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This dissertation examines user perceptions of what constitutes a social network 

site (SNS) and personal information in an effort to better understand motivations for 

sharing personal information.  Additionally, it establishes a link between exchanging 

personal information in order to attain goods and services in some instances.  This 

exchange supports reconceptualizing social networks and social media as information 

marketplaces where personal information constitutes the capital exchanged between 

users and social media companies. Uses and gratifications theory and Expectancy-

Value (E-V) theory comprised much of the theoretical basis for this study.  

A survey method with online questionnaire was employed to collect responses 

from 618 students at the University of Florida in order to conduct this research.  

Analysis indicated that connectivity between users still comprised the most important 

feature of a SNS but that the ability to share user created media has become important 

as well.  Respondents often found information traditionally considered public 

information, such as street addresses or telephone numbers, to be of a personal nature, 

perhaps illustrating a respect for the Internet’s enhanced ability to aggregate information 

and identify the persons attached to it.  
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Support for increased social capital in some areas among respondents who 

frequented social network sites was found as well as an association between increased 

social capital online and frequency of sharing personal information in order to obtain 

goods and services.  Respondents who perceived their personal information as having 

value also exhibited a greater likelihood of sharing that information for goods and 

services. Additionally, those seeking to manage friendships or entertainment on social 

networks who found this need served by them were found to also spend more time on 

social networks, find them more important, and to be more willing to share personal 

information in order to attain goods and services.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

In the past decade, the Internet grew more personal.  With the explosion of social 

networks in the mid-2000s, who we are and what we do is now big business.  Every 

minute, hundreds of terabytes of information are uploaded and shared by social network 

users – status updates to Facebook; pictures to Instagram; location check-ins to 

Foursquare; passing thoughts to Twitter; business reviews to Yelp; or a real-time video 

chat on Google+; just to name a few.  Our lives flow to one another through the Internet, 

providing a social connection and entertainment.   Our daily lives have become one of 

the biggest products on the Internet today.  While social network sites continue to 

attempt to make the monetization of this information a billion dollar business, a question 

exists regarding what users themselves think this is all worth.  Are social network users 

merely participating in this new economy, oblivious to the ways their information is being 

capitalized upon by social network companies, or are they aware of the value of what 

they are sharing?  And if the latter is so, just how well can they define that value and 

their rights to it? 

The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate sharing personal information in a 

social media setting and, in particular, to examine what users feel their personal and 

private information is worth, what motivates users to share this information, and whether 

personal information demonstrates evidence of being used as a form of capital online.  

Since the early 2000s, the social network site (SNS) category of website has become 

one of the most popular destinations for Internet users.  As the Internet became 

increasingly mobile in the mid-2000s, these social network sites also made the 
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transition into the pockets of consumers across the globe, creating an ever more mobile 

and connected user.  

“If you aren’t paying for something, you’re not the customer, you are the product 

being sold” (Pariser, 2011, p.21) says one post (which has become a popular quote on 

the Internet in past years) from a user on the website Metafilter, glibly summing up the 

relationship between SNS users and the sites they frequent and in which they 

participate. These users’ thoughts, pictures, demographics, friendships, brand 

preferences, and various other affiliations create the product that a SNS monetizes and 

sells for billions in profits.  Yet a question remains as to how well users understand their 

value in this economy and whether they are simply passive participants in this new 

industry or actively engaging by exchanging bits of who they are to attain goods, 

products, services, and other desires (Tsai, Egelman, Cranor, & Acquisti, 2011; Van 

Dijck, 2009).  This dissertation’s goals include indentifying the value SNS users assign 

their own information, SNS users’ concerns regarding concealing or sharing their 

information, SNS users’ expectations from the sharing of personal information, and if an 

argument can be made for personal information acting as a form of capital in online 

commerce.  

A shift in the way people and business use the Internet brought with it the rise of 

social network sites, such as Facebook, which recently celebrated its 10th year and 

remains the largest social network site (Smith, 2014), and LinkedIn, as one of the 

predominate features of the Internet (Jackson, 2012).  These sites allow users to form 

virtual communities based on shared information and user-generated content (UGC).  

While several social networking sites rose and fell during the past decade, Friendster 
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and MySpace for instance, the overall popularity of these sites has only grown over the 

same time span.  Although some industry observers may speculate over the longevity of 

any particular site, social networking sites in general seem poised to only expand as the 

Internet continues to evolve.  Social networking sites have also benefited from the 

shifting of Internet access from computers to mobile devices, adding to the size of these 

companies (Cole, 2012).  However, while these businesses provide the infrastructure 

and connectivity, their product is largely the personal information they gather and collect 

from users, ranging from demographic data to a user’s activity. 

Personal information forms the bedrock on which a SNS is built, creating a huge 

pool of content that is one of the most popular corners of the Internet, with Americans 

spending nearly a quarter of their total Internet time on social networks (Nielsen 2011).  

These figures lead to a number of questions about the nature of the information 

collected – how it is used, how SNS users feel about sharing their information, what 

user expectations are of sharing or not sharing, and what personal information means to 

the economics of the Internet.  The overarching question thus becomes: What are the 

economic and social implications for both SNS users and Internet communication from 

this of exchanging of personal details for connectivity?   

Social network companies monetize personal information in several ways, 

ranging from selling the information to using it in-house for targeted advertising 

(Andrews, 2011; Pariser, 2011). In order to collect information for later profit, users must 

share it first.  But why share this information in the first place?  The easiest answer is 

entertainment and connectivity, but it is also possible this sharing serves as a type of 

capital exchange.  Precedent exists for various types of capital beyond stock and 
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currency, ranging from labor capital to social capital (Lewis, 1954; Mincer, 1958; 

Salisbury, 1969).  If SNS users exchange their personal information with the expectation 

of receiving something in return, particularly things consumers generally purchase with 

currency, it could be argued that this personal information serves as financial capital. 

Considering that trading in personal information is how SNS companies turn a profit, 

and that social network sites have become one of the biggest sectors of the Internet 

today, the existence of such a relationship would explain a great deal about the 

commercial world of the Internet.  Exploring these issues presents an opportunity to 

outline one of the underlying relationships that drives the Internet as a commercial 

force, as well as to build a further understanding of how an SNS user views the possible 

opportunities and benefits offered by allowing third parties to collect their personal 

information. 

Purpose of Study 

This study intends to provide insight into how SNS users view personal 

information and what motivates the exchange of this information.  By examining which 

types of information SNS users view as essential and optional, this study will explain 

what personal information the users of these sites feel is required for a site to function 

as a social network. Additionally, this study will ask SNS users why they share the 

information they do, if they feel like they receive something ranging from goods to 

increased user experience in return, what they feel the cost of opting out of social 

networking may be, and ultimately if they feel their personal information has value and 

what that value may be.   

This study will also help contribute to the body of scholarship showing the utility 

of uses and gratifications theory and expectancy-value theory in researching the 
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Internet as well as expanding on research that has linked the two theories.  It is hoped 

that it will provide more support for connecting these two theories for use in Internet 

media research.  By examining the role of personal information on social network sites, 

it may be possible to model and then determine how such sites will be used by their 

audience.  Hopefully, this research will contribute to greater prediction tools for 

researchers trying to understand better the impact of new sites that seem to have 

captured the public’s attention, as well as older sites as they continue to mature.   

This study also seeks to demonstrate there being a reason to believe that 

personal information functions as a source of capital online for SNS users.  That 

personally identifiable information (PII) and private information has value to whom that 

information pertains is not a new idea (Litman, 2000).  They have both been 

approached as forms of property (Murphy, 1995), and in particular to their role online, 

their monetization by social media companies has been outlined and explored 

(Andrews, 2011; Pariser, 2011).  Writings on the monetization of personal information 

have tended to discuss the process as an active one by social networking sites but 

framing site users as largely passive, disseminating their details into a vacuum and 

largely oblivious as what becomes of it. The current study asks if SNS users are not 

savvier about how their information may be used and understand that they are 

exchanging their personal information for exploitation while also expecting something 

back from this exchange. 

Finally, understanding some of the economics behind social networking sites and 

the motivations of SNS users for sharing personal information help inform an interesting 

line of inquiry from not only a media management or economics perspective but also 
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mass communication as a whole.  Social networking sites have become a major feature 

of the Internet, and their function of spurring communication and connection is not likely 

to disappear from the Internet any time soon.  Understanding what users expect in 

return for sharing who they are and the content they generate could help multiple media 

industries make sense of the commercial landscape today and in the future.  Through 

integrating social networks into their own websites or developing such a component 

internally, troubled industries such as print and the recording industry might find a useful 

tool in helping to correct their foundering financial fortunes.  

For instance, sites like Grooveshark and Spotify have integrated streaming music 

content and online community, developing a place where social community develops 

around users listening to music and sharing preferences.  At the same time users 

develop social networks, they are also discovering new songs and artists, helping 

recording artists gain more exposure.   However, to make use of the power of social 

networks to move media content, a better understanding of what users are willing to 

exchange, what they expect from the exchange, and the value of the exchange is 

needed.  This study will provide some of these answers. 

Because of user-generated content, in some ways daily life has become one of 

the largest forms of media online, making the relationship between users’ information 

and social network companies increasingly more relevant.   In the past five years, the 

industries that have evolved from online social networks have grown immensely in size, 

permeating very deeply into the average person’s daily life.  In so doing, it has moved 

personal information from simply one aspect of Internet economics to one of the main 

factors driving commerce online.  
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This study will provide future researchers with a better understanding of what 

users expect in return for sharing information and how this expectation provides social 

networking sites with a product with which they are able to make money.  By 

contributing an empirical basis for these predictions, this dissertation will help move 

social network research beyond examining the outcomes of social network use and 

perhaps into predicting what to expect from them in the future.  By determining if SNS 

users share information for a type of economic gain and examining the implications of 

that relationship, this research stands to provide evidence of a fundamental relationship 

between SNS users and social network sites that these sites all have in common, 

helping researchers in the future to research generalities in social networking sites 

rather than having to focus their efforts on specific sites – sites that may not particularly 

important by the time their research is published.  

Theories 

Two communication theories underpin this proposed dissertation.  The first, uses 

and gratifications theory (UGT), explains that consumers pick the media they do based 

on satisfying needs that they may have and that different media compete with one 

another to serve these needs (Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch, 1973).  UGT is one of the 

more popular theories in researching Internet user behavior. LaRose and Eastin (2004) 

make note of the number of studies that have examined media selection and consumer 

choice regarding the Internet.  Valenzuela, Park, and Kee (2009) adopted uses and 

gratifications theory to research Facebook and, specifically, to examine the relationship 

between social network sites and social capital.  

A second theory, expectancy-value theory (E-V theory), also provides direction in 

researching the expectations a user of one of these sites may have. E-V theory explains 
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that an individual develops an opinion or belief about information and then assigns 

value to this information. The result of the interplay between value and belief results in 

an individual developing an expectation of that information (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; 

Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980).  Further development of the theory has also linked it to goal 

attainment and positive outcomes (Book & Barnett 2006).   The expansion of E-V theory 

into outcomes as well as goals is based on research by Higgins and Sorrentino (1986) 

that observed the emotional satisfaction of attaining a goal proved a motivator in striving 

for that goal.  

For example, individuals might learn that by listing the university they attend on 

Facebook, they will be indexed with other students that attend it.  These students may 

find the ability to connect with others at their university valuable and, in turn, expect 

positive outcomes from offering this information. If these users find that this feature 

works as expected, their overall perception of this feature might be positive.  This same 

scenario can be applied to many categories of personal information that may be shared 

online. In explaining how people form expectations and the positive feeling people 

experience from seeing their expectations met, E-V theory helps to provide a theoretical 

basis from which to work when investigating a person’s perceived value of sharing 

personal information on the Internet. 

UGT and E-V theory also complement one another, E-V theory adding a 

process-oriented approach researchers have argued UGT lacks (Galloway, 1981).  Past 

research has outlined the relationship between each, supporting the use of these two 

theories in concert (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982; Galloway, 1981).  Palmgreen and 

Rayburn (1982) argue that by applying E-V theory to uses and gratifications research, 
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researchers are better able to predict outcomes.  Galloway (1981) presents E-V theory 

as one possible way to explain gratification attainment as a process.  For the purposes 

of this study, this reinforcement and explanation of UGT through E-V theory will be vital 

in constructing research questions and hypotheses for explanation, as E-V theory helps 

operationalize the gratification process as well as allows for reevaluation when 

gratification is not attained.   

This dissertation wishes to make some inferences into the valuation of personal 

information by SNS users.  Determining that SNS users do value their personal and 

private information to some degree has not been difficult (Grossklags & Acquisti, 2007).  

However, determining with any refinement the value users place on this information has 

proven quite difficult (Wathieu & Friedman, 2005).   Ultimately, the valuation process 

can be linked to E-V theory as well(Ajzen, Brown, & Carrvajal, 2004), though there is no 

“one” theory of valuation.  By tracking back through the available literature, a connection 

between willingness-to-pay, willingness-to-accept, and contingent value emerges, which 

all function to some degree under E-V theory(Ajzen, Brown, & Carrvajal, 2004; 

Grossklags & Acquisti, 2007; Wathieu & Friedman, 2005).  It is through these concepts 

that this dissertation will seek to engage in determining how SNS users value their 

information. 

Social Network Sites 

Social network sites have changed the landscape of the Internet immensely 

since the early 2000s.  One need only look at Facebook, the world’s most popular SNS, 

to see how deeply entrenched these sites have become within the Internet and society 

at large. Facebook claims 1.2 billion subscribers (Kiss, 2014) and recently shifted from a 

private to publically-traded company, leading to one of the biggest initial public offerings 
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(IPO) since the tech bubble burst in the late 1990s.  Facebook’s market capitalization 

hovers around $170 billion currently after a bit of an underwhelming start (Fiegerman, 

2014), representing an enormous sum of wealth, especially for a website whose product 

ultimately is the personal information of its users.  How users value this personal 

information, what they believe their rights are in regard to what they share, and the 

structural implications of a technological economy driven by the exchange of who one is 

are interesting questions left in the wake of this growth.  

The economics of social networking sites rely largely on users’ willingness to 

share bits of who they are.  For Facebook, personal information can take the shape of 

demographic data such as birthdates, where a user is from, where he/she lives, level of 

education, or more personal details such as employment, friends, and user-generated 

media like photographs or videos.  For the user, this spurs connection between 

personal acquaintances and others with similar interests and creates an online 

community in which to interact.  For Facebook, there is a constant flow of media as well 

as personal information with which the company can profile users and customize ads as 

well as new products.  Facebook has access to an almost endless stream of user-

generated content that documents the comings and goings, as well as tastes and 

interests, of its members.  Every member that actively uses the sites creates a rich 

stream of longitudinal data that the company owns.   

Facebook is only one of many popular sites.  Though Facebook currently 

dominates the social network environment, there are many other popular social network 

sites on the web. If the Internet’s relatively short history has demonstrated anything, it is 

that the status quo can change at any time.  Arguably, the first SNS to surge into 
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mainstream society was MySpace.com, at one time easily the largest and most 

powerful of these sites.  However, that tenure was short-lived, as Facebook rose to 

prominence (boyd1 and Ellison, 2008).  While URLs may change and different brands 

evolve and become the most popular, these sites all exist and function based on the 

connections and content generated by their users.   

Which SNS currently sits at the top doesn’t matter.  Researchers must move 

beyond specific websites and examine social network sites in the aggregate -- an 

expanding, lucrative area of the Internet – if they wish to conceptualize the future of 

Internet communication both as a medium and a business. Personal information has 

become the foundation for one of the most important evolutions of the Internet since the 

world first went online.  This relationship with personal information drives social network 

sites and will continue to do so, regardless of whether or not any one site manages to 

become a fixture at the top or Facebook ultimately founders and a new site takes its 

place.   

As personal information has come to form the basis for content on social network 

sites and one of the main sources from which these sites derive value, determining what 

drives users to share this information is important.  However, if users are aware of the 

value of their information and use it to acquire goods and services, it may be argued 

that personal information is a source of financial capital. Shmid and Robinson (1995) 

and Putnam (2000) have argued that social capital can also be a source of financial 

capital, though the relationship is usually more indirect –one’s social connections might 

assist him or her in getting a better job or education leading to more financial roles.  In 

                                            
1 Boyd prefers her name to be spelled in lower case as “danah boyd.”  This convention will be used in this 
paper except when her name begins a sentence.  
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the case of social networks, if the sharing of social capital in question, bits of a user’s 

likes, interests, friendships, creative output, and so on – directly leads to rewards more 

generally associated with financial capital, it would support evidence of new 

relationships between social capital and financial capital.  It might be argued that SNS 

users spend who they are to satisfy perceived wants and needs.  

Commerce and the Web 

Online business figures heavily into the story of the monetization of personal 

information.  When the Internet started to become a fixture in households across the 

United States in the last half of the 1990s, most businesses that engaged in e-

commerce treated the Internet largely like a synthesis of the sales catalog, telephone, 

and point of sale (Chen & Leteny, 2000; Bakos, 1998; Peterson, Balasubramanian, & 

Bronneberg, 1997).  Inventories could be accessed and browsed online, and without the 

need to talk to a person, a sale could be transacted through the site.  While this 

certainly changed much of the way things were purchased and the way businesses 

could sell them, the shift was more to how something was sold, not what was being 

bought.  Still, even this initial shift in the way people participated with retail markets led 

many to speculate that brick and mortar stores would soon be relegated to the past.  

As the ability to track and catalog a user’s online meanderings grew more 

sophisticated, the ability to target that user with advertisements for specific products, 

goods, or services became feasible on a level never before possible (Andrews, 2011).  

Searches, page visits, content downloaded, uploaded, viewed, or shared all became 

digital markers for taste that could be exploited for the purpose of building a web-surfers 

personal profile.  Third-party companies developed to aggregate and sell this data, 

tracking Internet users’ content preferences the way credit companies tracked 
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consumer payment histories (Pariser, 2012).  Even as users became more cognizant of 

their online footprints and sought to stymie the flow, these aggregators became more 

sophisticated.  Concurrent to these developments, there was also the lingering and 

increasingly important question of the viability of ad-driven commerce online (Goldfarb & 

Tucker, 2011; Clemons, 2009; Kachhi & Link, 2009) 

As the early web evolved into Web 2.0, the economics of the Internet shifted as 

well, away from being solely imagined as an electronic marketplace for traditional 

goods. O’Reilly and Battelle (2009) popularized the term Web 2.0 in order to bundle 

several changes happening on the Internet in the mid-2000s under one idea.  The most 

important two changes centered on more programs running remotely on a website’s 

servers rather than on software installed on a user’s computer and an Internet that 

focused less on websites and more on networked publics building virtual communities 

online, communities that would impact offline life as well.  Web 2.0 would shift away 

from the Internet of the 90s, centered on native software and content generated by 

companies, to a mobile, user focused, user driven, social Internet generating more of 

the information being shared between its constituents. (Battelle, 2005).  Benefiting from 

this new ethos was the social network site (Miller, 2007). Not only would Web 2.0 set 

into motion changes in how products were moved across the Internet and how those 

products were advertised, the nature of what was being sold changed with the UGC and 

social connections driving these sites.   

Google Drive and Facebook offer two examples of the evolution represented by 

the term “Web 2.0.”  Google Drive models software moving from a user’s computer to a 

server somewhere on the web where the processing and storage happens remotely.  
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Previously, if someone wanted to make a spreadsheet, he or she would first have to 

purchase a program like Microsoft’s Excel.  They could then create spreadsheets on a 

computer at home and save their work to that computer, but they were limited to having 

to either work from that computer or find another computer with Excel and find some 

way to transport the file from computer to computer.  In contrast, Google Drive offers a 

free spreadsheet program as one of its features.  No program must be downloaded to 

the user’s computer as data entry and processing all happen online on a server at one 

of Google’s server complexes.  This frees the user to work on any computer connected 

to the Internet without having to worry about purchasing additional software.  Also 

because the files are saved online, the user doesn’t need a transport medium to move a 

file from computer to computer.  This freedom from native software is one distinction of 

Web 2.0. 

 Facebook represents the communal aspect of Web 2.0.  The first popular 

websites contained content generated by the owners of the webpage.  While these 

websites could be quite dynamic, interactivity on the site was fairly limited and content 

was determined by the page creator.  However, on Facebook, user content is the basis 

for the site.  Photos, movies, comments, writings, and so on all form the media mix with 

which users engage.  They largely create the environment of the site.  Additionally, the 

social connectivity of the site figures prominently into Facebook’s model.  The 

connections between users and interactions between users are as important to the site 

as content generated and viewable on it.  In this lies the communal aspect and 

interactivity promised by Web 2.0.  Web 2.0 represents a shift from much of the top- 

down model that saw a great deal of popular content created by companies rather than 
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individuals in the 1990s to the current model where content creation by individuals 

represents a huge amount of content on the Internet. 

Personal vs. Private Information 

How widespread an individual wishes something to be known is not the litmus 

test for whether a detail is personal or private, but it does serve to highlight where one 

might start making the distinction.  For instance, a social security number is both 

personal and private as a person would take measures to prevent it from being known 

by even a small circle of personal acquaintances.  In contrast, a street address is also 

personal information but publically available and not considered private as a result, 

despite the wishes of the person living at the address that such information be 

considered private. Separating the public from the private on the Internet has become 

increasingly difficult in this era of technology.  Ford (2011) discusses the traditional 

separation between the public and private spheres individuals enjoyed prior to the 

communication revolution in the 1990s.  She argues that this divide has evolved into a 

continuum where a clear distinction becomes difficult as technology has provided more 

connectivity between individuals.   

Examining the concept of personally identifiable information (PII) cuts to the heart 

of issues surrounding personal information online as this class of information has grown 

more important as the Internet and social networks have become more popular.  PII is 

information through which a person might be individually recognized, ranging from a 

license plate number to an address.  Schwartz and Solove (2011) explain that even as 

PII has become more relevant, the radical change in the way information is exchanged 

has left legal definitions of PII struggling to keep up.  Technology has made it possible 

to identify individuals through once seemingly anonymous information due to enhanced 
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aggregation ability.  As defining what is and isn’t PII has become more difficult, the 

relevance of such a distinction has been questioned, with Schwartz and Solove arguing 

for its reworking for the current era and continued use.  

The points made by Ford (2011) and Schwartz and Solove (2011) underscore 

the gray area between that which is exclusively public, personal, or private that has 

grown alongside the Internet in the past two decades. Regardless of the ultimate 

outcomes of arguments for moving to a privacy continuum and/or reconceptualizing PII, 

the existence of such arguments says much about the information overlap that the 

Internet has facilitated, an overlap made even greater by social network sites.  Because 

of this, it is difficult to determine if every category of information shared on an SNS 

constitutes private information or personal information one might expect to be 

accessible publicly.   It is even possible, depending on the application, that the same 

information could be either.   

