, organizational 

learning, and other literature for these variables, 

and some conceptual models have included these 

variables (Mikami et al, 2010; Huber, 1991; 

Davenport and Klahr, 1998). 

 

The desire to get information is a key 

motivational factor discussed in the literature on 

learning and information/knowledge 

management (Grover and Davenport 2001).  

While the study here focuses on individuals’ 

desires to get information, it is important to note 

that there is a significant literature on 

organizations’ motivations to acquire 

information and knowledge (Huber, 1991).  With 

respect specifically to online social networking, 

scholarly descriptions of social networking sites 

invariably address users’ desire for information 

about other users, and, more recently, about 

information on events and activities that can be 

accessed from these sites (Boyd and Ellison, 

2007). 

 

The desire to give information is also a key 

reason for users to participate in social 

networking sites.  Scholars focused on 

individuals’ using these sites to invent, or 

reinvent their identities through photo-sharing 

and other means, and terms such as ―impression 

management‖ have been used in this regard 

(Boyd and Ellison, 2007; Boyd 2007).  

Researchers have also considered the long-term 
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viability of social networking sites, noting that 

profitability will be a major factor, and that 

joining the sites is a good deal easier and less 

time-consuming than maintaining a presence and 

pursuing online relational activity on an ongoing 

basis (Kent, 2008).  It is interesting to note that 

social networking sites often involve the 

exchange of information, that is, giving and 

getting information in return.  Scholars have 

noted that such sites are essentially redefining 

―word of mouth‖ communication, and this is of 

great interest to many social institutions, 

including those related to business and marketing 

(Brown et al, 2007). 

 

Research Methodology 

 

The research study had two phases. In the first 

phase, the results of a qualitative open-ended 

question survey conducted on 114 students was 

combined with literature and theory related to 

online social networking to create a 

comprehensive research model. In the study’s 

second phase, a survey instrument was 

developed and tested, and data was collected 

from 208 student respondents and analyzed to 

test the research model
1
.  

 

Instrument development   

 

According to Straub et al (2004), one of the 

challenges of positivist quantitative research is 

accurately capturing and measuring the social 

phenomena. Although many researchers use 

existing items when possible, Swanson (1991) 

suggest that the context of existing research 

measures and questionnaires may not apply to a 

researcher’s current project as the measures are 

deeply embedded in the research project that 

they pertain to. As a result, a researcher must 

exercise caution when adopting existing 

measures and should serve only as useful starting 

point in operationalizing variables of interest 

(Zmud et al. 1991).  

 

Past literature and theory was utilized whenever 

possible to develop the questionnaire items. 

                                                           
1
 While a comprehensive model was developed 

and operationalized to capture all the factors that 

could influence social networking use, as initially 

the study intent lay in testing and validating the 

model with population in the United States, some 

of the factors were omitted from data collection 

and analysis. For example, each of the cultural 

dimensions were omitted.  

However, when appropriate items were 

unavailable, a deductive, iterative approach to 

item development was used (Hinkin 1995). 

Multiple items were generated for each construct 

and refined through multiple iterations of review 

from sample respondents and co-researchers. 

Finally, five graduate student assistants were 

asked to pretest the online questionnaire. After 

several minor modifications were made, the 

resulting questionnaire contained 17 constructs, 

its items and demographic questions. Most of the 

questions employed a seven-point Likert scale 

anchored at strongly disagree (1) and strongly 

agree (7). Next, in order to understand what 

influences social network usage and behavior, an 

online survey was created and administered to 

students at a university in the Midwest. Some of 

the questions and their underlying constructs 

were omitted from the questionnaire as during 

the pretest with graduate students it became 

obvious that the survey instrument as is was too 

long. As such the cultural dimensions as well as 

trust, facilitating conditions and usage pattern 

were omitted from the final questionnaire. Since 

trust propensity would be captured, trust was 

eliminated. Facilitating conditions was also 

removed from the questionnaire as the 

researchers felt that Web experience represented 

a key facilitating condition to social networking 

use. In a similar vein, usage pattern was omitted 

as intention to use and intensity of use would be 

captured.  

 

The participants were queried on their social 

network usage patterns, as well as on what 

influences their usage.  Students were given 

modest incentives in the form of extra credit to 

complete the survey, and encouraged by their 

professors to take their time and answer 

questions as accurately as possible.  Thus a 

favorable response rate was achieved, with 208 

total responses.  

Results of Data Analysis  

Data gathered from 208 survey participants were 

analyzed using SPSS 17.0 to conduct a number 

of different tests.  The survey participants were 

undergraduate students from a variety of majors 

(participating students received an extra credit 

point for completing the online survey). Of the 

208, 5 were incomplete unusable responses 

leaving 203 data points for data analysis. 