The present study will explore both types of information.  The purpose of this 

study is not to better define the distinction between private and personal information or 

argue that PII has become more similar to what is considered private due to the 

Internet.  All information examined by this study falls into a personal information 

category.  It might be argued that as an aggregate, this personal information might also 

be considered private in some cases, as enough of these details taken together could 

also identify the person. While important, this study will concentrate on the use of 

personal information as whole, though any findings that touch on the relationship 

between what is private, personally identifiable, and public personal information are 

welcomed.  
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 Some distinction is nonetheless important.  For example, perhaps SNS users 

place a greater premium on sharing what may ultimately be private, or perhaps their 

sharing is influenced by a concern that when a certain amount of PII is made available 

their privacy does become vulnerable.   Many studies have examined the role of the 

perception of risk or willingness to accept risk plays in sharing information on social 

network sites (Brandimarte, Acquisti, & Loewenstein, 2012; Young & Quan-Haase, 

2009; Fogel & Nehmad, 2009), but while examining who is more likely to accept the risk 

and how that risk is negotiated, rare is the study that asks what a user expects from 

taking on the risk.   

Methods 

To answer the questions related to the SNS user’s perspective, a survey will be 

developed and conducted.  Beyond basic demographic and psychographic variables, a 

series of Likert scale questions will be used to determine attitudes in relation to personal 

information and social network sites.  This data will be cleaned and analyzed in a 

statistical software platform in order to test hypotheses and answer the research 

questions. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Personal Information and Privacy 

Before delving into an explanation of social networks and how personal 

information has become the foundation of this industry, it is important to first discuss the 

nature of personal information and its relationship to privacy.   Though this research 

examines any personal information users share, whether it could be considered private 

or not, the reevaluation the Internet has spurred on the nature of personal information 

remains important to any thorough study of personal information’s use online. 

What is Privacy?  

The difference between personal information and private information has always 

been somewhat hazy at the edges and has only grown more so with technology.   Even 

for the right to privacy itself, it took decades of legal arguments to solidify that such a 

right exists. Warren and Brandeis’ seminal work on the right to privacy (1890) defined 

private information as a person’s “thoughts, sentiments, and emotions,” (p. 198) as well 

as anything produced from them including letters, art, signs, and music regardless of 

quality.  They also argued that a person should have a right to dictate how this private 

information is communicated or if it is to be shared at all.   

Warren and Brandeis (1890) noted as far back as the late 19th century that 

modernity presented a new set of concerns for people seeking “the right ‘to be left 

alone’” (p. 195).  Citing other areas of the law ranging from assault and battery to libel 

and slander, they explained that as societies develop and persons find value in things 

previously overlooked by the law, the law must grow to accommodate these changes, 

and they noted the necessity of treating privacy in this manner, presenting an argument 
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to support an inherent right to privacy and finding existing areas of libel and slander, 

property, and intellectual property lacking the capability to encompass an individual’s 

right to maintain certain aspects of his or her life and communications private.  It was 

their contention that a wholly new area of law needed to be developed to specifically 

deal with the right to privacy.   

 In Griswold v. Connecticut (1965), the U.S. Supreme Court recognized the 

existence of an unenumerated constitutional right to privacy.  The State of Connecticut 

charged Estelle Griswold, executive director of the Planned Parenthood League of 

Connecticut, and Dr. C. Lee Buxton with distributing contraceptives in violation of a 

state law.  At trial, both were found guilty of breaking this law and fined $100 apiece.  

The U.S. Supreme Court granted Griswold’s petition for a writ of certiorari after the 

conviction was upheld by an intermediate appellate court and the Connecticut Supreme 

Court.  Griswold argued that such statutes violated the 14th Amendment of the U.S. 

Constitution which states, “No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge 

the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive 

any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any 

person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws” (U.S. Government, 1869).  

 The Supreme Court agreed that not only did the Connecticut statute violate the 

14th Amendment, but that the Bill of Rights contains numerous implicit guarantees of a 

right to privacy (Griswold, 1965).  The Court cited provisions in the Third Amendment 

prohibiting the quartering of soldiers and the Fourth Amendment right against 

unreasonable searches and seizures. Additionally, the Fifth Amendment provision 

against self-incrimination and the Ninth Amendment that explains there are fundamental 
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right beyond those expressly enumerated in the constitution were also cited by the 

Court.  The Court argued these amendments demonstrate the concept of an underlying 

right to privacy that exists and which the State of Connecticut was violating in 

prosecuting Griswold for distributing contraceptives.  The Court argues that the right of 

privacy is a penumbral right not directly addressed by the constitution but logically 

present by the implications within the Bill of Rights and the 14th Amendment.  

 From the writings of Warren and Brandeis (1890) and Griswold v. Connecticut 

(1965), the picture of the right to privacy that emerges is one of a distinct right but with a 

very general definition of what is private.  The right to privacy cannot be fully expressed 

through any one area of the law or section of the U.S. Constitution, but it is seen as 

implicit in many of its amendments.  Justice Douglas writes in the opinion that some 

aspects of privacy, in the case within a marriage, are “a right of privacy older than the 

Bill of Rights” (Griswold, 1965, p. 1682).   

The Supreme Court has clearly affirmed that individuals posses a right to privacy, 

but which information is private?  In reviewing Warren and Brandeis’s writings, Griswold 

v. Connecticut, and numerous tort cases that contributed to a formalized right to privacy, 

and what may be considered private, Beaney explains: 

Therefore a right to privacy as a legal concept can be defined as the 
legally recognized freedom or power of an individual (group, association, 
class) to determine the extent to which another individual (group, class, 
association, or government) may (a) obtain or make use of his ideas, 
writings, name, likeness, or other indicia of identity, or (b) obtain or reveal 
information about him or those for whom he is personally responsible, or 
(c) intrude physically or in more subtle ways into his life space and his 
chosen activities” (1966, p.31). 

Under this definition, private information might be described as any personal 

information an individual may wish to keep private.  Practically speaking however, this is 
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not the case.  Writing prior to Griswold, Prosser (1960) offered four areas through which 

privacy could be infringed based on prior tort cases, providing a more concrete basis in 

the law.  Prosser lists the following four torts as grounds for an invasion of privacy: 

Intrusion upon the plaintiff's seclusion or solitude, or into his private affairs. 
Public disclosure of embarrassing private facts about the plaintiff. Publicity 
which places the plaintiff in a false light in the public eye. Appropriation, for 
the defendant's advantage, of the plaintiff's name or  likeness. (1960, p. 
389) 

Personal Information and Privacy Online 

Though less abstract than Warren and Brandeis and the decision of Griswold v. 

Connecticut, Prosser still explains that these torts are given “without any attempt to 

exact definition” (1960, p. 389).  Furthermore, most prior thought on the right to privacy 

put little if any consideration into information that may not specifically identify an 

individual but could lead to identification.  Technology, including the Internet and social 

networks, makes use of a great deal of this type of information. Beaney’s third point, 

that a violation of privacy rights occurs when third parties “intrude physically or in more 

subtle ways into his life space and his chosen activities” (1966, p.31), touches on the 

idea that privacy violations need not consist only of providing private details in a public 

forum, but that any intrusion by any available means can be consistent with defying 

privacy rights.  

Kang (1998) divides privacy into three clusters, explaining that when examined 

closely the right to privacy contains several different areas that, while not necessarily 

mutually exclusive, are distinct. Of the three clusters Kang offers – space, decision, and 

information – it is the third that is most relevant to the current study because it is in this 

area that the Internet and social network sites pose the most serious challenges (Kang, 

1998).  “…Information privacy concerns an individual’s control over the processing – i.e, 
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the acquisition, disclosure, and use of personal information” (Kang, 1998, p. 1203).  The 

loss of control over this information constitutes a threat to the privacy of its owner.  For 

example, many retail websites offer shoppers the ability to create profiles that contain 

personal details, ranging from shipping addresses to credit card numbers as well as 

providing a purchase history.  Accessing this database without permission of the owner, 

in this case the shopper constitutes a privacy violation.   

While the primary area Kang (1998) discusses involves information privacy, 

space and decision play a role as well.  Continuing with the retail website example 

above, users purchasing goods from their homes make these purchases in a private 

rather than public space, their home versus a brick-and-mortar store.  To intrude on 

their transactions there is to violate this space.  Likewise, perhaps the user chose to 

make purchases online in order to avoid scrutiny by others of their purchases.  By 

allowing their purchases to become public, their decision to purchase goods they had 

elected to avoid purchasing in public has been violated, touching on decision privacy.  

For these reasons, conceptualizing privacy as several areas in overlapping clusters is 

useful, as there are distinct aspects to an overall view of personal privacy, but each 

area may still affect another in the event of its violation (Kang, 1998).  

The concept of personal information provides the cornerstone to information 

privacy.  Kang explains that personal information “does not mean especially sensitive, 

private, or embarrassing. Rather, it describes a relationship between the information 

and a person, namely that the information— whether sensitive or trivial— is somehow 

identifiable to an individual” (1998, p. 1206-07).  Information that can be connected to 

an individual is considered personal information and is protected by privacy laws.  
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Information that cannot be connected to an individual has no expectation of privacy.  A 

digital picture of a person or specific demographic information could be considered 

personal information, while information provided and anonymous online survey would 

not for example.  However, the distinction between personal and non-personal has 

become more complicated with technological advance. 

Personally Identifiable Information 

Given the tools that now exist to document and analyze, as well as the sheer 

volume of information an individual generates online, the relationship between personal 

and non-personal has become harder to define.  Functionally, Kang’s explanation of 

personal information (1998) fits within the concept of personally identifiable information 

(Schwartz & Solove 2011).  Schwartz and Solove cite Kang’s work, in particular, in their 

own discussion of the development of PII.  Likewise, the present research agrees that 

both terms describe the same information but will use PII when discussing personal 

information as well.  

The Internet has drastically affected privacy in general (Solove, 2002) and 

specifically PII (Schwartz and Solove, 2011).  For information to be considered PII, it 

must offer an avenue through which to identify its owner. Previously, this definition was 

nuanced but fairly straight forward, but the sophistication of data aggregation 

techniques available to companies for use on the Internet has changed the relationship.  

For example, in 2005, AOL accidentally leaked three months of user searches from 

658,000 members intended for researchers and academics to the general public 

through a link on one of its websites (Fredrickson, 2006).  Once the company realized 

what had occurred, it pulled the link from the site and issued an apology, but also 

claimed no personal information was released in these searches.  Users were assigned 
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numbers which were then used to group the searches supposedly making it impossible 

to link specific users to their searches. In theory, key word searches would not contain 

enough specific information to be used for personal identification. 

After the leak, New York Times reporters took search queries linked to user No. 

4417749, including terms ranging from real estate inquiries to questions about 

depression (Barbaro & Zeller, 2006).  By piecing together these searches, reporters 

were able to identify one Thelma Arnold, a 62-year-old living in Lilburn, GA at the time 

of the leak.  Herein lies Schwartz and Solove’s (2011) concern about the changing 

nature of PII.  While AOL had not intended this information to become public, the 

company was confident that user identities were sufficiently obfuscated to prevent 

identification.  Barbaro and Zeller (2006) were able to prove that this information was 

very much searchable.  Furthermore, being able to use search information to identify 

someone also meant that their searches could then be used to make certain 

assumptions about them, correct or not.  In the case of Arnold, her searches for 

information on depression, single men, and hand tremors all painted a certain picture 

because it appeared without further context.  Examples like this illustrate why Schwartz 

and Solove argue that PII must be expanded to keep up with technology.   

The proposal to reevaluate PII and modernize it conceptually to better address 

the issues created by computers and the Internet is not without criticism.  The AOL data 

release example touches on the failures of anonymization and reidentification, the idea 

that personal information can be stripped of its personally identifying aspects and thus 

fine to use without fear of identifying the person to whom the information is connected.  

In the case of AOL, the act of referring to users through numbers AOL generated rather 
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than by name demonstrates an attempt at anonymization and de-identification.   

However, the amount of information, as well as the technology available, made these 

efforts ineffective.  In the end, it was still possible to identify Thelma Arnold.  

 Ohm (2010) argues that the growing difficulty around anonymizing PII that would 

have previously been easily obfuscated makes PII increasingly anachronistic.  Ohm 

points to two problems, in particular, with PII that he believes render the concept 

evermore useless.  First, attempts at anonymization and deidentification can too often 

be undermined to trust that the personally identifying aspects of information can ever be 

successfully removed.  Second, the concept PII itself has become unwieldy, as it has 

expanded greatly to lack the clarity it once possessed. Ohm explains, “It 

[reidentification] undermines decades of assumptions about robust anonymization, 

assumptions that have charted the course for business relationships, individual choices, 

and government regulations” (2010, p.1776).  As a result, Ohm sees a legal 

environment where information privacy’s benchmark no longer depends on whether 

information is personally identifiable. 

Examples of private information would include credit card numbers, social 

security numbers, and other information that, in the wrong hands, could infringe on the 

private life, from personal interactions to finance, of their owner.  Traditionally, personal 

details available publically but unable to assist in the identification of a person on their 

own did not reach the criteria of private.  Addresses, birthdates, and other such details 

were not enough to invade privacy.  What Schwartz and Solove (2011) point out is that 

the Internet has made it much easier to aggregate these disparate details, connect 

them, and use these connections to infringe on privacy, making this personal 
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information also personally identifiable.  Barbaro and Zeller’s (2006) use of supposedly 

anonymous search results to possibly encroach on an Internet user’s privacy 

demonstrates precisely Ohm’s (2010) concern – the Internet and computers have 

become so sophisticated that any information may be personally identifiable, leaving the 

value of the concept in question. 

In summary, legal scholarship defines privacy as a right (Warren & Brandeis, 

1890, Griswold, 1965; Beaney, 1966).  The parameters of this right have also been 

demonstrated (Prosser, 1960; Beaney, 1966).  Finally, the area of privacy rights most 

important to this research has been illustrated (Kang, 1998; Solove, 2003; Schwartz & 

Solove, 2011), leading the discussion to PII.   Smith et al. (1996) developed “several 

central dimensions of individuals’ concerns about organizational information privacy 

practices – “collection of personal information; internal unauthorized secondary use of 

personal information; external unauthorized secondary use of personal information; 

errors in personal information; and improper access to personal information” (p. 169).    

An example of these dimensions can be drawn from an average Facebook user.  

This user may have some concerns over the types of personal information about them 

Facebook might be storing.  The information could be shared throughout Facebook’s 

company as a type of internal, unauthorized secondary use or shared with third parties, 

an example of external unauthorized secondary use.  Information also might be 

improperly recorded, leading to erroneous information about the user. Finally, there is 

the concern of those who have not been granted access by the user or as part of the 

site’s user agreement accessing the information.   
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Malhotra et al. (2004) noted that earlier work on information privacy, such as 

Smith et al. (1996), still addressed the issue from the perspective a traditional market 

where the seller had simply moved online.  Traditional markets had none of the potential 

for communication between consumer and producer that the Internet affords.  Malhotra 

et al. argue that a theoretical understanding of Internet users’ privacy concern is critical 

to efficient e-commerce and introduces a number of variables that influence trust and 

risk in sharing personal information.  Collection, control, and awareness are measured 

to produce a second-order factor called the Internet User’s Information Privacy Concern 

(IUIPC) model.  Malhotra et al. discovered that privacy concerns posed a stumbling 

block for greater engagement in e-commerce among Internet users.  They found risk 

concern and perceptions of trust had the greatest effect on whether or not a respondent 

chose to share personal information.  While this study is useful in developing some 

notions on privacy and personal information concerns and under which circumstances a 

user might share this information, it focused on shopping for goods and services online.  

While social network sites have some connection to sites that strictly exist to promote a 

business, the fact that they are ultimately selling a community and user experience to 

the user rather than a tangible product is an important distinction.   

Gross and Acquisti (2005) note that information shared on a social network 

poses a risk of being used by unintended parties, yet SNS users are willing to ignore 

this threat.   Gross and Acquisti argue users put themselves at risk possibly due to the 

networking potential made available to them by a SNS.  To some degree, restricting 

information access too greatly can actually inhibit the effort to extend a user’s social 

network.  Lewis et al. (2008) reexamined this willingness several years later and found 
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that users do become more interested in protecting their privacy over time.  They 

explain that as examples of SNS users having to endure real-world consequences from 

their online lives have grown, SNS users have become more interested in keeping 

some aspects of their lives private, even as they continue to expand their social 

networks online.  In this manner, sharing personal information becomes a tradeoff.   

An SNS user must share who they are to maximize the potential offered by a 

SNS, but as Lewis, Kaufman, and Christakis (2008) discovered, users seem aware of 

risks.  SNS users must weigh these consequences versus the potential perceived 

benefits from participating on a SNS. This leaves a question as to what exactly they feel 

they are receiving from their participation. Kreps (2011) argues that social network sites 

have become an economy based on personal information that is little more than an 

extension of capitalist transnationalism.  This represents an evolution of global 

commerce that supersedes the nation-state, as SNS users continue to share more of 

who they are and ultimately with the SNS company that runs the site.  Kreps feels that 

this will only serve to create an economically stratified Internet where personal 

information rights are attached to socioeconomic status of the user.  In other words, 

Kreps argues that as social networking expands, users with more wealth will also be 

able to better protect their personal information online, whereas those without the same 

financial resources may be exploited with no recourse.  While there is evidence that 

SNS users are not quite the unwitting pawns Kreps feel they may become (PcW, 2012; 

Schaefer, 2012), he makes a strong argument for social network sites becoming capital 

markets that exist due to personal information exchange. 
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Examining the history of thought on privacy reveals an always complicated issue 

for the law.  As technology has evolved, it has made privacy even more difficult to 

define cleanly.  The ability to collect personal information for personal identification 

grows daily, information that in many cases only 20 years ago could not have assisted 

in personal identification.  The purpose of this section is not to define at what time this 

information becomes private as much as it is to demonstrate how hazy the line has 

become. Regardless of the ambiguity, however, an SNS user should expect some right 

to this information.  In fact they do, as studies into privacy concerns have shown.  

Furthermore, research supports their exchanging this information in an expectation of 

receiving some benefit in return, even if that information is used by the site to support a 

business model.  Finally, some scholars have noted that this looks very much like a free 

market made possible by the exchange of personal information.   To better understand 

these implications on the current study, a discussion of social network history and how 

they are defined is necessary. 

History of Social Network Sites 

Differences and Definition 

Considering the number of websites referred to as social network sites, it can quickly 

become confusing to explain what makes a website a social network site.  Take for 

instance the top three social network sites: Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest 

(Friedlander, 2012).  Each site falls into the category of social network sites, but each 

serves different interests.  Facebook’s mission statement says, “Facebook’s mission is 

to give people the power to share and make the world more open and connected” 

(Facebook, 2012).  Facebook approaches this mission by allowing users to share with 

other users to whom they are connected writings, various media ranging from photos to 
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video, groups, and any particular likes and interests.  Facebook can be described as a 

general SNS where users can share as much of whom they are, what they like, and 

what they do as the programming and technology permit.   

In contrast, Twitter focuses on users being able to post and share brief 

statements of 140 characters or less, a style of writing for the Internet known as 

microblogging (Cohen, 2008).  Microblogging differs from blogs in that the amount of 

text allowed is severely restricted, requiring posters to be very succinct with their 

writings.  Twitter allows users to follow each other and keep track of these brief 

messages that range from purely informational to website links to humorous quips.  

Unlike Facebook, which has numerous forms of content with which users may engage, 

Twitter is built around microblogging.  Compared to the catchall world of Facebook, 

Twitter is more streamlined and limited, at least at a glance.   Table 2-1 shows several 

different sites and to which areas they cater. 

More recent in the world of social network sites, but one of the fastest growing 

sites (Wortham & Perlroth, 2012), Pinterest also differs from the other two in focus.  

Pinterest acts as a virtual pinboard where users can “pin” favorite images and share 

these with other users.  Users may also sort their photos by category, for example 

having one board for recipes and another for travel photographs.  Unlike Twitter and 

Facebook, text is strictly secondary to images on Pinterest. On Twitter, text is the focus 

of content, and Facebook it is as important as any other content.  This is not to say that 

Pinterest is absent of all text, only that the vast majority of its use is either as part of an 

image or in a caption discussing the image.   
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Table 2-1.  Selected SNS Features  
 Facebook Twitter Google+ Instagram Pintrest Foursquare Yelp Tumblr 
Visible Friend 
Networks Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
 
General SNS 
(Media, 
Connections, 
Location, and 
Status all 
stressed) Yes Yes Yes No No No No No 
 
Review 
Centered 
(Restaurants, 
Service, etc.) Yes No Yes No No Yes Yes No 
 
Location 
Centered Yes No Yes No No Yes Yes  No 
 
User Created 
Media 
Centered 
(Pictures or 
Movies) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes 

 

These are but the top three of a myriad of different social network sites (Wortham 

& Perlroth, 2012; Friedlander, 2012), and some relatively big differences have been 

described.  Facebook plays the role of a user generated content aggregator, generator 

and distributor across a broad range of media for its individual members, while Twitter 

provides a place for users to create and share quick, concise messages.  Finally, 

Pinterest acts as a virtual pinboard where users can collect and share images they 

enjoyed from around the web.  However, despite appearing to serve very different 

functions, the social connections provide a common denominator that forms the basis of 

all social network sites.  The meaning, visibility, and function of these social connections 

have come to define the parameters of what social networks are. 

Several scholars have offered definitions of social network sites. Boyd and  
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Ellison define social network sites 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. The nature and 
nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to site”(2007, p. 
211). 

Boyd (2010) added the concept of “networked publics” to her definition of social 

network sites in later work.  “Networked publics are publics that are restructured by 

networked technologies” (boyd, 2010, p.39).  Networked publics are the publics created 

by social network sites and made possible through technology. Additionally, boyd adds 

characteristics of space and a collective in describing social networks, explaining that 

both arise as a product of social networks.  This explanation of a social network 

presents a place on the web that continually expands and adds more information as 

new people come online, connect, and begin sharing who they are, what they make, 

and what interests them. 

Boyd and Ellison (2007) also explain their preference for “network” instead of the 

more commonly used “networking” when discussing social networks, adding “While 

networking is possible on these sites, it is not the primary practice on many of them, nor 

is it what differentiates them from other forms of computer-mediated communication” (p. 

18).  They explain that the most important feature of social network sites is their ability 

to map and share a user’s social connections, not that they act as a venue whose 

primary mission is building relationships with new people, as using “networking” might 

connote.  While it is not uncommon for SNS users to meet new people from their 

activities on such sites, this remains only a secondary result to the goal of having an 

online, fleshed out social network.  
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Noting the importance of boyd and Ellison’s (2007) article, Beer (2008) took issue 

with their choosing “network” over “networking.”  Beer first notes that among the public, 

social networking site has become the most common expression when referencing sites 

like Facebook, Myspace, Twitter, and so on.  Beer also fears that using “network” rather 

than “networking” leaves too much ambiguity, arguing: 

‘social network sites’ as used by boyd and Ellison, stands for something 
quite broad. Whereas the term ‘social networking sites’ describes 
something particular, a set of applications where, to a certain extent, 
networking is the main preoccupation. In short, the motivation to form 
expanding networks, the practice of ‘networking’ as described by boyd and 
Ellison, that defines social networking sites should be the grounds for 
separating out different types of site (along with other established 
differences). It seems a shame to adjust our classifications so that they no 
longer account for this nuance”(2008, p. 518). 
 
Beer uses YouTube of an example to illustrate his point, explaining that the site 

meets the criteria of a social network site, but not a social networking site because the 

focus of YouTube is not expanding social connections.  Beer argues that this example 

and other similar difficulties illustrate that “social network site” accounts for too much of 

the web to be useful.  

While Beer’s (2008) critique is not without merit, boyd and Ellison’s (2007) 

original definition of a SNS, as well as boyd’s (2010) later addition of networked publics, 

will be used to define a SNS in this study for several reasons.  First, relative to this 

study, whether the network is a primary or secondary component of the site matters little 

as long as people are sharing personal information with each other and the site.  Even 

on YouTube, users connect with one another and form networks around these 

connections.  These networks make YouTube and similar sites interesting to the context 

of this study. 
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Second, looking at a social network site’s ability “to articulate and make visible 

[users] social networks” (boyd & Ellison, 2008, 211) might be an essential motivation for 

users to share information so openly.  The creating space and expanding a collective 

are more open-ended pursuits than strictly networking (boyd, 2010), both of which may 

require a broader range of motivations and expectations of SNS users than simply 

networking.  However, networking behavior is still part of social network sites and will 

not be excluded from this study but rather addressed as one part of a broader range of 

uses.  

Development of Social Networks on the Internet 

File sharing between individuals and email were the earliest forms of 

communication on the Internet, a community that was almost exclusively comprised of 

scientists, government agents, and academics (Leiner et al., 1997).  By the 1980s, this 

world expanded to include only the most tech savvy among the public.  A series of 

events in the late 1980s and early 90s would open the Internet to the mainstream.  First, 

Tim Burners-Lee developed a programming language that allowed files on different 

computers connected to one another by the Internet to be easily accessed and 

searched, creating what would ultimately be called web pages (Jackson, 1997).  

Second, the United States government and a handful of private interests that originally 

controlled the Internet opened it to the public for commercial exploitation.  These 

developments collectively enabled novices to access and to use the Internet, leading to 

the explosion of the Internet through the rest of the 1990s (Ruthfield, 1995). 

As more companies began developing products and spaces on the Internet and 

more users began logging on to the technology, the means to communicate between 

users expanded as well.  As noted, email came into existence in the 1970s. Although 
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new to Internet users connecting for the first time, this was an already old technology.  

Bulletin board systems (BBS), a popular alternative to the Internet among the computer 

savvy in the 1980s, had largely made the shift to Internet forums in the mid-90s 

featuring a similar layout, but one that used the Internet for connectivity rather than 

directly dialing a host of a particular BBS (NPR, 2009). Internet forums and email are 

largely asynchronous forms of communication, meaning that the people involved in 

communication need not respond immediately to messages.  While persons involved in 

the communications could wait to respond immediately to an email or forum post, it is 

more generally accepted that responses to posts or email may take some time as the 

users are usually not engaged in the conversation at the same time.  

Despite their rapid decline in the late 90s, one important legacy of BBSs should 

be recognized.  Bulletin board systems allowed for and encouraged an electronic 

community (Harkaway, 2012).  The thousands of BBSs that existed before 1994 

allowed for a plethora of niches online where users could communicate with entire 

groups online.  As BBSs gave way to Internet forums, the ability to build communities 

online became an even greater part of the Internet, meaning that from its mainstreaming 

in 1994, an element of community grew with the Internet.   

In the late 90s, instant messaging services (IMS) like ICQ, AOL Instant 

Messenger, Yahoo Instant Messenger, and MSN Instant Messenger became 

increasingly popular among Internet users (Regan, 1998).  These software platforms 

allowed users to communicate by text synchronously.  Instant messaging services 

existed before the Internet boom but were not terribly popular until the Internet went 

mainstream and companies like Yahoo and American Online developed their own 
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instant messengers.  Communication through an IMS is very simple.  One connects to 

another user, usually who he are she has already added to a “friends list,” a database of 

people they communicate with through the IMS, types their message, and presses 

enter.  These services introduced a more conversational feel to the Internet.  They were 

also free and global, allowing Internet users worldwide to communicate in real time 

provided that they had a connection.  

By the end of the 90s, most of the elements needed for social networking 

existed.  Internet forums spread the concept and popularity of the notion of joining a site 

in order to communicate with others there.  Instant messaging services were improving 

the communication experience between individual users on the Internet.  Social 

networking sites debuted in 1997 when website SixDegrees.com came online as the 

first recognized social networking site on the Internet (boyd & Ellison, 2007), although 

some industry observers claim Classmates.com as the first (Ortutay, 2012). However, 

Classmates initially focused on connecting users with others from their own high school 

class and did not allow for user profiles or extended groups of friends beyond one’s 

class, standard features of today’s social network sites.  SixDegrees did allow for the 

creation of profiles that could be viewed by other members, friends lists, and many other 

features still at the foundation of today’s social network sites (Goble, 2012). However, 

the site ultimately failed.  After being bought by YouthStream Media Networks in 2000, 

the site was shut down in December of that year due to its inability to produce revenue 

(Kelsey, 2000).  SixDegrees’ creator, Andrew Weinreich, blamed the site’s failure on the 

time period.  “We were early. Timing is everything” (Kirkpatrick, 2010, p. 69).  
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The late 90s also saw the Internet grow faster in speed and more connectivity.  

Between 2004 and 2005, broadband passed dial-up access as the most popular way to 

connect to the Internet in the United States and by 2006 had more users than dial-up 

did have at its height of popularity (Aaron, 2010). Broadband Internet meant that more 

content could be shared between users faster, making the streaming of video and 

music, as well as the uploading and downloading of large files, far more viable than 

doing so through a dial-up connection.   

Peer-to-peer (P2P) services were one of the first spaces on the Internet to exploit 

this increased connectivity.  P2P services allow users to directly connect to another 

person’s computer through a software platform and then exchange files between the 

two computers.  As the technology evolved, the same file could be accessed by multiple 

users for faster download. Napster, a P2P started in the late nineties, exploded in late 

1999 largely due to the accessibility of high-speed connections on college campuses 

(Macavinta, 2000).  While Napster would ultimately become something quite different 

than the P2P it began due to piracy litigation and buyouts, it added a new layer of 

connectivity to the Internet.  It made clear that sharing not just text, but all types of 

media between individuals was part of the future of the Internet.  

Web 2.0 

The Web 2.0 era of the Internet is generally considered to have begun in 2004 with 

the first Web 2.0 conference (O’Reilly & Battelle, 2009).  The term was coined by Darcy 

DiNucci in 1999 to explain a more flexible, diffuse, and mobile version of the Internet.  

O’Reilly and Battelle felt there was a lingering malaise in the tech industry after the so 

called “dot-com” bubble burst in 2001, taking with it much of the momentum and many 

of the new companies that developed in 1990s. They felt the remaining companies, as 
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well as new applications for the Web being developed, needed to be championed 

(O’Reilly, 2005).  With the expansion of broadband and connectivity, the Internet was 

poised to make the transition DiNucci had theorized in 1999.   

“The first version of the Internet – call it Web 1.0 – was long on vision but short 

on execution and audience” (Battelle, 2005).  A clear shift that was occurring in the mid-

2000s, but debate remained over how to categorize it (O’Reilly, 2005). The 2004 Web 

2.0 Conference sought to clarify the term Web 2.0 and establish it as more than a 

trendy catch phrase with little use beyond marketing.  The following principle 

characteristics were given as defining Web 2.0: 

1. Strategic Positioning: A)The Web as Platform 

2. User Positioning: A)You control your own data 

3. Core Competencies: A) Services, not packaged software B) Architecture of 
Participation C) Cost-effective scalability D) Remixable data source and data 
transformations E) Software above the level of a single device  
F) Harnessing collective intelligence (O’Reilly, 2005, Fig. 1) 

To distill these points, Web 2.0 wasn’t a change in software but a change in how 

users connected and used that connectivity.  Software would no longer be native to the 

computer running the program but on remote servers, freeing users to interact with the 

web based on where they connected, not the computer they were using.  Web 2.0 

would introduce a more open era that would encourage participation among users, 

giving them more power to individualize the web from the websites they used to 

software development.  Web 2.0 would also be service oriented rather than 

technologically centered.  This is to say the Internet would concern itself more with 

satisfying user needs, from productivity to entertainment, rather than concerning itself 

with the native software and hardware users possessed.  In short, through Web 2.0, the 
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Internet would become a space for the users to build communities and for individual 

pursuits rather than the province of technology companies as it was in the 90s.  This 

focus meshed well with social network sites that had continued to develop through the 

early 2000s. 

As this evolution of the Web was beginning to take shape, developers were still 

experimenting with social networking.  From 1999 until 2004, sites such as LiveJournal, 

BlackPlanet, Friendster, LinkedIn, Orkut, and LastFM came online, many of which still 

exist today (boyd & Ellison, 2007).  In 2003, MySpace, the first truly mainstream SNS, 

debuted.  At its peak in 2006, MySpace had 100 million registered users and generated 

enough interest that News Corp. bought it for $580 million that year (Kelleher, 2010).  

However, before the frenzy MySpace generated among business and Internet users 

alike, it started the same way as many small social network sites, trying to build and 

monetize an Internet community.  MySpace broke away from the pack of fledgling social 

network sites largely due to the collapse of Friendster, an earlier SNS.  Why Friendster 

failed has been much discussed, but as an early frontrunner in social networks, 

MySpace benefited from the mistakes at Friendster as well as by siphoning off many of 

Friendser’s users as the site collapsed (Chafkin, 2007 provides an good, brief history of 

Friendster and its connection to MySpace).  MySpace also prospered from hitting its 

stride at the exact moment that the Web 2.0 was shifting the Internet’s focus to more 

user-oriented sites through which networks and community could be developed online. 

MySpace became the face of Web 2.0 (Connell, 2009), and it also became 

emblematic of the problems that social network sites would face as they tried to turn 

users into profits that could sustain a business for the long run.  News Corporation’s 
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purchase of MySpace for more than a half-billion dollars never delivered on the profits 

the company initially felt the site promised (Kelleher, 2010).  Likewise, MySpace was 

seriously challenged by Facebook, an upstart SNS originally designed only to serve 

Harvard University students that later opened its membership up to anyone online 

(boyd, 2011).   

This challenge to supremacy and the eventual overtaking of an older SNS by a 

newer SNS that captured the imagination of users as the older site became passé 

seems a common threat to whatever SNS is most popular at a given time. SixDegrees 

gave way to Friendster, which was later overtaken by MySpace.  Facebook passed 

MySpace in 2008 (Musgrove, 2008) and remains the top SNS today.  However, 

Facebook too has had to fend of challengers.  

In 2011, Google introduced perhaps the most serious threat to Facebook’s 

current supremacy of social network sites.  Google, which began as a search engine 

company in the 90s, saw an opportunity to embrace the promises of Web 2.0 in the mid-

2000s (Pariser, 2011).  The company’s first step was to introduce Gmail in 2004, its own 

version of email.  Google has long been in the business of data aggregation, but it 

lacked a way to individualize and target its users.  Gmail provided an avenue through 

which to register users, collect personal data, and develop more specific advertising to 

target Gmail users. Gmail has become one of the most popular email services in the 

world with 425 million users today (Levy, 2012).   

After several stalled attempts to tackle Facebook, Google opened its Google + 

site to the public in 2011 (Na, 2011).  Recognizing the number of registered users of 

Google’s various online services, the company has made a serious attempt to compete 
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with Facebook, though Facebook still remains the most popular SNS.  Even as these 

two massive companies wrestle to dominate the social network industry, social network 

sites have come to represent many facets of social connectivity.  Additionally, the move 

by consumers to mobile Internet services that has been accelerating in the past several 

years has introduced new opportunities for SNS companies to become even more 

deeply ingrained in an individual user’s life.  

Current Environment 

In the first decade of the 21st century, the Internet quickly began transitioning 

from a technology tied to hardwired connections in the home or office to one that users 

could carry with them.  Wireless technologies began having a widespread effect on 

mobility in the early 2000s.  Coupled with laptop computers, the ability to find an Internet 

connection broadcast by wireless modems introduced portability to the Internet not 

previously available.  As more households shifted to wireless networks, many 

businesses did so as well in order to lure customers through their doors by offering a 

convenient way to work or surf while away from the home or office.  The next major 

change came with mobile phones equipped to connect to the Internet through wireless 

connections offered by mobile phone companies.  As these phones developed into what 

are now called smartphones, an entirely new realm of software allowed social network 

sites to ride the wave from a desktop screen into consumer’s pockets. 

Wireless Internet has spread quickly through the consumer market, making smart 

devices and mobile web-based applications part of everyday life.  This mobile explosion 

has drives the growth of social networking sites makes using them throughout the day 

for a variety of activities, many of which cater to this mobility, possible for their users. 

Work on wireless local area networks (WLAN) began in earnest in the early 90s, and 
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after several years spent standardizing technologies for widespread use, technology 

companies introduced Wi-Fi in 1999 (Bar & Galperin, 2004).   From Wi-Fi’s introduction 

until 2009, wireless home networks accounted for the way one-quarter of Americans 

connected to the Internet, with that number growing from just 6% in 2004 to 25% only 

five years later (Horrigan, 2009).  However, that only accounts for part of how deeply 

ingrained mobile Internet has become in the U.S.  

Apple’s introduction of the iPhone in 2007 caused the largest shift in Internet 

usage since broadband became popular in the early 2000s.  The iPhone distilled 

several technologies that had been developing since the first attempts more than a 

decade earlier to evolve mobile voice networks into mobile data into one device (West & 

Mace, 2008).  The iPhone joined a family of mobile phones called “smartphones” that 

had developed since the 90s as mobile phones and personal digital assistants (PDA) 

merged.  A smartphone offers mobile computing and telephony in one device (West & 

Mace, 2009).  Nokia and Palm entered this market first, both releasing mobile phones 

with QWERTY keyboards in the late 90s. However, portability was not on par with cell 

phones of the time.  In 2001, RIM introduced the first Blackberry, which became the 

dominant smartphone on the market until the introduction of the iPhone.  

Prior to the iPhone’s launch, smartphones had certainly found some popularity, 

but they were largely targeted towards the working professional, not the general public.  

Despite its widespread adoption in the business work, Blackberry smart phones hadn’t 

really transferred that popularity into the general consumer market.  In fact, RIM 

specifically targeted professional use, touting security and productivity as major 

advantages of owning a Blackberry (Stone, 2008).  In contrast, Apple envisioned the 
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iPhone as the heart of an overall mobile communications platform for business and 

recreation.  “Thus the iPhone was designed as a component in an integrated 

information system, rather than as a standalone handset… The iPhone thus reflected 

Apple’s systems approach — control of music content, hardware, software and 

distribution — rather than a mere point product” (West & Mace, 2008, 9).  Unlike RIM, 

Apple focused on entertainment from the start (Laugesen & Yuan, 2010).   This 

approach to the developing smartphone consumer market proved a huge success; as of 

August 2012, Apple had sold 85 million iPhones in the U.S. alone (Tsukayama, 2012).  

Beyond the superiority of an iPhone’s browser to previous smartphones and the 

introduction of touch screen technology, programs known as applications, propelled the 

success and popularity of the iPhone.  It was also through so called “apps” that social 

networks would move from the computer screen to the pocket. 

Apple introduced its App store in July of 2008 (Bonnington, Mac App Store, 

2011), According to The Pew Internet and American Life Project: 

With the advent of the mobile phone, the term “app” has become popular 
parlance for software applications designed to run on mobile phone 
operating systems, yet a standard, industry-wide definition of what is, and 
is not, an “app” does not currently exist.  For the purpose of this report, 
apps are defined as end-user software applications that are designed for a 
cell phone operating system and which extend the phone’s capabilities by 
enabling users to perform particular tasks” (Purcell & Entner, Rise of 
Apps, 2012, p.2). 

This definition will be applied for the purposes of this research as it encompasses the 

relationship and functionality of apps concisely.  Purcell & Entner continues: 

Along with the widespread embrace of mobile technology has come the 
development of an “apps culture.”  As the mobile phone has morphed from 
a voice device to a multichannel device to an internet-accessing mini-
computer, a large market of mobile software applications, or “apps,” has 
arisen (Purcell & Entner, 2012, p.2). 
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By March 2012, Apple announced it had reached 25 billion downloads of 

applications from its App Store (Bonnington, App Store Reaches, 2012).  The 

introduction of the App Store to consumers made the iPhone even more versatile, which 

in turn led other mobile phone manufacturers and software companies to follow Apple’s 

lead in order to stay relevant (Ritchel & Holson, 2009).   Google, through a subsidiary it 

purchased in 2005, introduced the Android operating system for mobile devices to 

compete with Apple’s iPhone and App Store (Vogelstein, 2011).  Google found success 

similar to the iPhone’s, first by partnering with Motorola and later by allowing its Android 

software to be used by a variety of manufacturers, surpassing 10 billion Android Market 

(Google’s version of Apple’s App Store) app downloads by the end of 2011 

(Bonnington, 10 Billion, 2011).  As of 2012, 63% of American adults use some form of 

mobile Internet and 46% have a smartphone of some type, making these devices the 

most popular method of accessing mobile Internet (Brenner, 2012). 

 Social network sites have embraced this shift and found themselves even more 

deeply ingrained in the day-to-day habits of users than ever before as a result, making 

this transition quite important.  Thirty-seven percent of mobile phone users use their 

phones to access social media, with mobile phone users reporting that social network 

sites are second only to GPS in features they value on a mobile phone (Nielsen, 2011).  

This move has made a never-before-seen level of connectivity possible.  From status 

updates on Facebook to thoughts posted “on the go” on Twitter to videos uploaded as 

an event is taking place on YouTube, SNS users can engage one another constantly, 

creating a never ending stream of individual content posted and distributed online.  

According to Visualnews.com (Spencer, 2012), every minute 217 new users join the 
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mobile web, and 3,600 new photos are shared on Instagram and 3,125 on Flickr.  

YouTube users upload 48 hours of new video, and Facebook users share 684, 478 

pieces of content.  More than 200 million emails are sent and Google receives more 

than 2 million search queries.  Aside from Google searches, this information is almost 

all generated by users.   Based on these numbers, it can be argued that our lives have 

become the ultimate product on the Internet.  However, what this information is worth 

remains difficult to define.  

Capital 

One of the goals of this research is to determine if the private (and/or) personal 

information exchanged on social networks can be classified as a form of capital.  

Scholars have expanded the definition of capital over the years far beyond its original 

definition (Schmid & Robison, 1995).  In order to determine if personal information 

possesses these features of capital, some discussion of the development and types of 

capital is needed, as well as how they all relate.   

Perhaps the clearest definition of capital that can be applied to any type of capital 

comes from Fisher, who wrote: 

we observe (1) a stock of instruments existing at an instant of time, and 
(2) a stream of service through time, flowing from this stock of wealth.  
The stock of wealth is called capital, and its stream of services is called 
income.  The income is the more important concept of the two, for capital 
exists merely for the sake of the income, and the ownership of the capital 
has no other significance than the ownership of possible income form that 
capital (1906, 324).  

Fisher defines capital as the stock of any asset at any specific point in time that 

creates a flow of income.  After exhaustively working through similarities and differences 

between different definitions of capital, Fisher argues that trying to define capital 

through any specific philosophy of economics was less important than defining capital 
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and income by how they are actually used in a market place.  This laid the groundwork 

to move capital theory beyond Smith’s (1869) definition of capital as the machines and 

materials used and created by production and Marx’s definition of capital as solely a 

representation of labor (Marx, 1906) and opened the door to further reconceptualization.  

In the 20th century, economists and scholars began developing definitions for 

human capital, knowledge capital, intellectual capital, and social capital (Lewis, 1954; 

Mincer, 1958; Salisbury, 1969). Human capital assigns an economic value to the 

knowledge and skill of the workers involved in production beyond simple labor.  

Knowledge and intellectual capital are further distillations of human capital (Nerdrum 

and Erikson, 2001; Moomaw, Mullen, & Williams, 2002), outlining a person’s stock of 

learning or mental acumen as stocks of wealth.   Human capital stocks might be 

comprised of an individual’s level of education, experience, or understanding (Nerdrum 

& Erikson, 2001). Human capital is an excellent example of an intangible that fits 

Fisher’s (1906) definition of a stock of wealth and can be argued to be economic capital 

as well (Nerdrum & Erikson, 2001).   

Coleman (1988) defines social capital as “not a single entity but a variety of 

different entities, with two elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social 

structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors-whether persons or corporate 

actors-within the structure” (1988, p. S98).  Coleman adds that social capital is similar to 

other forms of capital in that it provides for a return for its exchange, though not 

necessarily financial.  This lack of an obvious connection to financial flow has kept 

social capital largely separate from economic and human capital.  Researchers 

separate social capital into its own category of capital rather than an aspect of human 
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capital, defining it as “communitarian relationships” (Dasgupta, 2005, p. 19). The value 

of social capital is its ability to organize society and provide some type of order 

according to Dasgupta. 

Shmid and Robinson (1995) attempted to demonstrate an economic angle to 

social capital by specifically focusing on “how emotive human relationships are 

resources for production and consumption and thus take their place among other 

sources of capital inputs” (p.59).  Schmid and Robinson designed several different 

experiments and surveys to test whether a person’s individual relationships in 

hypothetical work places and business transactions affected the financial outcomes.  

They found a correlation between a person’s relationships and the outcomes of these 

scenarios that also had recognizable financial implications.  Schmid and Robison argue 

that this demonstrates that “social capital is a productive asset” (1995, p. 65).  This 

research supports a connection between a person’s social connections and the 

economic capital of Fisher (1906) that laid standardized capital conceptually and 

connected any capital to the collection of wealth.   

Finally, Bourdieu (1986) offers a modern definition, explaining, “Capital is 

accumulated labor (in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied form) which, 

when appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive basis by agents or groups of agents, 

enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (p. 241).  

Bourdieu further explains that features of capital are that it may accumulate and that all 

subcategories of capital, cultural, social, and economic, can reform as any other form.  

Importantly, no one type of capital is necessarily locked into any one subcategory.  

Rather than arguing for economic connections between forms of capital, Bourdieu 
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argues that capital can undergo “transubstantiation” (1986, p. 241).  When one spends 

money to acquire things, there is often a change in social status, and thus social capital, 

that come along with the exchange. Bourdieu contends that this turns an economic form 

of capital into something intangible.   

It may be possible that in the case of personal information exchange on social 

networking sites, a transformation in the opposite direction occurs, one where the 

exchange of social capital leads to an economic return.  In one hypothetical scenario, 

when a user likes a band on Facebook, he or she might receive a free download of a 

song.  In this case, by sharing a personal taste with their social network, they are 

receiving something they would generally be purchased.  Another example would be 

that of a FourSquare user checking-in to a restaurant and being rewarded with a 

discount on their meal or a free appetizer.  While they are sharing a bit about their 

consumptive habits with their network and FourSquare, helping to construct a consumer 

profile, they are also receiving a direct financial benefit from the behavior. 

The growth in the definition of capital and subsequent differing views of how it 

functions demonstrates that a degree of malleability of the concept of capital exists as 

social scientists have worked with it over the years.   It is the researcher’s belief that 

personal information is a form social capital that also fits into the role of a form of 

economic capital.  By Fisher’s (1906) definition, a person’s collection of personal tastes, 

characteristics, social connections, and experiences forms a type of stock, and Schmid 

and Robinson’s (1995) research into social capital argues that at least in the case of 

social connections, this capital can be used for production and income.  It thus is not a 
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stretch to believe that the other categories of personal information might also be used 

for production and income by a SNS user, not just the sight itself.   