Overall, about 32% of the respondents were 

female and 68% male. The respondents spent an 

average of almost 7 hours per week on social 
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networking Websites (with Facebook as the most 

common site used), and they logged on 3.55 

times on average each day to a social network. 

 

An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was 

conducted to assess the unidimensionality of 

items and constructs using principal components 

analysis with a promax rotation. As response 

variables were expected to co-vary with their 

predictors, the variables were divided into two 

groups to assess measurement models. The two 

groups were an influence factors group (i.e., SN 

influence) consisted of variables intended to 

measure the factors that influence social 

networking use and a social network use group 

(SN use) consisted of variables intended to 

measure social network usage. 

 

The initial EFA factor matrix for each group 

indicated that all items loaded well above 0.60 

(Comrey et al. 1992). Cronbach alpha values 

were used to assess the reliability of the items 

associated with the latent constructs. According 

to Gefen et al (2000), Cronbach alphas for 

constructs in exploratory studies should exceed 

0.60, and in confirmatory studies they should 

exceed 0.70. The internal consistency of 

constructs in this study surpassed the suggested 

guidelines for exploratory studies. The factor 

loadings as well as the reliability measures for 

each construct are presented in Table 1. 

  

Reliability ITEM Loading 

Desire to Get 

(0.9345) 

I generally like to find out as much as possible about people I 

know 

0.903 

I like to get information on potential new friends when available. 0.925 

I enjoy staying updated on my friends, family and 

acquaintances. 

0.914 

Desire to Give 

(0.9073) 

I don’t hesitate to react or give my opinion online to my friends, 

family and acquaintances. 

0.873 

I generally like to be the first to spread the word. 0.926 

Social Norms 

(0.7649) 

My relatives think that I should use this Website. 0.812 

My professors think I should use this Website. 0.756 

I believe that my classmates think I should use this Website. 0.628 

Enjoyment 

(0.8729) 

Using this Website is exciting. 0.801 

I enjoy online social networking. 0.883 

Using this Website gives me a lot of pleasure. 0.839 

Self Esteem 

(0.9401) 

I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with 

others. 

0.884 

I am able to do things as well as most other people. 0.965 

On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 0.913 
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Security  

(0.9267) 

This web site presents enough online security. 0.917 

This web site has the ability to solve problems from hackers. 0.892 

Privacy 

(0.8876) 

The personal information that I provide on this web site is 

secure. 

0.816 

This web site will not use unsuitable methods to collect my 

personal data. 

0.694 

This web site does not ask for irrelevant personal information. 0.858 

This web site does not apply my personal information for other 

purposes. 

0.924 

Trust 

Propensity 

(0.8618) 

I tend to trust a person/thing, even though I have little 

knowledge of it. 

0.853 

Trusting someone or something is not difficult. 0.861 

I feel that people are generally reliable 0.749 

I generally trust other people unless they give me reason not to 0.700 

Web 

Experience 

(0.8520) 

I am quite comfortable using computers. 0.849 

I am quite comfortable surfing the Internet. 0.892 

I consider myself computer and net-savvy. 0.805 

Intention to 

use 

(0.8210) 

I will use the social networking site frequently in the future. 0.930 

I expect to use the social networking site in the near future. 0.886 

I intend to use the social networking Website 0.759 

Intensity of 

use 

(0.8473) 

The social networking site is part of my everyday activity. 0.840 

The social networking site has become part of my daily routine.  0.906 

I feel out of touch when I haven’t logged onto the social 

networking site for a while. 

0.814 

I feel I am part of the online social networking community. 0.823 

Table 1: Validated Questionnaire Items 

Finally, to test what factors influence social 

networking use, stepwise regression was 

conducted to identify the key factors of interest
2
. 
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The analyses indicated that trust propensity, 

security and privacy were not significant at the 

0.05 level of significance. Consequently, these 

factors were omitted from the path analysis using 

structural equation modeling (SEM). SEM was 

used to test the influence of the rest of the factors 

on social networking use. Model fit was assessed 

in terms of four measures identified by 

authorities: root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA) over 0.08, standardized 

root mean square residual (SRMR) over 0.10, 

Tucker Lewis index (TLI or NNFI) over 0.9, and 

the adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI) over 

0.90 (Gefen et al. 2000). The values for the 

measurement model exceeded the recommended 

target values for each of these fit statistics. The 

results from the test of the structural model are 

presented in figure 2.  