Putnam (2000) offers a view of social capital after the Internet’s introduction and 

subsequent mainstreaming. Putnam separates social capital into two groups, “bridging 

(or inclusive) and bonding (or exclusive)” (2000, p. 22).  Bonding capital serves to build 

connections and identity within a group, helping to strengthen the social connection 

between members of the same group.  Bridging capital ties persons from different 

groups together and often serves as a conduit for expanding ones social connections 

beyond an ingroup. Granovetter (1973) describes these connections between persons 

from different social groups as “weak ties” (p. 1368), noting that these weak ties often 

play more important roles than stronger ties to those within a group because weak ties 

often generate the greatest opportunities for growth and advancement.  

Importantly, Putnam (2000) ties social capital to economic benefit.  “Economists 

have developed an impressive body of research suggesting that social ties can 

influence who gets a job, a bonus, a promotion, and other employment benefits.  Social 

networks provide people with advice, job leads, strategic information, and letters of 

recommendation” (Putnam, 2000, p.319).  Echoing Granovetter, Putnam notes that it is 

more often the weak ties, bridging capital, that forms the basis of these economic 

benefits.  Putnam explains that “electronic media and especially the Internet” (2000, 

p.410) will be critical to the reshaping of social capital as the future unfolds.  

In the five years after Putnam’s book, the social networks described by boyd and 

Ellison (2007) have taken root on the Internet and risen to become one of its most 

important parts.  Boyd and Ellison note that the visibility of one’s social network is 
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essential in defining a site as a SNS, connections that link users to close friends and 

acquaintances, bonding and bridging connections.  Through these connections flow a 

user’s thoughts and life, becoming an ever-expanding pool of data on who a user is.  

These connections and the interactions between them, all personal information, become 

data that social network companies monetize in an effort to target their users with ever 

more personalized advertising.  Who these users are and what they do and create also 

becomes the majority of the content that other users join to consume and interact.   

Who a user is has become a very multifaceted product.  Rather than using the 

connections provided by one’s social connections for what is ultimately and economic 

benefit, the connections themselves and personal data shared through them have 

become valuable in their own right.  Users aware that this information has value could 

possible exchange this social capital to more directly benefit from it, perhaps even for 

goods and services they might have traditionally purchased with financial capital. 

However, how aware users are of the value of their information has been difficult to 

access, and placing any definite perceived monetary value on their information even 

more complicated.  Studies in valuation have started addressing the confusion though. 

If individuals exchange personal information for a perceived benefit, then this 

exchange functions much the same as any other capital exchange for profit, implying 

that personal information can be used as a type of currency with which to buy goods 

and services.  What this information is worth, however, is difficult to define.  Even more 

difficult is discerning the process through which Internet users value their personal 

information and how close they come to assigning it any specific value that can be 

expressed in a monetary fashion. 
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The monetizing of personal information by technology companies is a major 

source of capital generation on the Internet, so from the perspective of the SNS, 

personal information already forms the economic backbone of many popular social 

network sites (Yap, 2013; Tate, 2012).  Much of the legal and academic literature has 

focused on what is private and just who has a right to this information.  Returning briefly 

to the quote from Pariser, “If you aren’t paying for something, you’re not the customer, 

you are the product being sold” (2011, p.21), a sense of disdain for turning people into 

products pervades this sentiment.  Like Pariser, Andrews’ (2011) book contains a trace 

of negativity regarding this relationship, both of which, to some degree, offer a warning 

alongside the positive possibilities of an Internet where privacy is better defined and 

understood.  However, it could be argued that SNS users are not completely naïve 

about sharing personal information with social network sites, and in some measure 

willingly participating in a relationship where they allow personal details to be possibly 

exploited because they receive something in return.  

Recent surveys conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC, 2012) and IBM 

(Schaefer, 2012) both demonstrate that a majority of Internet users are willing to share 

personal information in exchange for more personalized goods and services, as well as 

non-monetary information such as advice, reviews, or an ad-free media environment.   

The PwC (2012) survey found that 73% of respondents were willing to share personal 

information if they valued what they received for the exchange. Like the IBM (Schaefer, 

2012) study, the PwC study revealed a willingness to share personal information for 

goods and services by the majority of participants, but for benefits of a financial nature, 

they were even more willing to share.  These surveys support that Internet users in 
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general exhibit a much greater understanding between their sharing personal 

information than perhaps they have been given credit by much of the writing on this 

subject.  There remains a difficulty in just how much this information is worth despite 

Internet users recognizing that who they are does have some value.  

Researchers have made some attempts in previous studies to have Internet 

users suggest a self-assigned value of various forms of personal information, a process 

that many have noted as being fraught with difficulty (Wathieu & Friedman, 2007; 

Cvrcek, Matyas, Kumpost, & Danezis, 2006; Danezis, Lewis, & Anderson, 2005).  

Often, researchers use an auction style method to discern how much an individual 

thinks his or her information is worth.  For instance, Cvrcek et al. (2006) informed 

participants that they were selected to take part in a study that would monitor these 

participants mobile phone usage.  For some of the proposed data collection, 

researchers made progressively lower monetary offers to see how little they would need 

to pay respondents to collect mobile phone data.  For other data, researchers let 

participants make the offer in an effort for the participants to maximize how much they 

might be paid.  In this way, the researchers hoped to find the full range of the value 

participants placed on their personal information.  Wathieu and Friedman (2007) 

approached determining value through a survey instrument and experiment.  The 

researchers started with one scenario that they then modified in 12 different ways, some 

asking for more data, some less, some offering no discernible personal benefit, and 

finally some that primed respondents to consider different aspects of risk.  

Both Wathieu and Friedman’s (2007) and Cvrcek’s et al. (2006) studies struggled 

to support any of their respective hypotheses (Wathieu and Friedman, in fact, supported 
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none), but both studies did seem to suggest that data use and not personal data itself is 

the concern of participants. Respondents seemed not as concerned about personal 

information being visible to others, but they were uncomfortable with what might be 

done with it by third-parties. Wathieu and Friedman explain, “In fact, the above findings 

suggest that focusing on the data itself does not address the source of the privacy 

concern: data use” (2007, section 5). Both studies also document how hard determining 

value can be.  The Cvrcek et al. study suffered from compounding influences beyond 

strict valuation that can influence participant’s acceptance of a bid. Watheiu and 

Friendman felt that the complexities involved between concerns over data use and data 

valuation presented to much interference to determining valuation, suggesting that 

trying to determine valuation of personal information might be unnecessary as valuation 

seemed less important that use. However, to this point, the later studies by PcW (2012) 

and IBM (Schaefer, 2012) suggest that Internet users do believe their personal 

information has value.   

Perhaps the best explanation for this contradiction between the earlier valuation 

studies and later surveys by PcW and IBM could simply be that more time has passed.  

Social networks as a mainstream medium were still relatively new in the mid-2000s, and 

the iPhone was only just beginning to change the world of mobile connectivity.  As these 

technologies have become increasingly familiar and integral to society, one could argue 

that consumers have become more aware of the subtleties of what makes these 

technologies work – an awareness these later surveys found to have developed.  

Regardless, an argument remains based on previous scholarship that currently, people 
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do perceive their personal information to have value, but affixing a monetary figure to 

this value has proven difficult.   

Another angle to the valuation of personal information comes from media 

dependence theory.  Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur (1976) first proposed a dependence 

model of media effects in order to explain the relationship between media, audiences, 

and society and how the interplay between these variables may be a source of media 

effects on the audience.  To this end, Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur argue that audiences 

need mass media in order to gather information. They assert “that as societies grow 

more complex, and the quality of media technology improves, the media continuously 

take on more and more unique information functions.  These include information 

gathering, processing, and delivery” (1976, p. 6).   In this model, audiences must rely on 

media to transport information to them, with this information being something of a 

commodity.  An analogy could be made to electricity, where a homeowner needs 

electricity to maintain a certain standard of living and thus depends on certain actors, 

usually the local power company, to provide this resource.  In the media dependency 

model, information takes the place of electricity, with the audience acting as the 

homeowner and media sources the power company.   

The mass media of the 1970s and 1980s greatly influenced early research in 

media dependency models.  Television, newspapers, and radio formed the dominant 

channels through which information flowed to a mass audience, and the audience itself 

was expected to play little role in the production and dissemination of messages.  Ball-

Rokeach explains, “…the nature of the media dependency relation between individuals 

and the media system is less complex than that between groups and organizations and 
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the media in the sense that analyses of individual media-system dependency maybe 

restricted to one of the media's information resources, the dissemination resource” 

(1985, p. 487).   Information creation was viewed, and not without good reason, as 

mostly the province of media structures and groups, with individuals left to consume and 

interpret  the information distributed through these sources.  However, the Internet 

greatly changed that relationship, giving individuals a greater ability to create and 

disseminate information, as discussed earlier.  

Sun, Rubin, and Haridakis (2008) approach media dependency and the Internet 

by noting differences in creation, dissemination, and reception.  The researchers note 

that information is the resource on which users depend.  Those seeking information are 

dependent on those who have it, as well as the systems through which it can be 

distributed.  The information seeking motive correlated to increased browsing behavior, 

and in turn, higher levels of involvement predicted dependency on the Internet as an 

information source.  The researchers operationalized involvement into two different 

dimensions, cognitive and affective.  The cognitive involvement dimension measured 

how much learning and thinking were spurred by Internet use.  The affective 

involvement dimension measured how Internet activity affected the mood of the person 

browsing.  Heightened involvement in both dimensions correlated to media 

dependency. 

Media dependency explains that it might be expected that a person seeking 

information and finds their thinking and/or mood shaped by that information are more 

likely to use the Internet.  As explained earlier, social network users create most of the 

information shared and consumed on social network sites, making personal information 
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one of the most important forms of information distributed on social network sites.  As 

information is the resource sought in media dependency theory, it can be argued social 

network users view that personal information as one of the primary resources which 

they are seeking on social network sites, establishing another possible way from which 

this type of information gains value.  Media dependency itself is often related to uses 

and gratification theory (Ball-Rokeach, 1985, Sun, Rubin, and Haridakis, 2008), a theory 

that, along with the conceptualization of various types of capital, underpins the current 

study. 

Media Theory 

Uses and gratification theory (UGT) and expectancy-value theory (E-V theory) 

inform this study and provide a basis from which to operationalize research into the 

exchange of personal information by SNS users and what that exchange represents 

from the perspective of social and/or financial capital.  Though the theories have 

separate histories and their share of critics, media research using and combining the 

two has proved a promising way forward in researching media use in general and on 

the Internet. Specifically to this study, the explanations UGT and E-V theory provide for 

gratifications sought (GS), gratifications obtained (GO), and valuation provide essential 

theoretical underpinnings to conducting this research. 

Uses and Gratifications  

Uses and Gratifications theory grew out of early research (Lazarsfeld & Stanton, 

1979; Schramm, 1959; Hertzog, 1942) that sought to connect media use to the 

satisfaction of wants and needs by a medium’s user.  Later research by Katz, Blumler, 

and Gurevitch (1973) presents uses and gratifications as an approach to media 

research, rather than a theory or method that is based on five assumptions: 
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A. “The audience is conceived of as active” (p. 510). 

B. “In the mass communication process much initiative in linking need gratification 
and media choice lies with the audience member” (p. 511). 

C. “The media compete with other sources of need satisfaction” (p. 511). 

D. “Methodologically speaking, many of the goals of mass media use can be 
derived from data supplied by individual audience members themselves…” (p. 
511). 

E. “Value judgments about the cultural significance of mass communication should 
be suspended while audience orientations are explored on their own terms” 
(p.511) 

In other words, the uses and gratifications approach views the audience as a 

dynamic actor making media choices based on which needs and wants they are 

seeking to gratify through media consumption.    

Dogged by criticisms for having too many poorly operationalized methodologies 

that relied heavily on self-reported data, a theory of uses and gratifications nonetheless 

began to take shape in the late 1970s (Ruggiero, 2000).  Noting the wealth of criticism 

the uses and gratifications approach had suffered, research by Palmgreen and Rayburn 

(1979); Blumler (1979), and McLeod, Bybee, and Durall (1982) outlined a cognitive and 

sociological connection between media selection and the motivations of an audience 

and also further developed the relationships between different concepts within the uses 

and gratifications approach, particularly gratifications sought and gratifications received. 

These efforts led to the development of a more general uses and gratification theory 

consistent with the numerous approaches taken to uses and gratifications research. 

The uses and gratifications approach of Katz et al. (1973) coupled with the action 

of seeking gratification and then evaluating how a gratification was met by a medium 

(Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1979) inform the research.  From this perspective, UGT helps 
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explain the process of an audience seeking media to fulfill a need or want and also the 

subsequent evaluation of a chosen medium’s effectiveness.  Katz et al. explain that an 

audience actively seeks a particular medium from competing media in order to satisfy a 

need.   Palmgreen and Rayburn add that to use a theoretical approach of uses and 

gratification, the relationship between what is expected of a medium verses how well 

that expectation is met is critical.  In addition, the choice to use the same medium again 

based on the meeting of expectation becomes an integral part of any comprehensive 

UGT. 

An example of this relationship relevant to this study could be an Internet user 

seeking employment.  In order to assist in the job search, this user chooses to post a 

profile on LinkedIn, a popular social network that centers on building social connections 

and opportunities through creating a community of professionals.  The user, now a 

LinkedIn subscriber, takes the time to list all the pertinent information necessary on 

LinkedIn in an effort to increase the user’s visibility to perspective employers.   This 

increased visibility and possibly securing employment due to it are the gratifications 

sought by the user.  Gratifications received are based on how well the site 

accomplishes this goal, an assessment to be made by the user.  This user may then 

decide, based on the outcome of using the site, whether to continue using LinkedIn or 

seek another medium through which to find employment.  Not only does this process of 

developing gratifications being sought and then being fulfilled form a mechanism 

through which uses and gratifications theory can be demonstrated, the evaluation and 

decision for further use add a cognitive component to the theory.  
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The growing popularity of the Internet has propelled a resurgence of uses and 

gratifications research (Stafford, Stafford & Schkade, 2004;  Parker & Plank, 2000; 

Ruggiero, 2000).  Arguing for Internet research by communication scholars, Rafaeli 

explained: 

more so than ever before, we will be asking about the uses and 
gratifications of providing information and of participating in an exchange. 
Why do people expend so much effort presenting themselves on the Web, 
creating and maintaining and updating home pages? Interaction, of 
course, is likely to play a major role in studying this. The Net and its use 
are likely to be the venue for a rejuvenation of the uses-and-gratifications 
type of study (Newhagen & Rafaeli, 1996, ¶33). 

The body of Internet research using UGT has proven Rafaeli’s argument 

prescient.  Some examples of studies taking this approach include cognitive questions 

around Internet usage (Larose, Mastro, & Eastin, 2001); examining elections (Dunleavy 

& Weir, 1995); Internet Marketing (Stafford, Stafford, & Schkade, 2004); and interactive 

advertising (Ko, Cho, & Roberts, 2005).  As the Internet has continued to expand and 

evolve, research using UGT has continued to play a useful role in exploring new 

developments. 

Important to the study at hand, UGT has also proved a fruitful starting point for 

research on social network sites.  Citing previous the usefulness of UGT in previous 

Internet research, Raacke and Bonds-Raacke (2008) used UGT to explore why college 

students participated on social network sites and to profile these users, determining that 

these sites proved useful tools in connecting to others and maintaining friendships.  

Joinson (2008) focused on Facebook specifically in an effort to determine why users 

joined Facebook and which gratifications participation satisfied.   Joinson found that 

“users derive a variety of uses and gratifications from social networking sites, including 

traditional content gratification alongside building social capital, communication, 



 

71 

surveillance and social networking surfing” (2008, p. 1035). Joinson also found that the 

better these interests were satisfied, the more avid a user became.   Dunne, Lawlor, 

and Rowley (2010) used a UGT approach to research the reasons younger Bebo users 

participated on the site, finding younger members of Bebo used the site to help 

establish identity and maintain relationships. These studies represent a modest 

selection of available literature, but they support the clear role UGT plays in recent SNS 

research. 

The literature demonstrates the relevance of UGT to media research and, 

particular to this study, social network sites.  Understanding the relationship between 

gratifications sought, gratifications received, and these dimensions’ influence on media 

choice strikes at the core of much of the present research.  Exploring this relationship 

stands to answer why an SNS user chooses particular social networking sites for 

specific uses as well as how well a site meets these needs.  However, beyond just 

exploring how well gratifications are satisfied, this study also seeks to understand user 

expectations for a SNS and if they find in value in being a member, ultimately in an 

effort to determine if they see find their personal information a type of wealth that can be 

used to attain any perceived benefits they value in a SNS.  To help explore that 

relationship further, Expectancy-Value Theory (E-V theory) offers an excellent 

companion theory to compliment UGT. 

Uses and Gratifications and E-V Theory 

Expectancy-value theory is the overarching name for what is actually a body of 

models intended to explain how individuals form beliefs about an object, evaluate those 

beliefs, and assign value to that object (Wingfield, Tonks, & Klauda, 2009).  This study 

will focus particularly on the Expectancy-Value model developed by Fishbein (1963) to 
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explain how individuals value an object based on their beliefs about an object, how 

those beliefs are formed, how well expectations based on those beliefs are met and the 

role this evaluation takes place in reassessing the value of the object.   In Fishbein’s 

own words: 

According to the theory, then, an individual's attitude toward any object is 
a function of his beliefs about the object (i.e. the probability that the object 
is associated with other objects, concepts, values, or goals) and the 
evaluative aspect of those beliefs (i.e. the attitude toward the 'related 
objects') (1963, p. 233). 

 
The model may be expressed mathematically as A ∝ Σbiei , where “each belief 

(b) is multiplied by the subjective evaluation (e) of the belief’s attribute and the resulting 

products are summed.  A person’s attitude is expected to be directly proportional (∝) to 

this summative belief index” (Ajzen, 1988, p. 32). 

Palmgreen and Rayburn (1982), in their analysis of incorporating E-V theory into 

media studies, address the issue of  an E-V “theory” versus “theories”.  As mentioned 

earlier, there are many models and theories that fit conceptually under an expectancy-

value approach (Tolman, 1932;  Rotter, 1954; Atkinson, 1957; Fishbein, 1963; Vroom, 

1964; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975).  Palmgreen and Rayburn explain that regardless of 

the differences in focus, all expectancy-value research assumes “…the probability that 

an attitude object possesses a particular attribute or that a behavior will have a 

particular consequence-and …the degree of affect, positive or negative, toward an 

attribute or behavioral outcome” (1982, p.562-563).  Because of this relationship 

between belief, outcome, and evaluation at the basis of all E-V approaches, Palmgreen 

and Rayburn contend all expecancy-value approaches fit under one greater theory.   
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Palmgreen and Rayburn (1982) began working with an E-V theory in an effort to 

strengthen UGT, and it is through these efforts that some of the first applications of E-V 

theory to media are seen.  Palmgreen and Rayburn argue a role for E-V theory in UGT 

by noting a number of studies that supported a uses and gratifications approach   

(Blumler & McQuail, 1969; Mcleod & Becker, 1974) as well as efforts to outline and 

explain the relationship between gratifications sought (GS) and gratifications obtained 

(GO)( Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1979;  McLeod et al.). They explain that “recent attempts 

to distinguish both conceptually and empirically between gratifications sought from a 

particular source and subsequent gratifications obtained have contributed much to the 

development of a uses and gratifications theory” (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982, p. 562). 

Palmgreen and Rayburn then explain that an E-V theory informed approach to model 

GS & GO could prove generative (Rayburn & Palmgreen, 1981) 

Palmgreen and Rayburn carried out two studies using television audiences to 

test an approach informed by E-V theory to discern the GS and GO by television 

audiences (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982; Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1981).  For GS, the 

study supported “the expectancy value conceptualization that gratifications sought are a 

function of a person's beliefs that television news possesses certain attributes mediated 

by the subjective evaluations of these attributes” (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982, p. 573).  

The corresponding study (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1981) found support for GO through 

the implementation of an expectancy-value approach and also supported a clear 

difference between GO and GS.  These studies not only support a role for E-V theory 

but demonstrate its utility in explaining GO and GS, two concepts originally proposed to 
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help answer UGT’s critics (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1979;  Mcleod, Bybee, & Durall, 

1982). 

Galloway (1981) also presented arguments for using E-V theory in conjunction 

with UGT in order to study media. Galloway argued that U&G theory is problematic for 

two reasons.  First, U&G does little to explain the effect a medium falling short of 

gratification expectations has on the valuation of that medium by the user.  Second, 

Galloway argued that the conceptualization of user expectations is often conflated with 

other aspects of U&G, leaving the expectations dimension within U&G largely ignored in 

research using U&G.  The researchers contend that developing “a more process 

oriented uses and gratifications approach” (Galloway 1981, p. 437) and developing an 

expectations dimension would help strengthen U&G and answer some of the criticisms 

of the theory.   

In comparing the two, a considerable level of overlap is noted: 

Both are cognitively-oriented path-goal approaches in which the direction 
of behavior is guided by perceptions of the situation and attempts to gratify 
needs. Concerning measurement, both assume that individuals are 
sufficiently self-aware as to be able to report their gratification dimensions, 
or at least to recognize them when confronted with them in an intelligible 
and familiar verbal formulation. Expectancy-value theory makes the 
additional assumption, still compatible but more explicitly stated than in 
uses and gratifications research, that expectations about action to fulfill 
needs can be articulated if appropriately probed (Galloway, 1981, p. 439). 

Galloway’s (1981) results supported his assumptions that this overlap might 

prove useful in establishing a process with which to research UGT.  By using E-V theory 

to operationalize the results of expectation and media exposure on an audience, the 

researchers were able to measure the gratifications received by the audience in their 

sample. Galloway concludes, after noting some limitations on the study due to sample 

size as well as possible issues with validity and reliability due to the newness of the 
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approach, that combining E-V theory with UGT offers a positive way forward for both 

theories. The development of the GO and GS dimensions provide UGT research with 

an approach to operationalize studies that helps inform why a person would choose the 

media he or she does and why this person continues to use it.  These dimensions also 

create better predictive power in that obtaining gratifications sought should theoretically 

lead to more use of the medium that satisfied the consumer’s desire. 

As research into the Internet has expanded, E-V theory has continued to assist 

researchers in examining a variety of online activities.  Lim and Dubinsky (2004) used 

an expectancy-value approach to outline attitude predictors for consumers engaged in 

online shopping.  Leung (2008) used E-V theory to research health website user 

behaviors, explain their expectations of such sites, and how they perceived the Internet.  

Expectancy-value informed studies have been used in exploring Internet adoption 

(Rhee & Kim, 2006), job seeking online (Van der Broeck et al., 2010), and the Internet’s 

role in empowerment (Hu & Leung, 2003).  These studies demonstrate E-V theory’s 

importance to research online, and the work of Palmgreen and Rayburn (1982) and 

Galloway (1981) has shown it relevant to UGT, a theory popular in its own right for 

Internet research (Dunne, Lawlor, & Rowley, 2010; Joinson, 2008).  For these reasons, 

it is expected that using these two theories to inform on hypothesis construction should 

aid in developing statements that can be supported and informative.  

The Present Study 

In this chapter, various business, economic, and theoretical foundations have 

been formed from which to move forward in the present study. First, an explanation of 

personal information, PII, and their connection to privacy has been presented, in order 

to better define both practically and legally the type of information being examined.  
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Next, an explanation of how social network sites developed and the importance of 

personal information to their economic model was offered in order to argue for the 

necessity of this information to the business model of today’s hyperconnected and 

mobile Internet environment.  As this study seeks to establish a connection between 

these social connections and differing conceptualizations of capital, a connection 

between the development of financial capital and social capital was then explored.  

Finally, this section discusses UGT and E-V theory as relevant theoretical 

underpinnings with which to approach the research.   

Guided by this literature, exploring why users share the information and what 

they expect in return seems pertinent.  Previous research using UGT has shown there 

is a link between gratifications sought, gratifications obtained, and media selection 

preference.  Past studies using E-V theory have supported a process of valuation used 

by an audience in relation to their media choices.  For this study, that process is being 

extended to their personal information sharing behaviors in order to determine if such a 

valuation is taking place and if so to what aspects of social network use it relates. 

Returning to early discussions about what exactly constitutes social network sites 

(boyd & Ellison, 2007; Beer, 2008), a body of work exists that seeks to define these 

sites from the outside, but there remains some question as to what the users 

themselves consider to be social networks.  Similarly, due to the complexities of 

defining personal information, users’ opinions regarding what they feel is personal 

information could help inform that debate.  In view of these two issues, the following 

research questions are asked: 

RQ 1:  What aspects of a social network site do users consider essential for a site to be 
considered a social network site? 
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RQ 2:  What types of information do social network site users consider to be personal 
information? 

Based on previous work by Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) and LaRose et 

al (2005), greater online bridging social capital should correlate to greater offline 

bridging capital.  As a SNS user makes more connections online to persons with whom 

they are not necessarily intimately acquainted but do interact, these loose affiliations 

being what Putnam (2001) referred to as bridging social capital, a correlation to overall 

bridging capital should be seen as well.  Granovetter (1973) and Putnam (2001) both 

argue that this social capital comprised of weak ties is presents greater social and 

financial benefit to a person possessing them.  

LaRose et al.(2005) created several scales to measure social capital on and 

offline and concluded, based on research conducted with them, that Internet 

participation assisted in the production of social capital online and then linked this to 

increased social capital overall.  Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) used the same 

approach but in their research, examined social network sites.  They, too, found social 

network sites to be a source of social capital and a correlation to increased social 

capital generated through these sites to be connected to an overall increase is social 

capital.  While both research projects examined bridging and bonding social capital, 

reflecting Putnam’s (2000) categories of social capital, the present study focuses only 

on bridging social capital because it is more concerned with the value of information 

exchanged between parties that know each other very little if at all.   

H1: SNS users with greater online bridging social capital will also have greater total 
bridging social capital. 

With the increase in social capital predicted by H1, there is a possibility that 

users will be more likely to exchange information.  Kreps (2011) described social 
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network sites as a kind of information marketplace where personal information acts as 

currency.  Personal information comprises an aspect of social capital as it is a record of 

who a person is, their tastes, interactions, and connections to one another on an SNS 

(Ellison, and Lampe 2007).  Bourdieu comments that social capital can experience a 

“transubstantiation” (1986, p. 241), becoming economic capital and acting in a financial 

capacity (or vice versa).  If social capital does comprise a kind of currency, and SNS do 

indeed function as information marketplaces, it is expected that those with more 

currency to spend would be more active in that market place.   

The extent to which users view this information as valuable to either themselves 

or the SNS site of which they are member presents an interesting aspect of the 

marketplace as well. Several studies (Wathieu & Friedman, 2007; Cvrcek et al, 2006) 

have supported a sense of value held by respondents, even if it proved difficult to 

quantify, and the assumption that a larger amount of bridging capital represents greater 

resources for users to exchange. In order to support a connection between social 

capital and commerce on social network sites, respondents are directly asked if they 

believe their personal information has value to either the companies that run a SNS or 

to the respondents personally.  This is informed by the recent IBM (Schaefer, 2012) and 

PwC (2011) studies that indicate that Internet users are becoming more aware of the 

value of their information and interested in exchanging it if they feel they receive 

something of value in return in addition to the other literature informing.  Returning again 

to the idea of social networking sites as information marketplaces, a space where users 

see themselves as actors in that marketplace seems much more analogous to an offline 
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marketplace.  For this reason, a connection between perceived value and the exchange 

of information is sought.  

In view of these two aspects of exchange, H2 makes two claims related to how 

likely users are to share personal information: 

A. Users with greater online bridging social capital will be more like to exchange 
personal information for goods and services on an SNS. 

B. Users who believe that their personal information is valuable to either themselves 
or an SNS will be more likely to share their personal information for goods and 
services. 

Several studies have indicated that greater satisfaction will lead to greater use of a 

medium in UGT (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1979) and in E-V theory (Palmgreen & 

Rayburn, 1982; Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1981, Galloway, 1981, Fishbein and Ajzen, 

1975).  These findings relate to this study in that they provide a way to approach why 

users participate on SNS.  If this earlier research applies to social network sites, it is 

expected that the better users are able to obtain the gratifications they seek, the more 

intensely they will use social networks sites.  In turn, it is suspected that if an SNS acts 

as a personal information marketplace, more use of an SNS should also predict more 

sharing of information by users who find are satisfied by the service. More simply, the 

better a user is satisfied by their experience on a social network, the more they will use 

it, and the more information they will exchange.  Supporting this relationship forms a key 

point in understanding what motivates users to exchange greater amounts of capital. 

Additionally, the greater value they see in these site for satisfying different needs, it is 

expected the more important they will find these sites.  

In view of this, H3 makes three assertions based on how well gratifications 

sought are satisfied by social network sites: 
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H3: The better gratifications sought on social network sites are satisfied:  

A. the more important respondents will find these services 
B. the more frequently respondents will use social network sites 
C. the more willing a respondent will be to share personal information. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHOLODOGY 

Survey 

To test these hypotheses and answer the research questions, a survey 

instrument was administered to gather user opinions about social network sites.  A 

survey instrument was chosen for this research due to its utility in collecting large 

amounts of data generalizable data on respondents in a timely fashion (Barker & 

Barker, 1989).  Additionally, much of the past research that informed this study used a 

survey method. The scales used from prior research or constructed using rationale 

guided by past research were thus best suited for use in this survey method study 

(Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007, LaRose et al, 2005).  Along with standard 

demographic and psychographic questions such as age, gender, political alignment, 

etc., the survey examined how respondents conceptualized social network sites and 

personal information by asking them what they consider necessary for a site to be 

considered a social network site and which types of information they consider to be 

personal information.   

Sample & Data Collection 

Participants in this research attend the University of Florida, a university that has 

one of the largest undergraduate student populations in the United States and features 

a demographically diverse student population (University of Florida, 2013). Students 

who participated in the survey were invited by email to take an online survey designed 

in Qualtrics, an online software package that allows for the design and administration of 

surveys over the Internet.  Students were compensated for their time through extra 

credit, the amount of which was determined by the professor of each class used in the 
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survey. The option of an alternative assignment for students who opted to not take the 

survey or could not complete the survey was given in classes where extra credit was 

offered. 

Prior to opening the online questionnaire to respondents, the survey was 

pretested by allowing a self-selected sample to take and critique it.  The researcher 

accounted for these critiques, made changes where needed, and formed the final 

questionnaire.  For this study, seven different class rosters were employed as the 

sample for the survey, ultimately yielding a convenience, rather than random, sample. 

Instructors for each of these classes were emailed an invitation to the survey including a 

link to the consent form and beginning of the questionnaire.  Respondents were allowed 

to opt out at any time during the survey.  Respondents who took the survey for extra 

credit were asked to submit a university related ID only for the purposes of determining 

which students participated.  This information was stripped out of the original survey 

data, and results were only available to the researcher in order to protect respondent 

anonymity and provide confidentiality. As the survey focused on social media users, a 

filter question that determined whether the respondent used social media appeared just 

after the consent form.  Respondents who either did not consent to the survey or did not 

use social media immediately skipped to the end of the survey and were not used as 

part of the data pool.  

The survey remained open from October 23 until November 6, 2013, after which 

time it was closed and the results were compiled. After closing the survey, the data 

were cleaned in Microsoft Excel, a software spreadsheet platform, and then uploaded 

into SPSS, statistical analysis software, for analysis. Before uploading to SPSS, the 
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university ID information extracted from the database and reconciled with class rolls 

provided by the instructors.  Instructors received a list of who completed the survey, and 

this information was used no further in the analysis process.  Only responses to 

demographic, psychographic, level of use, and Likert-Scale questions were used in 

analysis. Once all of the steps were taken to ensure the accuracy of the data entered 

into SPSS, as well as the confidentiality of the respondents, data analysis began.  

Description of Sample Population 

Total enrollment for the seven classes used in this survey equaled 926 students 

(N = 926).  Of this number, 754 at least began the survey.  After removing responses 

that either indicated a lack of consent or social media use as well as surveys where 

respondents opted not to complete the survey, 618 responses remained for analysis. 

This yielded a response rate of 66.4% out of the total number of students given access 

to the questionnaire.  

Table 3-1 contains a full explanation of statistics on age, year in college and 

gender in the sample population.  Most respondents were between the ages of 18-20 (n 

= 414, 67%), with ages between 21-23 comprising the second largest group (187, 

30.3%).  Most respondents were female (n = 442, 71.5%), with males making up only 

28.3% of the sample population (n = 174).  Most respondents reported being in their 

junior year (n = 246, 40%) with seniors (n = 149, 24.1%), and sophomores (n = 141, 

22.8%) following behind respectively.  The majority of respondents answered white/non-

Hispanic for race/ethnicity (n = 372, 60.2%).  This was followed by Hispanic or Latino (n 

= 117, 18.9%) and Black or African-American (n = 65, 10.5%).  Table 3-2 lists the 

complete breakdown for the race/ethnicity variable.   
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Survey Variables 

Dependent Variables 

To measure social capital, prior scales from Ellison, Steinfeld, & Lampe (2007) 

and LaRaose et al. (2005) were used.  Tables 3-3 list each of the scale.  Each item in 

the scale, “I feel I am part of a community,” for instance, was used as an item in a 

Likert-scale question in which respondents were asked to choose their level of 

agreement by selecting strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, 

or strongly agree.    

To form a dependent variable, the total bridging social capital statements, found 

in Table 3-3, were collapsed into one variable representing total bridging social capital,  

by using the regression method of recoding factor scores in SPSS (summing the 

answers yielded M = 34.05, SD = 5.57).    

First, the dependent variable (DV), total bridging social capital, was determined 

by examining the reliability of the answers to nine items in a Likert-scale question asking 

respondents to answer how strongly they felt a part of an overall community.  A 

Cronbach’s alpha analysis for these items yielded a score of .88, indicating strong 

reliability between these items (George, 2003).   

Prior to performing a principal components analysis (PCA), a correlation matrix 

revealed the presence of many coefficients above .3, suggesting the use of oblimax 

rotation.  The Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin (KOM) value of .89 was obtained as well as statistical 

significance in Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, suggesting the factorability of the correlation 

matrix (Kaiser, 1970, 1974; Bartlett, 1954). Following these results, a PCA was 

conducted in order to collapse these items into fewer variables, the results of which are 

contained in Table 3-4.  The PCA revealed only one component in the bridging social 
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capital scale with an eigenvalue of 4.65, which explained 51.7% of the variance.  The 

PCA was used to collapse these statements into a total bridging social capital variable.  

A five point, 10 item Likert- scale question regarding the likelihood of sharing 

personal information to receive certain goods or services and whether the respondent 

believes this information has value to them or another party were asked.  The first eight 

items in this question focus on the likelihood of sharing and served as scale to measure 

this behavior (Table 3-5). The items in this scale were based on information commonly 

shared on social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, Google+, etc. 

Respondents were asked to choose their level of agreement by selecting strongly 

disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, or strongly agree. This scale was 

then collapsed into a variable representing total likelihood of sharing by recoding the 

factor scores in SPSS through a regression method.  Summing the items, the scale 

yielded M = 22.56, SD = 6.39. The final two items in this Likert-scale question are 

statements on valuation and will be treated as two separate, independent variables.   

To create a variable from the likelihood of sharing scale in Table 3-5, a PCA of 

the scale was conducted.  A Cronbach’s alpha analysis of these eight items yields a 

score of .89, demonstrating very good reliability between these items (George, 2003).  A 

correlation matrix revealed the presence of many coefficients above .3, suggesting the 

use of oblimax rotation for a principal components analysis.  Additionally, a KOM value 

of .90 was obtained as well as statistical significance (p<.01) in Bartlett’s Test of 

Sphericity, suggesting the factorability of the correlation matrix (Kaiser, 1970, 1974; 

Bartlett, 1954).  
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Based on these results, the PCA was conducted, resulting in one variable 

representing overall likelihood of sharing to serve as the DV in a hierarchical regression 

analysis.  The results of the PCA are contained in 3-6.  The analysis revealed the 

presence of one component with an eigenvalue of 4.49, explaining 56.17% of the 

variance. This analysis was used to collapse these statements into the likelihood of 

sharing personal information for goods and service variable (which will be referred to 

more simply as the “likelihood of sharing” variable from here on).  

A dependent variable representing importance needed to be generated as well.  

A seven item Likert-scale question was asked in which five statements directly focused 

on importance in order to measure attitudes on the importance of social networks (Table 

3-7). The same “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” five point scale as used in other 

Likert-scale questions was again used in this question. This scale was created by 

considering how to best directly ask respondents about the essentialness and 

importance of social network sites in their lives and was informed by research media 

dependency (Sun, Rubin, and Haridakis, 2008; Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976). A 

Cronbach’s alpha analysis of the reliability between these items yielded a score of .76, 

demonstrating good reliability between the items (George, 2003).  The use of oblimax 

rotation for principle components analysis was used due to the number of covariances 

over .3 found in the correlation matrix.  A KOM value of .80 was obtained as well as 

statistical significance (p<.01) in Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, suggesting the factorability 

of the correlation matrix (Kaiser, 1970, 1974; Bartlett, 1954). 

A principal components analysis was conducted in order to collapse this scale 

into a DV by recoding the factor scores in SPSS through a regression method.  
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Summing the items the scale yielded M = 22.56, SD = 6.39. The results of this analysis 

are contained in Table 3-8.  One statement regarding the ease with which a respondent 

could avoid a social network service loaded below .5 and was thus not used as part of 

the factor generated (a second reliability analysis between the reaming four yielded α = 

.83, showing an increase in reliability between these statements). The analysis revealed 

one component with an eigenvalue of 2.78, explaining 55.23% of the variance.  

The frequency of use variable was generated by asking how much time 

respondents spend daily on social network sites, a choice between 0 and 24 hours 

being offered.  The likelihood of sharing variable generated in the earlier also served as 

a DV for H3.  

Independent Variables 

The demographic information gathered in the survey created corresponding 

variables for this research. For political affiliation, the question was in two parts, with 

first asking respondents whether they identified more liberal, centrist, or conservative on 

social issues (M = 3.15, SD = 1.11).  A second question gave the same range of 

answers for where a respondent fall on fiscal issues (M = 2.37, SD = 1.14). From these 

responses, a Social Political Views variable and Fiscal Political View variable were 

created.  A two item scale was used in order to better quantify respondents political 

ideology by offering quadrants into which they might fall rather than the more traditional 

left/right linear scale often used to quantify political attitudes.  This approach is based on 

past research that indicates such approaches yield a better understanding of political 

attitudes (Eysenck, 1975). 

The scales on self-esteem and life satisfaction found in tables 3-9 and 3-10 were 

collapsed into separate variables representing total self-esteem and total life satisfaction 
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to serve as independent variables.  Two of the items in the question, “All and all, I am 

inclined to think I’m a failure” and “I feel I do not have much to be proud of,” were 

reversed before any analysis was conducted in order to measure attitudes in the same 

direction as the other six items.  These two items asked for level of agreement with 

negative statements while the other six statements asked for level of agreement with 

positive statements. A Cronbach’s alpha analysis of the seven items comprising the 

self-esteem scale yielded a score of .87(George, 2003), demonstrating very good 

reliability between responses to these items.  A correlation matrix revealed the presence 

of many coefficients above .3, suggesting the use of oblimax rotation for a principal 

components analysis.  Additionally, a KOM value of .82 was obtained as well as 

statistical significance (p<.01) in Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, suggesting the factorability 

of the correlation matrix (Kaiser, 1970, 1974; Bartlett, 1954). 

Based on these results, a PCA was conducted in order to collapse these items 

into fewer variables, the results of which are contained in Table 3-11.  The PCA 

revealed only one component in the self-esteem scale with an eigenvalue of 4.10, which 

explained 58.4% of the variance.  This PCA was used to collapse these statements into 

the self-esteem variable by recoding the factor scores in SPSS through a regression 

method.  Summing the items the scale yielded M = 17.46, SD =4.58.  

Life satisfaction was created through Cronbach’s alpha analysis of the five items 

comprising the life satisfaction scale, which yielded a score of .38, demonstrating weak 

reliability between responses to these items.  Removing the fifth item in the scale, “If I 

could live the last five years of my life over, I would,” and then conducting a second 

reliability analysis yields a score of .85, a very good indicator of reliability of these four 
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items (George, 2003).  The four remaining statements presented clearly positive views 

with which respondents could either agree or disagree.  However, in the case of the 

removed statement, a respondent might be content with the current shape of their life 

but still wish they could live the past five years over.  Juxtaposing that statement and 

another from the same scale, “In most ways, my life is close to ideal,” and the gray area 

left possible by the wording of the removed item versed the other items becomes 

obvious.  After seeing the alpha score with and without this statement, the researcher 

felt, based on this rationale, that the removal of this item was justified. 

A correlation matrix revealed the presence of many coefficients above .3, 

suggesting the use of oblimax rotation for a principal components analysis.  Additionally, 

a KOM value of .81 was obtained as well as statistical significance (p<.01) in Bartlett’s 

Test of Sphericity, suggesting the factorability of the correlation matrix (Kaiser, 1970, 

1974; Bartlett, 1954). The results of the PCA conducted are shown in Table 3-12.  The 

PCA revealed only one component in the life satisfaction scale with an eigenvalue of 

2.75, which explained 68.69% of the variance.  The PCA was used to collapse these 

statements into the life satisfaction variable by recoding the factor scores in SPSS 

through a regression method.  Summing the answers to items in the scale yielded M = 

17.46, SD = 2.58. 

The online bridging social capital statements found in Table 3-13 comprise the 

final scale to be collapsed into an independent variable. A Cronbach’s alpha analysis of 

the nine items comprising the online bridging social capital scale yielded a score of .88, 

demonstrating very good reliability between the items in the scale (George, 2003). 

Table 3-14 lists the results of the principal component analysis of the social network 
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service bridging capital scale.1 A correlation matrix revealed the presence of many 

coefficients above .3, suggesting the use of oblimax rotation for a principal components 

analysis.  Additionally, a KOM value of .88 was obtained as well as statistical 

significance (p<.01) in Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, suggesting the factorability of the 

correlation matrix (Kaiser, 1970, 1974; Bartlett, 1954).  

Principal components analysis revealed only the presence of two components 

with eigenvalues exceeding 1 (4.67, 1.13), which explaining 51.88% and 12.65% of the 

variance respectively.  The results of a parallel analysis further supported these results 

by revealing only two factors with eigenvalues exceeding the corresponding criterion 

values for a randomly generated data matrix of the same size (4 x 619 respondents, 

eigenvalue threshold 1.08 and 1.02 respectively).2 This PCA was used to collapse these 

statements two separate variables. The first variable groups more general statements 

about interaction with people and community on a SNS called the General Online 

Bridging Social Capital variable (GOB). This variable was created by recoding the factor 

scores in SPSS through a regression method.  Summing the items the scale yielded M 

= 26.85 , SD = 4.51. 

The second variable, labeled the New Relationships Bridging Social Capital 

Variable (NRB), grouped statements that specifically asked about using social network 

sites to allow for personal interaction with new people. This variable was created by 

recoding the factor scores in SPSS through a regression method.  Summing the items 

the scale yielded M = 6.73, SD = 1.98.  
                                            
1 The pattern matrix results were used for analysis in any PCA where two or more components were 
produced due to the ease of their interpretation versus structure matrices (Pett, Lackey, Sullivan, 2003). 
2 Parallel analysis is suggested as a secondary test to establish the existence of components found in a 
PCA (Franklin et al, 1995). 
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In addition to the demographic and psychographic variables, the GOB variable, 

and the NRB variable, the final two items found in Table 3-14 were used as discrete IVs. 

The first statement asks if respondents feel companies find their information to be 

valuable, forming the Perceived Value SNS variable (M = 3.19, SD = 1.16). The second, 

the Perceived Value User variable (M  = 2.83, SD = 1.08 )asks if they feel their personal 

information is valuable specifically because of what they can acquire by exchanging it.   

Several steps were taken in order to produce two variables representing different 

dimensions of Gratifications Obtained (GO) that would go on to serve as IVs in a series 

of Pearson product moment correlation tests. First, a Likert-scale question relating to 

Gratifications Satisfied (GS)  (Table 3-16) was asked using a five-point scale to 

measure attitudes ranging from “never” to “always.” These statements were generated 

from past research on SNS activity (boyd, 2010; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007, 

boyd & Ellsion, 2007; LaRose et al, 2005) and the range of activities that can be 

performed on sites such as Facebook, Twitter, Google+, etc.   Of the nine statements 

offered, eight had a mean score higher than “neither agree nor disagree.” These eight 

statements were used to create a corresponding scale of Gratifications Obtained scale 

based on gratifications respondents showed interest in satisfying, found in Table 3-17.  

This scale was then reduced into two component variables. 

A Cronbach’s alpha analysis of the eight GO statements yielded a score of .84, 

demonstrating very good reliability between these items (George, 2003), suggesting 

that each statement measured a similar attitude.  A correlation matrix revealed the 

presence of many coefficients above .3, suggesting the use of oblimax rotation for a 

principle components analysis.  Additionally, a KOM value of .84 was obtained as well 
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as statistical significance (p<.01) in Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, suggesting the 

factorability of the correlation matrix (Kaiser, 1970, 1974; Bartlett, 1954). Principal 

components analysis revealed the presence of two components with eigenvalues of 

3.85 and 1.60, which explained 48.20% and 19.83% of the variance respectively, the 

results of which are contained in Table 3-18.  

The results of a parallel analysis further supported these results by revealing only 

two factors with eigenvalues exceeding the corresponding criterion values for a 

randomly generated data matrix of the same size (4 x 617 respondents, eigenvalue 

threshold 1.11 and 1.03 respectively). The first component grouped statements on 

friendship and entertainment together.  The second component grouped statements on 

location tracking and finding new places to go together. These components were 

recorded into two separate variables by recoding the factor scores in SPSS through a 

regression method.  The first, the Entertainment/Friendship variable yielded M = 19.89, 

SD = 3.07 after summing the scale items used to create it. The Location variable 

created from the second factor, yielded M = 10.03, SD = 2.82 after summing the related 

scale items. 
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Table 3-1.  Categorical Demographic Variables 
Age 18-20 21-23 24-27 28-31 32-35 Total 
Total 
Percentage 

414 
67 

187 
30.3 

11 
1.8 

5 
.8 

1 
.2 

618 
100 

 
Year in College 

 
Freshmen 

 
Sophomore 

 
Junior 

 
Senior 

 
Grad/Other 

 

Total 
Percentage 

77 
12.5 

141 
22.8 

246 
40.0 

149 
24.1 

4 
.7 

618 
100 

 
Gender 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Other 

   

Total 
Percentage 

174 
28.3 

442 
71.5 

2 
.3 

  
 

618 
100 

 
 
Table 3-2.  Race/Ethnicity  
 Total Percent 
White/None Hispanic 372 60.2 
Hispanic or Latino 117 18.9 
Black or African American 65 10.5 
Asian 30 4.9 
Other 34 5.5 
Total  618 100 
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Table 3-3.  General Bridging Social Capital Scale  
Statement Mean SD 
Interacting with people in my current community makes me 
want to try new things. 3.81 .87 
 
Interacting with people in my local area makes me feel like a 
part of a larger community. 3.78 .84 
 
I am willing to spend time to support general activities in my 
community. 3.77 .83 
 
I would be willing to stay in contact with my current community 
even if I moved away. 3.76 .91 
 
I am interested in what goes on in my community. 3.96 .77 
 
I feel I am part of a community. 