The results indicated that desire to get 

information, social norms, enjoyment and web 

experience are statistically significant in their 

influence on the intention to use and 

consequently the intensity of use.  Self esteem 

and the desire to give information did not 

influence social networking use in a statistically 

significant way.  

DISCUSSION 

 

In summary, in this study, enjoyment gained 

through social networking and the desire to get 

information were among the major factors that 

influence use and intensity of usage of social 

networks. These represent new dimensions with 

respect to the usual conceptual models of social 

networking, and statistically, new constructs 

with respect to the usual analysis.  These 

variables also make a great deal of sense, based 

on past survey respondents’ answers to 

qualitative, open-ended questions, since survey 

respondents have consistently emphasized both 

the utilitarian and the fun aspects of using social 

networking sites (Ariyachandra and Bertaux, 

2009).  Thus the results are consistent with a 

range of behavioral models—including the 

rational, utility-maximizing behavior model used 

by economists, whereby individuals engage in 

behaviors from which they expect to benefit.  In 

this instance, benefits are expected in terms of 

                                                                                
2
 The decision to conduct regression analyses 

prior to path analysis using structural equation 

modeling (SEM) was also due to the fact that the 

initial attempts to conduct an SEM analysis using 

LISREL would not converge with all the items of 

interest. 

intrinsic enjoyment of the activity, and/or in 

terms of receiving information users find useful 

and/or entertaining. 

 

In addition, social norms and web experience 

also influenced use and intensity of use.  This 

also makes sense in terms of behavioral models, 

since web experience gives individuals a skill set 

that makes online social networking easier to 

engage in, and thus less costly in terms of time 

and energy.  Similarly, social norms that 

encourage use of social networking sites indicate 

social approval of such usage, which can both 

reduce any reluctance to use, and increase the 

perceived benefits of usage, and thus lead to 

increased users and intensity of usage. 

 

Interestingly, in this study, concerns for privacy 

and security as well as trust variables were not 

significantly correlated with social network 

usage.  This may signify a comfort level with 

social networking sites that has increased along 

with the growth and expansion of these 

networks, and it may also be related to the age 

group of the population in this study, namely, 

college-aged ―millenials.‖  In this vein, 

Facebook’s chief executive Mark Zuckerberg 

recently declared the end of ―the age of privacy‖ 

(Schneier, 2010).  Given the real risks and 

dangers associated with disclosure of personal 

information on social networking sites, it may be 

that young people display an unwise lack of 

concern in this area, even when informed of the 

dangers, perhaps due to the high value they place 

on the information given and received (Knox, 

2010).  Others argue that while young people 

may put personal information on social 

networking sites that seems private to older 

people, young people still react strongly when 

they feel their privacy limits are overstepped 

(Schneier, 2010).  Controversy in this area is 

likely to continue, as it may be that privacy, 

trust, and security concerns are a moving 

target—that is, attitudes may be evolving and 

changing even as studies are performed. 

 

The other variables that were not statistically 

significant in this study, the desire to give 

information and self-esteem, may indicate that at 

least in the population studied here, individuals 

are less likely to be using online social 

networking from these motivational viewpoints 

than had been hypothesized.  Again, there may 

be a moving target here, as the exponential 

growth in users of these sites may mean that a 

threshold in use may have been reached whereby 
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use is expected by the majority, and therefore 

individual psychological reasons for using social 

networking sites are becoming of lesser 

proportional importance. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This paper has summarized a comprehensive 

conceptual model of influences on social 

networking usage, and has presented analysis 

and results from data collected in the United 

States.  These results suggest that individuals’ 

desire to get information and their enjoyment of 

social networking sites significantly influence 

both their decision to use such sites, and the 

intensity with which the sites are utilized.  Web 

experience and social norms are also identified 

as significant influences on usage.  Further, 

privacy and trust concerns appear to be eclipsed 

by the enjoyment and desire to get information 

from social networking; similarly self-esteem 

and the desire to give information did not appear 

as significant influences.  This research therefore 

adds to our understanding of who uses social 

networking and why, in the population studied. 

 

This study represents an initial phase of a 

proposed research project that seeks to identify 

the factors that influence social networking use 

across cultures. Currently, the main phase of the 

project is underway as data is being collected 

from various countries across the world.  This 

will allow analysis of cultural and inter-cultural 

factors; based on the significance of social norms 

found in the current study, and the connection 

between culture and social norms, this is 

expected to yield interesting results.  An 

additional and essential area for further study 

would be studies that collect data across the age 

spectrum, as older users of social networking 

sites are growing rapidly (Boyd and Ellison, 

2007).  Finally, to the extent that relationships 

among variables are changing over time, 

longitudinal studies that follow individuals over 

time would also be a welcome addition to the 

literature. 
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