 
3.80 

 
.87 

 
Interacting with people in my local community reminds me that 
everyone in the world is connected. 3.77 .92 
 
In my community, I come into contact with new people all the 
time. 3.83 .90 
 
Where I live is a good place to be. 3.99 .77 
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Table 3-4.  Component Matrix of Bridging Social Capital Statements  
Statement Component 
Interacting with people in my current community makes me want to try 
new things. .78 
 
Interacting with people in my local area makes me feel like a part of a 
larger community. .77 
 
I am willing to spend time to support general activities in my community. .75 
 
I would be willing to stay in contact with my current community even if I 
moved away. .74 
 
I am interested in what goes on in my community. .73 
 
I feel I am part of a community. .72 
 
Interacting with people in my local community reminds me that 
everyone in the world is connected. .71 
 
In my community, I come into contact with new people all the time. .63 
 
Where I live is a good place to be. .63 
 
Eigenvalues 4.65 
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Table 3-5.  Likelihood of Sharing Scale 
Statement Mean SD 
By including my personal information, I will have a better 
user experience on social network sites. 2.91 1.02 
 
Showing my personal information allows for more reward 
opportunities (i.e. coupons or discounts) on SNS 2.76 1.01 
 
I don’t mind giving personal details to [site] for access to 
more content/services/goods/etc. 2.50 1.09 
 
By including personal information on [site], I will have 
better service on the site. 2.52 1.02 
 
I am willing to share my location on SNS for discounts and 
coupons at businesses. 2.78 1.16 
 
I am willing to share personal views and tastes on SNS in 
exchange for news and information that is more 
personalized. 3.07 1.07 
 
Being able to share tastes in entertainment media (music, 
movies, books, etc.) in exchange for getting these media 
quicker and/or at a discount is valuable to me. 3.32 1.04 
 
I would allow a SNS greater access to personal details in 
exchange for free wireless service when mobile. 2.73 1.14 
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Table 3-6.  Component Matrix of Likelihood of Sharing Statements 

Statement 
Likelihood to 
Exchange 

By including my personal information, I will have a better user 
experience on social network sites. .76 
 
Showing my personal information allows for more reward opportunities 
(i.e. coupons or discounts) on SNS .76 
 
I don’t mind giving personal details to [site] for access to more 
content/services/goods/etc. .81 
 
By including personal information on [site], I will have better service on 
the site. .84 
 
I am willing to share my location on SNS for discounts and coupons at 
businesses. .74 
 
I am willing to share personal views and tastes on SNS in exchange 
for news and information that is more personalized. .69 
 
Being able to share tastes in entertainment media (music, movies, 
books, etc.) in exchange for getting these media quicker and/or at a 
discount is valuable to me. .67 
 
I would allow a SNS greater access to personal details in exchange for 
free wireless service when mobile. 

 
.72 

 
Eigenvalues 4.49 
 
 
Table 3-7.  SNS Importance Scale  
Statement Mean SD 
Social Network Sites are important to me. 4.00 .88 
 
Social Network Sites are part of my daily routine. 4.26 .81 
 
Social Networking Sites are an essential part of my staying 
connected to others. 4.06 .91 
 
I would be sorry if the social network sites I use the most shut 
down. 3.91 1.04 
 
It is easy for me to take time away from Social Network Sites.* 3.50 1.02 
*Answered reversed so direction of importance would align with other statements. 
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Table 3-8.  Component Matrix of SNS Importance Statements  
Statement Component 
Social Network Sites are important to me. .87 
 
Social Network Sites are part of my daily routine. .84 
 
Social Networking Sites are an essential part of my staying connected to 
others. .84 
 
I would be sorry if the social network sites I use the most shut down. .70 
 
Eigenvalues 2.78 
 
 
Table 3-9.  Self-Esteem Scale  
Statement Mean SD 
I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with 
others. 4.28 .74 
 
I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 4.30 .70 
 
All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure* 3.97 1.00 
 
I am able to do things as well as most other people 4.06 .76 
 
I feel I do not have much to be proud of* 3.96 1.06 
 
I take a positive attitude toward myself 3.99 .88 
 
On the whole, I am satisfied with myself 3.99 .86 
*Scales reversed  
 
Table 3-10.  Life Satisfaction Scale  
Statement Mean SD 
In most ways, my life is close to ideal. 3.39 .98 
 
The conditions of my life are excellent. 3.65 .89 
 
I am satisfied with my life. 3.80 .86 
  
If I could live the last five years over again I would. 2.92 1.16 
 
So far I have gotten the important things I want. 3.70 .89 
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Table 3-11.  Component Matrix of Self-Esteem Statements  
Statement Component 
I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. .83 
 
I feel that I have a number of good qualities. .82 
 
All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure* .81 
 
I would be willing to stay in contact with my current community even if I 
moved away. .78 
 
I am able to do things as well as most other people .72 
 
I feel I do not have much to be proud of* .70 
 
I take a positive attitude toward myself .67 
 
On the whole, I am satisfied with myself .63 
 
Eigenvalues 4.10 
*answers reversed for analysis 

 
Table 3-12.  Component Matrix of Life Satisfaction Statements  
Statement Component 
In most ways, my life is close to ideal. .83 
 
The conditions of my life are excellent. .82 
 
I am satisfied with my life. .81 
 
So far I have gotten the important things I want. .78 
  
Eigenvalues 2.75 
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Table 3-13.  Online Bridging Social Capital Scale 
Statement Mean SD 
Interacting with people on social network sites (SNS) makes 
me interested in things that happen outside of my town. 3.96 .86 
 
Interacting with people on my social network sites makes me 
want to try new things. 3.90 .85 
 
I feel the network I have built on my preferred SNS is a 
positive thing in my life. 3.72 .81 
 
Talking with people on my social network sites makes me 
curious about other places in the world. 3.92 .85 
 
Interacting with people on my social network sites makes me 
feel like part of a larger community. 3.68 .92 
 
Interacting with people on my social network sites reminds 
me that everyone in the world is connected. 3.98 .82 
 
I am willing to spend time supporting community activities 
offline that I learn about on social network sites that I 
frequent the most. 3.68 .88 
 
 Interacting with people on my social network sites gives me 
new people to talk to. 3.40 1.00 
 
Through using social network sites, I come in contact with 
new people all the time. 3.33 1.11 
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Table 3-14.  Pattern Matrix of SNS Bridging Social Capital  

Statement 
General 

Interaction 
Interaction with 

new People 
Interacting with people on social network sites 
(SNS) makes me interested in things that happen 
outside of my town. .92  
 
Interacting with people on my social network sites 
makes me want to try new things. .88  
 
I feel the network I have built on my preferred SNS 
is a positive thing in my life. 

 
.77  

 
Talking with people on my social network sites 
makes me curious about other places in the world. .68  
 
Interacting with people on my social network sites 
makes me feel like part of a larger community. .63  
 
Interacting with people on my social network sites 
reminds me that everyone in the world is 
connected. .62  
 
I am willing to spend time supporting community 
activities offline that I learn about on social 
network sites that I frequent the most. .56  
 
 Interacting with people on my social network sites 
gives me new people to talk to. 

 

.89 
 
Through using social network sites, I come in 
contact with new people all the time. 

 

.89 
   
Eigenvalues 4.67 1.13 
 
 
Table 3-15.  Statements on Perception of Value 
Statement Mean SD 
My personal information is financially valuable to social 
network companies 3.19 1.16 
 
My personal information is financially valuable to me 
because of the things on a SNS I can acquire by 
exchanging it. 2.83 1.08 
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Table 3-16.  Gratifications Sought Statements 
Relationship Tested (Desire vs. Fulfillment) Mean SD 
I wish to use social networks to share media I create such as music, 
videos, or photos. 4.04 .82 
 
I wish to use social networks to find new places to shop. 3.16 1.11 
 
I wish to use to find new places to go for leisure suck as bars, night clubs, 
and parks. 3.36 1.07 
 
I wish to use social networks to find restaurants. 3.31 1.09 
 
I wish to use to tell others where I am located. 2.98 1.11 
 
I wish to use for entertainment. 3.91 .87 
 
I wish to use social networks to find friends with whom I’ve lost contact. 4.03 .85 
 
I wish to use social networks to keep up with my friends. 4.28 .73 
 
I wish to use social networks to expand my professional connections 3.79 .95 
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Table 3-17.  Gratifications Obtained Statements 
Statement Mean SD 
Social networks are useful in helping maintain friendships. 4.04 .79 
 
Social networks are useful in helping find lost friends. 4.00 .79 
 
Social networks are useful in helping for show others media I 
create. 4.03 .79 
 
Social networks are a good source of entertainment. 4.05 .81 
 
Social networks are useful for expanding my professional 
connections. 3.76 .89 
 
Social networks are useful in helping me find new places to 
shop. 3.23 1.05 
 
Social networks are useful in helping me find restaurants. 3.35 1.02 
 
Social networks are useful in helping me find new places to go 
for leisure. 3.44 1.00 
 
Social networks are useful in helping tell others where I am. 3.45 1.00 
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Table 3-18.  Pattern Matrix of GO Statements 

Statement 
Entertainment 
and Friendship 

Finding New 
Places and 

Location 
Social networks are useful in helping maintain 
friendships. .86  
 
Social networks are useful in helping find lost 
friends. .85  
 
Social networks are useful in helping for show 
others media I create. .82  
 
Social networks are a good source of 
entertainment. .67  
 
Social networks are useful for expanding my 
professional connections. .51  
 
Social networks are useful in helping me find 
new places to shop.  -.94 
 
Social networks are useful in helping me find 
restaurants.  -.91 
 
Social networks are useful in helping me find 
new places to go for leisure. 

 
 . -.89 

 
Eigenvalues 3.85 

 
1.60 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

Tables 4-1 and 4-2 contain the total statistics for social network sites 

respondents claimed to have used in the last week and which sites totaled in the top 

five most popular social network sites among respondents.  Facebook proved the most 

often used site in the past week by respondents (n = 603, 97.6%) with YouTube (n = 

520, 84.1%) and Twitter (n = 480, 77.7%) following not far behind.  Almost half of 

respondents answered that they used Pinterest (n = 290, 46.9%) and Vine (n = 265, 

42.9%) within the last week as well.  Facebook also proved most popular with 98.4% (n 

= 608) of respondents listing it in their top 5 sites.  With 85% (n = 525) placing it in their 

top five, Twitter also demonstrated a great deal of popularity.  Almost half of 

respondents (n = 307, 49.7%) included Pinterest in their top five, a relatively new site 

compared to the others.  Tumblr (n = 248, 40.1%) and Instagram (n = 246, 39.8%) 

complete the list of top five sites.   

More than half of respondents reported having more than 600 friends on 

Facebook with 27.5% (n = 170) claiming to have more than 1,000 (Table 4-3 lists totals 

by category).  Respondents averaged 6.55 hours a day spent on some type of social 

network site (SD = 5.75).  When asked about which media respondents found important 

in addition to social network services, the Internet proved most important out of the 

choices listed (M = 4.44, SD = .77).  This question was presented as a five-point Likert 

scale question with answers ranging from unimportant to important. Respondents also 

considered television a somewhat important part of their media mix (M = 4.03, SD = 

1.06).  Radio (M = 3.22, SD = 1.28) measured slightly better than neutral on the scale.  
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Electronic print media, ebooks for example, also measured slightly higher than neutral 

(M = 3.19, SD = 1.31).  Respondents placed the least importance on traditional print 

media such as newspapers or magazines (M = 3.08, SD = 1.32) with answers 

averaging slightly above neither important nor unimportant.  A summary of results for 

importance respondents placed aces on various media can be found in Table 4-4.  

Research Question Results 

The first research question asked which features commonly offered on social 

network sites respondents felt were essential to social networking sites.  A list of 

features was presented, and respondents were asked which they felt were most 

essential (Table 4-5). Respondents almost all answered that the ability for users to 

connect to one another was the most important feature (n = 585, 94.7%).  User 

connections trumped even profile pages in importance (n = 553, 89.5%).  Respondents 

also felt strongly that the ability to share user-created media was an essential feature to 

a SNS (n = 525, 85%), while fewer felt that the ability to share media created by others 

was necessary (n = 431, 69.7%).  The ability to track other users’ activities ranked 

highly among respondents with nearly two-thirds listing it in their choices (n = 388, 

62.8%).  More than half also listed being able to see one another’s friends lists (n =345, 

55.8%) and a feature for updating their statuses were important (n = 327, 52.9%).  

Table 4-6 lists the results for all features offered for selection.   

The second research question asked which types of information a SNS user 

might consider personal (Table 4-7).  Table 4-8 lists the full range of respondent 

answers to this question. Respondents felt their telephone number more often than 

other types of information listed (n = 571, 92.4%) should be considered private with 

home addresses (n = 564, 91.3%) scoring nearly as highly.   Search history, date of 
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birth, and a history of online purchases scored nearly equally, chosen by 80.6% (n = 

498), 79% (n = 488), and 78% (n = 482) of respondents respectively.  Full name (n = 

469, 75.9%), email address (n = 467, 75.6%), a user’s website visit history (n = 463, 

74.9%) and birthplace (n = 453, 73.3%) all ranked closely together in how often they 

were chosen by respondents as well.  In total, of the 22 types of personal information 

that appeared on the survey, 16 were chosen by more than half of respondents as 

information they considered to be personal. 

Hypotheses Test Results 

Hypothesis 1 

The first hypothesis states that social networks should contribute to a person’s 

overall bridging social capital.  To test this assumption, a hierarchical regression was 

employed to determine which factors predicted an increase in total bridging social 

capital among respondents.  Table 4-9 contains the results of this analysis.  The total 

bridging social capital variable served as the DV in this analysis. The first block 

contained the demographic variables gender, age, race/ethnicity, year in college, and 

income as well as the psychographic variables fiscal political attitude and social political 

attitude, which served as IVs. None of these variables proved statistically significant in 

the model and only explained no significant level of variance (R2 = 1%) within the 

dependent variable.  

The second block added the self-esteem and life satisfaction variables as IVs in 

addition to the demographic and psychographic variable used in the first block. A 

Pearson correlation coefficient analysis revealed strong correlation between these two 

variables (r = .59, n = 618, p < .01). Self-esteem proved significant and positively 

correlated with total bridging social capital (β = .18, p  < .01)  Life satisfaction also 
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positively correlated to the dependent variable and proved a significant variable in the 

model (β = .25, p < .01).  These factors also resulted in a 15% increase in the variance 

explained by the model, a significant change (R2 = 16%, p < .01). 

Block 3 added General Online Bridging Social Capital (GOB) and New 

Relationships Bridging Social Capital (NRB) as IVs.  A Pearson correlation coefficient 

analysis revealed strong correlation between these two variables (r = .46, n = 618, p < 

.01). This model yielded three significant variables, life satisfaction (β = .11, p < .01), 

self-esteem (β = .21, p < .01), and the GOBSC (β = .34, p < .01), all three of which were 

positive predictors of the DV.  NRBSC had no statistical significance in the model.  This 

third block also saw a significant increase in the amount of variance explained over the 

second block (Incremental R2 = 13%, p < .01), explaining nearly 30% of the variance in 

the dependent variable (R2 = .29, p < .001).   

The regression analysis using this model also suggested that together, both 

variables related to online bridging social capital positively predicted a significant 

amount of variance in the total bridging social capital variable, increased online bridging 

social capital correlating to an increase in total social capital.  However, though in Block 

3, both demonstrated positive relationships with total bridging social capital though only 

GOSBC did so significantly.  Due to these results, this analysis partially supports the 

assertion of H1 that bridging capital on social network services share a positive 

association with an overall increase general bridging social capital. More general social 

capital affordances generated by a SNS do correlate with an increase in total bridging 

social capital, but social capital related new relationships did not in this study.  
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Hypothesis 2 

The results of the hierarchical regression analysis to determine which variables 

predicted an increase in the likelihood of sharing variable are contained in Table 4-10.  

The first block represents a control measurement of the effect size on the DV, likelihood 

of sharing that can be attributed to demographics and psychographics.  Block 1 

demonstrated no significant effect on the variance of the dependent variable that can be 

attributed to demographics and psychographics (R2 = .01).  

Block 2 added the online bridging social capital variables, General Online 

Bridging Social Capital (GOB) and New Relationships Bridging Online Social Capital 

(NRB). This model yielded three significant variables, gender (β = -.197, p < .05), SNS 

general capital (β = .196, p < .01), and SNS new persons (β = .185, p < .01) variable. 

Gender showed a negative correlation, with females being less likely in this model to 

exchange personal information for goods and services (β = -.197, p < .01). Both online 

bridging social capital variables were positively associated with likelihood of sharing.  

These added variables incrementally increased the explanation of variance by 10.4% 

(R2 = .12, p < .01). These results support H2a.  

Block 3 added the two valuation variables, Perceived Value SNS and Perceived 

Value User, as IVs to the model in addition to the previous independent variables.  A 

Pearson correlation coefficient analysis revealed strong correlation between these two 

variables (r = .50, n = 618, p < .01). The first of these variables measured how valuable 

respondents felt social network sites believed users’ personal information is; the second 

asked how valuable respondents felt their own personal information is. These variables 

were originally the last two items of a ten-item Likert-scale question that asked whether 

respondents felt companies believed their personal information to have value and if they 



 

110 

felt it had value.  A Pearson correlation coefficient analysis revealed strong correlation 

between these two variables (r = .50, n = 618, p < .01). 

 The Block 3 model yielded three significant variables, GOB (β = .134, p < .01), 

NRB (β = .111, p < .01), and Perceived Value User (β = .478, p < .01).  All three of 

these variables had a positive relationship with the dependent variable. The variable 

that measured perception of the value a respondent’s personal information had to social 

network companies did not prove significant. This model increased the explanation of 

variance by 29% over the model in Block 2 (R2 = 40%, p < .01) despite only one of the 

two valuation variables proving significant.  Based on these results, support for H2b is 

mixed with respondent’s perception of the value having a significant effect on predicting 

likelihood of sharing but their opinion of how much a social network company values 

their information having no effect. 

 Hypothesis 3 

For H3a, separate Pearson correlations were run to determine the relationship 

between importance, the DV in the tests, and both Gratifications Obtained (GO) 

variables, entertainment/friendship and location. In the first test, a significant positive 

correlation was found between the entertainment/friendship variable and the overall 

importance variable representing the importance respondents placed on social network 

sites. (r = .40, n = 618, p < .01).  For the second test, a significant negative correlation 

was found between the new places/location variable and overall importance variable (r 

= -.25, n = 618, p < .01).   

These finding demonstrate mixed support for H3a.  While these analyses support 

that that satisfaction with how well social network services assist in friendship 

maintenance and entertainment correlates to increased perceptions of importance, the 
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opposite is found for how well satisfaction with finding new places and communicating 

location correlates to perceived with importance.  In fact in this second test, satisfaction 

negatively predicted importance.  For these reasons, support for H3a is mixed with one 

aspect of satisfaction correlating to increased use while the other actually correlates to 

less use.  

H3b suggests that the better user expectations are met, the more frequently 

users will use social networking sites.  A similar approach to H3a where with time spent 

on social networks services served as a DV in separate Pearson correlation tests with 

the same GO variables used in H3a.  When entertainment/friendship was used as the 

second variable, a significant positive correlation was found between it and tome spent 

on social network site (r = .18, n = 618, p < .01).  When using new places/location as 

the second variable, a significant negative correlation between this variable and time 

spent on social network sits was found (r = -.98, n = 618, p < .05).  Due to these 

contradicting results, support for H3b is mixed with entertainment/friendship 

maintenance predicting more use but places/location predicting just the opposite.  

The final statement, H3c, suggest that the better expectations are met the more 

willing a user will be to share personal information on a SNS.  Once again, separate 

Pearson correlation tests were run, this time with the likelihood of sharing variable 

serving as a DV in both tests and the two GO variables used in H3a and H3b used 

separately as IVs in two tests.  Using the GO variable representing 

entertainment/friendship, a significant positive correlation was revealed (r = .26, n = 

618, p < .01). For the variable representing new places/location, a significant negative 

correlation was also found (r = -.40, n = 618, p < .01).  Due to these contradicting 
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results, support for H3c is also mixed as in H3a and H3b with entertainment/friendship 

maintenance predicting more personal information sharing but places/location predicting 

less.  
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Table 4-1.  Social Network Site Usage in Last Week 

 
Number of Respondents Who 

Used In Last Week Percentage of Respondents 
Facebook 603 97.6 
YouTube 520 84.1 
Twitter 480 77.7 
Pinterest 290 46.9 
Vine 265 42.9 
Tumblr 229 37.1 
LinkedIn 200 32.4 
Google+ 169 27.3 
Yelp 67 10.8 
MySpace 36 5.8 
DeviantArt 21 3.4 
FourSquare 18 2.9 
LiveJournal 6 1.0 
Ning 4 .6 
 
 
Table 4-2. Top Five SNS Among Respondents 

 Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Facebook 608 98.4 
Twitter 525 85.0 
Pinterest  307 49.7 
Tumblr 248 40.1 
Instagram 246 39.8 

  

Table 4-3.  Number of Friends on Facebook 
 Number of Respondents  Percentage 
0-200 66 10.6 
201 - 400 96 15.5 
401 - 600 122 19.7 
601 - 800 84 13.6 
801 - 1000 80 13.0 
More than 1000 170 27.5 
 
 
Table 4-4.   Importance placed on other media 
 Mean SD 
Traditional Print Media 3.08 1.32 
Electronic Print Media 3.19 1.31 
Television 4.03 1.06 
Radio 3.22 1.28 
Internet Beyond Social Network Services  4.44 .77 
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Table 4-5.  Respondent Choices for SNS Features 
Allow Connections Between Users The Ability to “Like” or “+1” 
Profile Page Status Updates 
Ability to Share User Created Media Joining Groups on Network 
Share Media Created By Others A Blog or Note Feature 
Seeing Other’s Activities on the Site Other (Open Ended Response) 
Friends List Visibility   
 
 
Table 4-6.  Essential Features of Social Network Sites 

 
Number of 

Respondents Percentage 
Allow Connections Between Users 585 94.7 
Profile Page 553 89.5 
Ability to Share User Created Media 525 85.0 
Share Media Created By Others 431 69.7 
Seeing Other’s Activities on the Site 388 62.8 
Friends List Visibility  345 55.8 
The Ability to “Like” or “+1” 330 53.4 
Status Updates 327 52.9 
Joining Groups on Network 321 51.9 
A Blog or Note Feature 268 43.4 
 
 
Table 4-7.  Respondent Choices for Personal Information 
Full Name First Name Last Name 
Email Address IP Address License Plate Number 
Driver’s License Number SNS Profile List of Likes 
Contacts (Friend’s List) Pictures of Self Video of Self 
Date of Birth Birthplace Race/Ethnicity  
Telephone Number Screen Name Home Address 
Age Place of Employment Educational Institutions 
Purchases Made Online Purchases Made Offline Websites Visited 
Search History   
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Table 4-8.  Information Considered Personal to Respondents  
 Number of Respondents Percentage 
Telephone Number 571 92.4 
Home Address 564 91.3 
Search History 498 80.6 
Date of Birth 488 79.0 
Online Purchases 482 78.0 
Full Name 469 75.9 
Email Address 467 75.6 
Websites Visited History 463 74.9 
Birthplace 453 73.3 
Age 416 67.3 
IP Address 414 67.0 
Employment 406 65.7 
Pictures Posted to SNS 389 62.9 
Videos Posted to SNS 364 58.9 
Last Name 336 54.4 
Race/Ethnicity  331 53.6 
Education 315 51.0 
First Name 242 39.2 
Profile on SNS 232 37.5 
Friends List 222 35.9 
Tweets or Status Updates 213 34.5 
“Likes” or “+1” 170 27.5 
 
 
Table 4-9.  Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Total Social Capital  
Independent Variable Block 1 Beta Block 2 Beta Block 3 Beta 
Gender (Female) .114 .093 -.008 
Race/Ethnicity (White) 150 .133 .119 
Age -.049 -.029 -.023 
Year in College -.010 -.036 -.041 
Fiscal Political Attitude .031 -.004 .017 
Social Political Attitude .007 .004 -.006 
Income -.002 -.014 .005 
 
Self Esteem - .182** .110** 
Life Satisfaction - .252** .215** 
 
GOB  - .344** 
NRB 
  

- .071 

Incremental R2 (%) .01 .13** .29** 
Total R2   29** 
** =  p < .01 
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Table 4-10.  Hierarchical Regression Results for Likelihood of Sharing 
Independent Variable Block 1 Beta Block 2 Beta Block 2 Beta 
Gender (Female) -.134 -.197** -..109 
Race/Ethnicity (White) 156 .148 .075 
Age -.020 .007 -.022* 
Year in College -.005 -.023 -.039 
Fiscal Political Attitude .023 .043 -.001 
Social Political Attitude -.017 -.031 .000 
Income -.027 -.017 -.023 
 
GOB - .196** .134** 
NRB - .185** .111** 
 
Perceived Value SNS - - .056 
Perceived Value User - - .478** 
 
Incremental R2 (%) .01 .10** 

. 
29** 

Total R2   .40** 
* =  p < .05    
** =  p < .01 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 

The increasing importance and popularity of social networking sites poses a 

difficult but important area for research as communication continues to evolve and the 

Internet grows and changes.  Today’s communication landscape becomes more tailored 

to the individual, and through social network sites, the user of these sites have largely 

become their own entertainment.  Photos, videos, thoughts, writings, and even 

friendship become the product social network users consume, and the majority of these 

media are created and distributed by the users themselves. Mass communication has 

increasingly become an individualized affair.  Often, research into social networks has 

been almost a postmortem pursuit at worst as the targets of such research many times 

have crested in popularity and then receded into relative obscurity by the time such 

research is published.  Trying to stay in front of the technology for today’s 

communication scholar can seem an almost Sisyphean task. 

The primary goal of this research was to examine the phenomenon of social 

networking sites through a different perspective that might help researchers predict a 

direction for social media as whole as its use continues to expand, even if the current 

generation of popular sites fall from grace with Internet denizens, and to also attach a 

theoretical framework by which to research social network sites.  Simply, this research 

proposed that personal information is a type of currency that users spend and that the 

more they get “for their money” the more likely they are to participate.  The research 

also offered Uses and Gratification theory, informed by Expectancy-Value theory, as a 

theoretical basis through which to examine this relationship.  However, this simple 

assumption touches upon several fluid and abstract concepts that must be understood 
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in order to test it.  Personal information continues to present a challenge for companies, 

users, and, ultimately, the law to define.  The conceptualization of capital has also 

changed over time, from something physical to a myriad of tangible and intangible 

things and qualities a person may possess.  Despite these complexities, there remains 

a great deal that can be explored with promising results still possible. 

This research demonstrates not only continued support for the generation of 

social capital through using social networks but also the role that the sharing of personal 

information plays in this relationship. An individual’s thoughts on what is private as well 

as what features are necessary for site to truly be “social” are interesting. The 

exchanging of personal information on social network sites to receive goods and 

services, almost in the same way a person might exchange currency for similar things, 

constituted the undiscovered territory this study wished to explore. While there does 

remain a question as to what exactly a piece of personal information is worth to a user, 

the results support that it does have value and that the more strongly users believed it 

had value, the more likely they were to share information.  Finally, it was found that 

satisfying an individual’s expectations in regard to friendship maintenance and 

entertainment correlated to increased use. This satisfies a more general assumption of 

much of this research – users engage more with media that meet their expectation. 

SNS Necessities from a User Perspective 

Extensive work has been done by researchers (boyd & Ellison, 2007; boyd, 

2010) to define the nature of social networking sites.  The current literature defines 

social networks as having four criteria.  First, users must have some type of profile page 

which may be public or only open to others in the user’s network.  However, this profile 

must be a part of a social network and in some way visible to at least others that a user 
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is connected to on the SNS.  Second, a SNS user should be able to create a 

representation of their connections, a friend’s list for example. However, that list of 

connections should not only be visible to users, but other users should be able to 

navigate these connections and explore the list even if access is limited to only those on 

the list.  Finally, boyd introduces the idea of “networked publics” (2010, p. 39), a public 

that exists because of the affordances of a social network.  From this conceptualization 

of a digital public comes the envisioning of these spaces as communities.  To 

characterize them as “virtual” would be incorrect as to users, despite their existing 

electronically, they are as real as any other community.   

This construction of social network sites works well for trying to sort out a system 

of classification, but social media in general is dynamic.  Jānis Krūms, whose unlikely 

photograph of the “Miracle on the Hudson”1 incident became iconic, explains just how 

quickly social network sites can challenge assumptions in a recent article musing over 

the saga of his picture snapped with an iPhone and posted to Twitter one wintery 

afternoon five years ago (2014). “Users define Twitter…  And it will keep evolving as 

users see ways to make it work for them” (Krūms, 2014, ¶9).  It is this flexibility and the 

ability for users to define these services based on their own demands that prompted this 

research to first ask simply, “What does a user consider essential to a social network 

site to be considered such?” 

Respondents agreed with boyd and Ellison’s (2007) first criterion.  Allowing for a 

connection between users rated as the single most essential feature for a social 

                                            
1 Miracle on the Hudson” refers to an incident where an airplane safely made an emergency landing in the 
Hudson River in New York City.  Krūms’ picture caught all of the passengers waiting on the wings of the 
commercial jet for rescue. 
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network site with almost 95% of respondents answering it was a necessity.  The profile 

page feature rated closely behind with nearly 90% of respondents calling it essential.   

While boyd and Ellison didn’t specifically order these criteria based on importance, it is 

interesting to note that, based on these results, perhaps connection trumps the profile 

page in importance.  This may be in some part due to the way social network sites have 

changed since 2007.  At the time boyd and Ellison were writing, MySpace.com 

remained the most popular SNS with Facebook quickly growing to catch it.  While both 

sites did feature a news feed that updated users with the activities of those to whom 

they were connected, these sites were still anchored around the concept of a profile 

page.  Newer sites like Twitter and Instagram make the activity of their members the 

centerpiece of their communities – users go to these sites to see text based posts and 

photographs respectively (though there are aspects of each on both sites), not to look at 

profiles.  Both features proved quite popular, so a difference of 5% shouldn’t be 

overstated, but this does perhaps point toward the connection becoming more important 

than a user’s profile page on an SNS.  

Interestingly, the ability of a respondent to see other users’ friend lists ranked 

somewhat low in importance to respondents with only 56% listing it as an essential 

feature. A respondent’s ability to share his or her own media and the ability to share 

media by others both ranked higher (85% and 70% respectively) than friends list 

visibility.  Respondents also selected the ability to monitor other users’ activities on an 

SNS as an essential feature more often than the friend list visibility (63%).  From these 

results, it might be argued that being able to share media now trumps the importance a 

visible, traversable friends list to other users besides the account holder.   This could 



 

121 

also be related to the increasing importance of connection, particularly when the 

emphasis on sharing user-created media is considered.  When social network sites 

were first becoming popular, some of the novelty was the ability to find people that a 

user might not have seen in years.  However, after nearly a decade of popularity, most 

children in the U.S. have grown up in a social media environment, and the rest of the 

public has had an opportunity to reach out for those connections.  This is not to 

downplay the significance of visible connectivity, still more than half of respondents 

considered it essential, but it is to say that other features are possibly more important.  

Perhaps this indicates a shift from an emphasis on using social network sites to seek 

connection to using them to share information through these connections that have 

been made.  

 It should be noted that the sample in this study was predominately comprised of 

mass communications students, which could mean that the sample contained a bias 

toward sharing information. However, returning to boyd and Ellison’s (2007) and Beer’s 

argument about the using “network” verses “networking,” there is scholarship that has 

supported connection as only being a part several motivations for using social network 

sites. So while the propensity to a bias certainly deserves note, good reason remains to 

believe that this is a natural shift in SNS use as these networks age. Future research 

might try to determine if these results reemerge and investigate in there is a kind of 

“connectivity saturation” that occurs.  After an initial flurry of connectivity when a user 

first joins a site, the expansion of connections might indeed slow, leaving the user with 

more time to explore the other affordances of an SNS.  
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The fourth criterion (boyd, 2010), networked publics, wasn’t specifically offered 

as a choice of essential features to respondents, but a concept of community is 

evidenced in the answers. As stated, connection ranked as the most important feature, 

and the ability to share information through these connections also ranked quite highly, 

even information that is just being shared from other sources.  Additionally, more than 

half of respondents (52%) felt that the ability to join groups was an essential feature.  

These responses point toward an idea of community though respondents weren’t able 

to directly call it such.   

The ability to blog on an SNS constituted the only feature listed in the 

questionnaire that less than half of respondents found important.  Considering the 

popularity of blogs as a research topic, this lack of emphasis might seem surprising.  

Additionally, Tumblr, a SNS that positions itself as a type of blog, placed as one of the 

most popular sites among respondents.  Twitter also has roots in the world of blogs, 

describing itself as a microblog when first introduced in 2006, and was only second to 

Facebook in popularity to respondents.  On its face, this seems an interesting 

disconnect between what respondents are using and what they consider important.  

However, Tumblr and Twitter look quite a bit different than the blogs of ten years ago 

when the terms “blog” became mainstream, and while a “tweet” is technically 

microblogging and a Tumblr post still follows the format of a blog in a programming 

sense, from a user perspective, they appear as something different than the news 

column-cum-diary presentation of blogs a decade ago.  

To a large extent, boyd (2010) and boyd and Ellison’s (2007) research seems 

echoed by user perception of what is essential to a SNS.  However, some repurposing 
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of these technologies also seems present as users learn new ways to use SNS and 

integrate these uses into their lifestyles.  Specifically, the ability to connect users to one 

another remains the most important feature and respondents still seem to value the 

ability to create a page on an SNS specifically about them.  These results do support 

and increased emphasis on media exchange over the visibility of a friends list though.  

Finally, while not specifically outlined, it can be argued that there is a sense of 

community supported by these results.  Remembering that uses of social network sites 

are largely user defined is important though, and they will evolve as users find new 

ways to exploit them to meet certain needs.  Revisiting user perception regularly will 

continue to be important in order to understand where social media might be heading. 

Research cited in this study by boyd and Ellison (2007) and boyd (2010) did 

focus to a large extent on MySpace, which might call in to question whether differences 

between the two sites create some of the differences in use.  However, Facebook, 

currently the most popular SNS in this study and overall, remains quite similar to the 

earlier MySpace. The same friends list concept, statuses, profiles pages, messaging, 

and so on, are largely the foundation and supports that bolstered each site.  The biggest 

differences between MySpace in 2007 and Facebook in 2014 are Facebook’s 

penetration and the length of time that consumers have had to become familiar with 

social networking.  Other sites, such as Twitter or FourSquare, do differ somewhat from 

the Myspace/Facebook model of social media, but personal information, and the focus 

and that information, creates a common thread through all of these sites.   

Given how interconnected all of these sites have become (for instance, one can 

easily connect his or her Instagram account so that a post there will also trigger the  
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same post on Twitter, Facebook, Tumblr, and Myspace), each of these sites today 

makeup different extremities of a social media corpus. so to speak, where each may 

serve a different function but remains linked to a greater whole. This comprises perhaps 

the greatest change in the social network site landscape since MySpace, but the 

essential parts remain the same.  For these reasons, it is interesting to see how users 

themselves conceptualize “social networks” today as in some ways nothing has 

changes, but in other ways, everything has changed.  

User-Defined Personal Information 

While not everything shared on social network sites can be considered personal 

information, a great deal of what is being shared between users possibly falls into the 

realm of personal information as this information is certainly an extension of the user.  

Status posts indicating a sentiment a user wants to express to their network, photos 

posted documenting an evening out, and shared tastes in music and other 

entertainment all constitute bits of who these users are.  Additionally, friends and family 

members to whom they may be connected, posts on their page from other users, and 

check-ins of places a user may be that they want to share can be used to paint a fairly 

personalized portrait of a user to those with access to this information.  

There appears a willingness to exchange personal information in order to obtain 

items or services more traditionally purchased with currency. Conceptually, this is 

recasting social network sites as personal information marketplaces based on the 

exchange of user information.  This conceptualization shares similarities Kreps’ (2011) 

construction of social network sites as an extension of capitalist transnationalism.  

Kreps’ explains: 
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Whether investors or advertisers wish to capture all Facebook users in a 
place (e.g.: Harvard), or of a type (e.g.: movie goers), or both (Harvard 
students who watch movies), this information is given freely and willingly 
by Facebook users. By adopting and repositioning them-selves as ‘social 
facilitators’ rather than, say, market researchers, Facebook develops a 
hegemonic relationship with their users. (2011, 696). 

While Kreps worries over the implications of this aggregation of information so willingly 

given up by SNS members, his characterization of social network sites as capitalist and 

transnational is important as they should function as a market if this holds true.  While 

social network sites certainly have International membership, sites like Twitter and 

Facebook being popular all over the world, understanding them as a market is not as 

readily obvious. 

Clearly, the companies themselves value user information; a great deal of their 

valuation is based on their ability to aggregate this information and then market 

products back to their users through personalized advertising (Andrews, 2011; Pariser, 

2011).  However, this doesn’t mean that users view themselves as conducting a type of 

transaction, an essential aspect of trade for there to be anything resembling a 

marketplace truly being developed.  Before understanding the role valuation plays with 

the exchange of personal information, determining what respondents consider personal 

information was necessary to understand which bits of information they shared online 

they viewed as personal and therefore theirs to choose to share or not.    

Some time was devoted in the literature review to explaining just how 

complicated reaching a meaningful legal definition of personal information has become 

in a world of sophisticated computers, software, and connections (Schwartz & Solove, 

2011, Solove, 2002), with some arguing that the concept might possibly need to be 

rejected entirely for some new construction in regard to this type of information (Ohm, 
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2010; Froomkin, 2000).  From a legal standpoint, personal information (also called 

personally identifiable information) is information that can be connected and/or used to 

identify a person to whom the information relates, but the growth in sophisticated data 

aggregation has made it complicated to clearly say what can and cannot be used to 

identify and individual.  Some have argued that privacy settings selected by users on 

social network sites indicates which information they consider to be private and that 

they wish to have control over (Abril, 2010), and there also seems to be some growing 

legal momentum in this direction (Ciocchetti, 2008).  Because of the complexity of the 

issue, the arguments to take into greater account what users consider, and the need to 

understand what information users consider personal information, this research asked 

what information they considered personal.  While this study does not address which 

information would meet legal scrutiny as personal or offer a better way for that 

determination to be made, it does offer insight into what respondents consider personal. 

Interestingly, the two categories of information most often considered personal by 

respondents were telephone numbers (92%) and home addresses (91%), two 

categories not generally considered private information from a legal standpoint.  Prior to 

the Internet’s popularity, telephone books listing both types of information were common 

in American households, though some telephone owners chose to keep their telephone 

numbers unlisted.  However, mobile phone numbers were never part of residential 

telephone listings, creating a degree of anonymity intrinsic to this method of telephony. 

While this study didn’t ask respondents why they considered certain kinds of information 

personal, perhaps the offline connective ability of this information makes it particularly 
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sensitive to users, fostering a view that this information is too specific for widespread 

use in a networked community.   

Respondents frequently picked “full name” (76%) and to a lesser degree “last 

name” (54%) as particularly personal information as well, information also commonly 

available to the public.  A question worth asking is why this information, like “telephone 

number” and “home address,” was chosen by more than half of the respondents – are 

users looking at it as individual by definition and thus personal, or might there be other 

factors at play?  In particular, what is the connection, if any, between the control of 

one’s online persona and connectivity and the perception of types of information that 

might bring his or her offline life more online that makes these once easily accessible 

categories now so personal?   

A possibility exists that as consumers become more astute aggregators of 

information and better experienced with searching for one another online that they have 

stumbled across the issue of being truly anonymous online and how clever use of 

search engines can make seemingly random information useful in finding a person.  In 

turn, perhaps this has made them more cautious. This study did not investigate why a 

user considered information personal, only asking respondents to choose that which 

they felt was personal, but investigating this relationship in future research would help 

explain not only why users consider certain information private but also what their 

concerns are in regard to data aggregation and identification.    

Moving away from categories of information existing prior to the Internet, 

respondents frequently considered data that has sometimes been considered de-

identifiable as personal.  “Search History” (81%), “Online Purchases” (78%), and 
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“Websites Visited History (75%) were all frequently chosen as personal information by 

respondents.  Andrews (2011) and Pariser (2011) have both speculated as to how this 

data can be used to profile users, and at least one documented case exists of using 

these types of information, even after supposed anonymization (Barbaro & Zeller, 

2006), to identify specific Internet users.  Birth date (79%) also reveals an interesting 

result, as often a person’s birth date can be used as a step gaining access to an 

account when a login issue occurs. Based on the results of the survey, there exists 

support for the notion that social network users are becoming more aware that such 

data can be a kind of digital breadcrumb, saying very little by itself, but able to say quite 

a bit when enough other breadcrumbs are present to start forming patterns in the data. 

As users develop more educated opinions, whether through research on their own or 

just through their own experiences, their relationship as consumers with social network 

sites stands to evolve with the information.  

Much data that might be more naturally considered personal from a legal stand 

point also frequently appeared in answers as personal.  Email addresses (76%), IP 

addresses (67%), and pictures (63%) and videos (59%) posted to a SNS were all 

considered personal information by respondents.  It is interesting to note that even 

though all four of these categories are much more easily associated with an individual, 

respondents still considered their search histories or purchase histories much more 

personal.  Additionally, website visitation history only falls behind email by a narrow 

margin, still placing well ahead of IP addresses, and pictures and video.  These results 

give the impression that users consider an aggregate of their Internet activities to be 

more telling than information that is specific to them.  True, an email or IP address says 
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nothing about a person personally beyond ways they may be contacted, but pictures 

and video can say very much.  However, even these media fall behind what are 

essentially records of searches, purchases, and website visits when asking respondents 

what they consider personal.  While many different categories of information answer 

RQ2, respondents placing so much emphasis on these records is perhaps the most 

interesting outcome in regard to what they consider personal information. 

Bridging Social Capital Online and Offline 

Hypothesis one stated that respondents who exhibited greater online bridging 

social capital (OBSC) would correlate to respondents who had greater bridging social 

capital in general.  This question tests assumptions in past research by Ellison, 

Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) and LaRose et al. (2005) that linked social capital and 

social networking sites.  The purpose for revisiting their research again was two-fold.  

First, this research presented an excellent opportunity to check their results as part of a 

purely scientific endeavor to see if a similar approach with a different sample would 

yield similar results.  The second reason to reexamine this hypothesis lies in how 

quickly user behaviors seem to evolve on the Internet as people repurpose technology 

to fit current needs.  For the continued utility of these past studies in future research, 

social networking sites must still generate what is historically thought to be social 

capital, and specific to this study, bridging social capital.  The personal information 

shared through these connections as well as the personal information these 

connections represent online are important particularly the H2, so the production of 

social capital through these sites remains an important component to the study.  

The results supported a correlation between OBSC and a person’s total bridging 

social capital.  The PCA revealed two factors, general online bridging social capital 
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(GOB) – community interaction and maintenance, finding new things to do, and 

exploring new communities – and new relationship bridging social capital (NRB),  

representing the searching new individuals with whom to interact.  Interestingly, NRB 

was a nonsignificant variable in predicting total bridging social capital, but GOB proved 

significant.  These results call into question some of the items from Ellison, Steinfield, 

and Lampe’s (2007).  Scale items connected to specifically to building new relationships 

predicted little in the way of social capital despite doing so in the earlier survey.  

Ultimately, only the more general items related to social capital proved predictive.  

Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe’s (2007) research took place six years earlier, and 

as has been noted, social network use has evolved as the sites have grown.  One 

excellent example of this change would be the penetration of mobile social network 

apps in the intervening years.  Additionally, each study used samples comprised of 

university students but from different universities. It is possible that this difference might 

have influenced results in one way or the other.  Perhaps for reasons completely 

unrelated to changes in use, Florida students don’t focus social network use for building 

relationships as much as the students in the earlier study.  Regardless of the reasons 

for the difference, these results suggest that more research with this scale should be 

conducted in order to either further refine it or to support continued use of the items 

used to create the NRB variable.  

These results also echo the “network” vs. “networking” argument between boyd 

and Ellison (2007) and Beer (200), supporting boyd and Ellison.  While community 

interaction, whether it be within the a known community or an act of expanding into new 

communities, seemed important to respondents, using a SNS specifically for networking 
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behavior did not elicit the same motivation.  This supports boyd and Ellison’s assertion 

that SNS users build and use networks, but their primary motivation is not networking 

with new people, hence their preference for “social network site” to “social networking 

site.” 

Despite one component failing to be significant, the general online bridging social 

capital component encompassed more of the statements of the online social capital 

scale and greatly increased the variance explained in the regression model of total 

bridging social capital when added, supporting H1. These results also support the past 

research in this area, lending more weight to the notion that social network sites do help 

users generate social capital.   

While bridging social capital is certainly not the only personal information 

available online, the ability of social networks to map and represent these connections 

visually is a feature that sets social network sites apart from other sites on the Internet.  

In the final analysis, these connections represent relationships users have between 

friends, acquaintances, tastes, products, businesses, and so on.  Referring back to 

RQ2, this type of information shares many similarities with other “breadcrumb” type 

data, search history and product purchases for example, that respondents felt were 

personal information.  Social network services are not only creators of social capital, but 

a type of social capital that might be considered some of the most personal to users 

based on the results of this study.  User perceptions of the value and personal nature of 

these connections might prove a generative area to engage in future research.   

Social Capital, Information Valuation, and Information Exchange 

An important goal of this research was linking the exchange of personal 

information with the acquisition of goods and services through social network sites. After 
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demonstrating which information respondents felt was personal and establishing a link 

between social network services and social capital, supporting that people exchange 

such information, or “spend” it, presents a crucial next step.  This notion follows with 

conceptualizing social network services as personal information marketplaces where 

users are actively engaged in exchanging who they are for things they may want or 

need. Getting users to place an exact dollar figure on personal information has been a 

difficult task (Wathieu & Friedman, 2007; Cvrcek, Matyas, Kumpost, & Danezis, 2006; 

Danezis, Lewis, & Anderson, 2005), and this research did not approach valuation from 

such a concrete direction.  Rather than establishing personal information as a source of 

capital through valuation, what the research instead sought was evidence of exchanges 

that resemble financial transactions aside from asking respondents whether their 

information had value in a general sense.  The results proved interesting.   

Unlike the results for H1, in H2a, both the general online bridging social capital 

component and social capital component related to finding and interacting with new 

people predicted a significant increase in the likelihood of a respondent sharing 

personal information for the various goods and service mention in Table 4-12.  

Essentially, as online social capital increased, so did willingness to share personal 

information for coupons, entertainment, discounts, and better personalization, all of 

which might be purchased in other scenarios.  While personalization and entertainment 

are more obvious goods and services that people buy, the popularity of the Sunday 

paper in previous decades demonstrates but one way consumers have paid for access 

and/or knowledge to better deals.  The results ultimately support a relationship between 
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social capital, personal information, and the sharing of this information for goods and 

services and provide a basis for continuing to investigate this relationship.  

In assessing the likelihood of a person sharing personal information for these 

reasons, respondents were also asked to what degree they value their own information 

and how much they believed social media companies also value the same.  

Surprisingly, respondents’ impressions leaned toward finding their own information 

financially valuable, but slightly away from feeling this same information was valuable to 

SNS companies (means scores were 3.19 and 2.84 respectively on a five point scare 

where 3 was neutral). Given the amount of emphasis information companies place on 

personal information, it is interesting to note that respondents in this survey didn’t seem 

to agree with that sentiment but did seem to feel the information was of value to them. 

Perhaps this is why the perception that personal information has financial value to its 

owner had a significantly positive correlation with a respondent’s likelihood to share this 

information, but the perceived value of the same information has to the SNS had no 

significant relationship.  Due to these results, support of H2b was mixed; valuation does 

correlate to greater sharing.  However, based on these results, the SNS user must see 

some value in his or her own information.  Whether or not the social network company 

of which the user is a member may value the information seems to play no role.  

User Expectations and Sharing 

This research sought to examine motivations for SNS use and information 

exchange from a uses and gratification informed approach in addition to the 

social/financial capital perspective that informed the first two hypotheses.  Specifically, 

H3 sought to substantiate the utility of applying Expectancy-Value theory to UGT in 

order to better understand what users expect of the media they choose and if the 
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fulfillment of those expectations leads to further use.  Hypothesis 3 posited that the 

better desired outcomes were fulfilled, the more respondents would use social network 

sites.  Gratifications sought formed the basis for an expectation that respondents sought 

to meet through choosing the medium of a social network site.  From an E-V theory 

perspective, the better a desire is fulfilled by a medium, the greater value that medium 

should have to a user (Wingfield, Tonks, & Klauda, 2009).  This concept fits well with 

UGT in that the meeting of expectations is predicted to lead to increased use of a 

medium (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1979).  In this research, “value” from and E-V theory 

perspective is a product of meeting expectations, so it was expected the better these 

expectations were met, the more time a user would spend on social network sites.  

The survey presented nine statements to respondents, asking them first to agree 

with how much they agreed the statement represented a gratification sought and then 

how much social network services fulfilled that desire (gratifications obtained).  After 

determining which statements were indeed important to respondents and testing for 

correlation between GS and GO, the statements on GO were collapsed into two 

components.  The PCA indicated that the fulfillment of entertainment and friendship 

maintenance desires fit into one GO dimension while fulfillment of finding new locations 

for various activities and communicating current location fell into a second dimension.  

These results made a clear break between using a SNS for entertainment and 

friendship and using an SNS for identifying locations, including a user’s present 

location, clearly evident.  

As expected, the more satisfied respondents were with using an SNS for the 

entertainment/friendship dimension, the more important they felt these sites were.  
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Table 4-16 lists the items that were collapsed to create a measure of overall importance 

respondents placed on SNS. Additionally, satisfaction also positively correlated with the 

amount of time respondents spent on social networking sites and the likelihood of 

sharing personal information, ultimately supporting all three areas of H3.  As UGT and 

E-V theory predict, satisfaction correlates with more use of this medium from and a 

greater importance placed on this medium.   

However, this research is not without some contridictions in the results.  Support 

for H3 was mixed because, while the friendship/entertainment satisfaction component 

correlated positively to importance, time spent, and increased sharing of information, 

the location component revealed a negative correlation in all three of those same areas.  

According to the results of this study, the more satisfied a respondent was with the 

ability to find new locations as well as communicate where they were, the less important 

they found social network sites, the less they used them, and the less they shared on 

them.  Perhaps these users spend less time and share less information on these sites 

because they briefly use an SNS to find where something or someone is and then go 

there, reducing the free time they have to participate on social network sites.  This 

reduction in time spent could lead to less sharing and ultimately less importance.  

However, this explanation seems more convenient than satisfying.   What is left is a 

curious relationship, and the nature of the reasons for what appears a contradiction 

leave an open question for further explanation.  

Limitations and Future Research 

The sample used in this study was not random.  Classes were selected by the 

researcher and participants were self-selected from their rosters. While the ethnicity of 

the sample (Table 3-2) very closely aligns with the ethnicity demographics at the 
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University of Florida, the survey is still not a true random sample of these cross sections 

of students, and at 72% female, the sample is skewed heavily to one gender.  

Additionally, all of the classes used in this study were from the College of Journalism 

and Communications at UF, so it could be argued that these students, due to their area 

of education, do not reflect the average college student at UF in regard to social media 

and communication.  Because of these factors, the ability of broader generalization to 

young adults and the greater U.S. population is limited.  

Additionally, the use of a survey instrument meant relying on self-reported 

information as the data used for analysis in this study.  Because of this, the level of 

sophistication available to the researcher to probe attitudes was limited by concerns of 

reliability and validity.  Valuation proved one area hampered by this limited method of 

inquiry.  While an attempt to assign some real financial figure to various bits of personal 

information would have proved enlightening, simply asking a respondent to place a 

price on various bits of personal information seemed rather crude and other methods, 

such as perhaps an auction approach, too abstruse to be practical.  As such, this 

research focused on establishing a notion of financial value and activities that might 

represent a type of market rather than directly establishing value.   

Despite these limitations, the study does provide at least a snapshot of what 

some consider essential for social network sites and which information they feel is 

personal.  The research also provides some support for the idea of a SNS as an 

information market place as well as the motivations a user might have for engaging in 

that market place.  Expanding on those findings opens the door to several interesting 

directions for future research, including better understanding why satisfying a need can 
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lead may actually lead to less use and trying to better understand how much different 

categories of personal information are worth to a user.  The research does support a 

view of personal information as something that can be traded in a kind of social network 

marketplace for goods and services that might have been traditionally bought.  Better 

outlining the scope and functionality of this marketplace would be useful in better 

understanding where the Internet might be evolving and better ways in which to 

approach researching it.  Finding a method to better value personal information remains 

a worthy pursuit as well both because it would help better define this purposed market 

place and because it could help make SNS users smarter consumers, empowering 

them to do more with who they are online.   

The research also further demonstrates the utility of UGT research when applied 

to the Internet, and it supports the role of E-V theory in such research.  Continued 

research informed by these theories only stands to refine UGT and the connection E-V 

theory has with it as well as provide better tools with which to engage digital media.  

Finally, the contradictory findings in H3 provide a question on the possibility of there 

being a real difference between people that use social network sites for entertainment 

and to maintain friendships and those who use these sites to find places to go and tell 

others where they are.   

Conclusion 

This research set out with three goals it hoped to accomplish.  First, it hoped to 

better understand what an user considers a social network to be and which types of 

electronic information that they share they also consider personal.  Next, this research 

sought some kind of evidence for the envisioning of social network sites as a kind of 

personal information marketplace where SNS activity helped generate capital that was 
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then exchanged for good and services traditionally acquired through the exchange of 

currency in an effort to support the idea of personal information as a kind of financial 

capital.  Last, UGT and E-V theory informed much of the research, particularly why 

people might turn to and remain on this type of web site in hopes of adding to the body 

of scholarship that supports the utility of using UGT for researching the Internet and 

social media.  

While some of the results weren’t as clear as hoped for in a perfect study, rarely 

does any one study perfectly answer the original curiosities that motivated a researcher 

to engage in the undertaking, and despite this haze in some of the results, overall, the 

study did accomplish its goals.  Much of boyd (2010) and boyd and Ellison’s (2007) 

original definition of the parts necessary to constitute a social network remain relevant 

even as the networks have grown exponentially.  Respondent attitudes in regard to 

search habits and other records of online activity and their personal nature provide 

valuable insight into a murky world of information privacy and what information online 

SNS users might insist on controlling.  The connection between social network services 

and social capital growth and the link between some types of social capital and a 

likelihood of sharing information for particular goods and services online point toward a 

marketplace online where personal information is “spent” by users to acquire some 

goods and services.  Finally, at least when it comes to a desire to maintain friendships 

and find entertainment, applying a UGT approach informed by E-V theory proved helpful 

in finding support for why an SNS user chooses to use this medium and continue to do 

so. 
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The most paradoxical finding of the study, that people who used social network 

services for location-related activities actually used them less the better this desire was 

fulfilled, leaves an interesting question for future research.  If this is not simply an 

anomaly but something that could be demonstrated in other studies, it could mean that 

depending on a user’s needs, there exists a scenario where satisfying some needs 

spurs more use and other needs less.  This could help understand social network users 

as not one specific type of consumer, as these resorts support at least two different 

behaviors. Continuing to develop a mean through which researchers and SNS users 

can better value what individual types of information may be worth remains a worthy 

goal both academically and practically. Finally, it is useful to remember that the Internet 

is in constant evolution and only became widely available to the public in the mid-90s.  

For context, research today on the Internet and its various permutations is in some 

ways akin to researching television in the 1970s, only 20 years after the technology 

became widely available.  There is still much to be understood of this young medium.  

As such, continuing to reexamine past assumptions of the Internet and researching 

developments that occur due to new avenues down which it ventures will remain 

important work. 

Perhaps the future of social network sites is less that of a place where we only 

share who we are but as a hybrid between a mass and an individual media.  There is no 

denying the size and power of Internet companies regardless of whether they own the 

infrastructure, the data, provide services, software, etc.  However, while these 

companies have made an unprecedented level of connection between people all over 

the world possible, they have nowhere near the control over the information distributed 
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through these connections as do traditional media companies. Social network sites 

have played a major role in this shift.  Our connections, musings, and personal lives 

have become entertainment, a source of contact, and an industry worth billions.  In this 

regard, what makes this type of communication “mass” is not necessarily the size of the 

audience for which the message is intended but the extraordinary amount of messages 

available to those who wish to engage with them.  Ultimately, this study hoped to 

provide some insight into why and how these relationships between so many individuals 

united through such an amazing ecosystem as the Internet exist and where we are all 

heading together as technology continues take us headlong into the future.  
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APPENDIX 
SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

Screening Question: 
 

1. Do you use social network sites such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Yelp, or Twitter? 
 

___ Yes 
___ No 

 
Questions on Media Usage 
 

2. Which of the following characteristics do you believe are essential for a site 
to be considered a social network site? (check all that apply) 

 
___ A personal profile page 
___ Being able to connect to other users (a friends list for example) 
___ The ability to see other users' connections or friends lists  
___ The ability to share user created m media such as pictures , movies , etc. 
___ The ability to share media created by others with your connections 
___ A status update 
___ Seeing the activities of thos e you are connected to on the site  
___ A way to show approval for media and/or statuses such as a "like" or "+1" 

function 
___ A space to blog or write extended notes 
___ The option to create or join groups created within the site by other users 
___ Other (pleas e lis t any other characteristics you feel are important): 

_________________________________________ 
 

3. Gender- Please select the gender with which you identify. 
 
___ Female 
___ Male 
___ Prefer not to answer 
 

4. I have used the following sites in the last month (check all that apply): 
 

___ Facebook 
___ Google+ 
___ Twitter 
___ FourSquare 
___ Pinterest 
___ Yelp 
___ LinkedIn 
___ MySpace 
___ Tumblr 
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___ Ning 
___ YouTube 
___ DeviantArt 
___ LiveJournal 
___ Vine 
 

5. Please rank only your top five most used sites in order by typing a number 
(1 - 5) next to each of the five sites.   If any or all of your most used social 
network sites are not listed, you may indicate them in the space marked 
"other" below and add them to your ranking. 
 
___Facebook 
___Google+ 
___Twitter 
___FourSquare 
___Pinteres t 
___Yelp 
___LinkedIn 
___MySpace 
___Tum blr 
___Ning 
___Other 1 (pleas e indicate which site) ____________________________ 
___Other 2 (pleas e indicate which site) ____________________________ 
___Other 3 (pleas e indicate which site) ____________________________ 
___Other 4 (pleas e indicate which site) ____________________________ 
___Other 5 (pleas e indicate which site) ____________________________ 
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6. Please indicate the level of importance you place on the following other media to 
your daily life. 

 
 

Unimportant 
Somewhat 
Important 

Neither 
Important 

nor 
Unimportant 

Somewhat 
Important Important 

Newspapers, 
magazines, and 
other traditional 
paper media. 

     

Electronic print 
media such as 
books on Kindle or 
a news 
paper/magazine 
subscription on an 
iPad. 

     

Television      
The rest of the 
Internet outside of 
Social Networks . 

     

 
SNS Use 
 

7. About how many total Facebook friends do you have? 
 

___ 100 or Less 
___ 101-200 
___ 201-300 
___ 301-400 
___ 401-500 
___ 501-600 
___ 601-700 
___ 701-800 
___ 801-900 
___ 901-1000 
___ More than 1000 
 

8. In the past week, on average, approximately how many hours per day have you 
spent on social network sites?___ 
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9. Please choose your level of agreement with each statement.  
 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither Agree 
nor Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Social Network Sites are 
important to me. 

     

Social Network Sites are 
part of my daily routine. 

     

Social Networking Sites 
are an essential part of my 
staying 
connected to others. 

     

It is easy for me to take 
time away from Social 
Network Sites. 

     

I am proud to tell people 
that 
I'm a member of the 
social 
network site or sites with 
which I participate the 
most 

     

I feel I am part of a 
community on social 
network 
site or sites. 

     

I would be sorry if the 
social network sites I use 
the most shut down. 

     

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Social Capital Scale  



 

145 

 
10. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement about the 

community in which you currently live and participate offline.  
  
 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I feel I am part of a 
community. 

     

I am interested in what 
goes on in my community. 

     

Where I live is a good place 
to be. 

     

I would be willing to stay 
in contact with my current 
community even if I 
moved away. 

     

Interacting with people in 
my 
current  community makes 
me want to try new things. 

     

Interacting with people in 
my 
local area makes me feel 
like 
a part of a larger 
community. 

     

I am willing to spend time 
to 
support general activities 
in my 
community. 

     

In my community, I come 
into contact with new 
people 
all the time. 

     

Interacting with people in 
my 
local community reminds 
me that everyone in the 
world is connected. 

     

11. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement about the 
community in which you currently live and participate offline. 

 
 Strongly 

Disagree Disagree 
Neither 

Agree nor Agree 
Strongly 
Agree 
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Disagree 
There are several people 
in m y community that I trust 
to solve my problems 

     

If I needed an emergency 
loan of $100, I know 
someone in my local 
community that I 
can turn to 

     

There is someone in my 
community that I can turn to 
for advice about making very 
important decisions 

     

The people I interact with in 
my community would be 
good job references for me 

     

I do not know people in my 
community well enough to 
get them to do anything 
important. 

     

When I feel lonely, there 
are several people in my 
community that I can talk 
to. 

     

Many of the people I 
interact with in my 
community would 
put their reputation on the 
line for me. 

     

There is no one in my 
community that I feel 
comfortable talking to about 
intimate personal problems. 
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Psychological Well-Being 
 

12. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement. 
 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither Agree nor 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

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

     

I feel that I have a 
number of 
good qualities. 

     

All in all, I am 
inclined to feel 
that I am a failure 

     

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

     

I feel I do not have 
much to 
be proud of 

     

I take a positive 
attitude 
toward myself 

     

On the whole, I 
am satisfied 
with myself 

     

 
  



 

148 

13. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement. 
 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither Agree nor 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

In most ways my 
life is close 
to my ideal. 

     

The conditions of 
my life are 
excellent 

     

I am satisfied with 
my life. 

     

So far I have 
gotten the 
important things I 
want. 

     

If I could live the 
last five 
years of my life 
over, I would 
change almost 
nothing 
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Bridging Social Capital Online 
 
14. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement based on your 

preferred social network or networks. 
 

 
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Interacting with 
people on social 
network sites (SNS) 
makes me 
interested in things 
that happen 
outside of my town. 

     

Interacting with 
people on my social 
network sites makes 
me want to try new 
things. 

     

I feel the network I 
have built on my 
preferred SNS is a 
positive thing in my 
life. 

     

Talking with people 
on my social 
network sites makes 
me curious about 
other places in the 
world. 

     

Interacting with 
people on my social 
network sites makes 
me feel like part of a 
larger community. 

     

Interacting with 
people on my social 
network sites 
reminds me that 
everyone in the 
world is connected. 

     

I am willing to spend 
time supporting 
community 
activities offline that 
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I learn about on 
social network 
sites that I frequent 
the most. 
Interacting with 
people on my social 
network sites 
gives me new 
people to talk to. 

     

Through using 
social network sites, 
I come in 
contact with new 
people all the time. 
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Bonding Social Capital Online 
 

15. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement based on your 
preferred social network or networks. 
 

 
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

There are several people on 
my favorite social network 
site that I trust to help solve 
my problems. 

     

There is someone on my 
favorite social network site 
that I can turn to for advice 
about making very important 
decisions. 

     

When I feel lonely, there are 
several people on my 
favorite social network site 
that I can talk to. 

     

If I needed an emergency 
loan of $100, I know 
someone on my favorite 
social network site that I can 
turn to. 

     

The people I interact with on 
my favorite social network 
site that be good job 
references for me. 

     

The people I interact with on 
my favorite social network 
site would put their 
reputation on the line for me. 

     

I do not know  people on my 
favorite social network site 
well enough to get them to 
do anything important. 

     

There is no one on my 
favorite social network site 
that I feel comfortable talking 
to about intimate personal 
problems. 
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Personal information exchange from goods and services 
 

16. Please indicate you level of agreement with each statement. 
 
 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

By including my personal 
information, I will 
have a better user 
experience on social 
network sites (SNS). 

     

Showing my personal 
information allows for 
more reward opportunities 
(i.e. coupons or discounts) 
on SNS 

     

I don’t mind giving personal 
details to [site] 
for access to more 
content/services/goods/etc. 

     

By including personal 
information on [site], I will 
have better service on the 
site. 

     

I am willing to share my 
location on SNS for 
discounts and coupons at 
businesses. 

     

I am willing to share 
personal views and tastes 
on SNS in exchange for 
news and information that is 
more personalized. 

     

Being able to share tastes 
in entertainment media 
(music, movies, books, etc.) 
in exchange for getting 
these media quicker and/or 
at a discount is valuable to 
me. 

     

I would allow a SNS greater 
access to personal details 
in exchange for free 
wireless service when 
mobile. 
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Responses Continued  
My personal information is 
financially valuable to social 
network companies. 

     

My personal information is 
financially valuable to me 
because of the things on a 
SNS I can get acquire by 
exchanging it. 

     

 
Personal Identifiable Information 
 

17. Please check all of the following items that you consider personal information 
 

___ Your Full Name  
___ First Name  
___ Last Name 
___ Email Address 
___ IP Address 
___ License Plate Number 
___ Driver’s License Number  
___ Your profile on a social network site 
___ Your list of likes on a social network site 
___ Your contact (friends list) on a social network site 
___ Pictures of you on a social network site 
___ Video of you on a social network site  
___ Posts such as tweets or status updates on a social network site 
___ Date of Birth 
___ Birthplace 
___ Information about you race/ethnicity 
___ Telephone Number  
___ Screen Name, Handles, or Login Names 
___ Your Home Address 
___ Your Age 
___ Your place of employment 
___ Educational institutions you have attended  
___ Purchases you make online 
___ Purchases you make offline 
___ Websites you’ve visited 
___ Your Search History 
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Gratification Sought and Obtained 
 

18. The following statements relate to what your expectations of social 
network sites are regardless of how well they meet these expectations. 
Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement. 
 

 
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I wish to use social 
networks to keep up with 
friends. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks to find friends 
with whom I’ve lost 
contact. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks to tell others 
where I am located. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks to find or obtain 
discounts on goods and 
services. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks to find new 
places to shop. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks to find new 
places to go for leisure, 
such as bars, night clubs, 
and parks. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks to find 
restaurants. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks for entertainment. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks to share media I 
create such as music, 
videos,or photos. 

     

I wish to use social 
networks to expand my 
professional connections. 
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19. The following statements relate to how useful you feel social network sites 
are in assisting with various tasks. These are not your expectations from 
the site but how well they actually assist with each statement. Please 
indicate your level of agreement with each statement. 
 

 
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Social networks are useful 
in helping me find new 
places to shop. 

     

Social networks are useful 
in helping me find new 
places to go for leisure. 

     

Social networks are useful 
in helping useful in finding 
where others are. 

     

Social networks are useful 
in helping me find 
restaurants. 

     

Social networks are useful 
in helping tell others where 
I am. 

     

Social networks are a good 
source of entertainment. 

     

Social networks are useful 
in helping find lost friends. 

     

Social networks are useful 
in helping for show others 
media I create. 

     

Social networks are useful 
in helping maintain 
friendships. 

     

Social networks are useful 
for expanding my 
professional 
connections. 
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Demographics 
 

20. What is your current age? 
 

___ 18-20 
___ 21-23  
___ 24-27 
___ 28-31 
___ 32-35 
___ 36-40 
___ Over 40 

 
21. What is your Gender? 

 
___ Female 
___ Male 
___ Prefer not to answer 
 

22. What is your ethnicity? 
 

___ White/Non-Hispanic or Latino 
___ Hispanic or Latino  
___ Black or African American 
___ American Indian or Alaska Native 
___ Asian 
___ Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
___ Other 

 
23. Please indicate your relationship status.  

 
___ Single, never married 
___ Married or domestic partnership 
___ Widowed 
___ Divorced 
___ Separated  
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24. What is the highest degree or level of school that you have completed? 
 

___ No schooling completed  
___ Nursery school to 8th grade  
___ Some high school, no diploma 
___ High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent (for example: GED) 
___ Some college credit, no degree 
___ Trade/technical/vocational training  
___ Associate Degree  
___ Bachelor’s Degree 
___ Master’s Degree 
___ Professional Degree 
___ Doctorate Degree 

 
25. If you are currently attending a college of university, in what year are you 

currently enrolled? 
 
___ I am no currently attending a university of college 
___ Freshman  
___ Sophomore  
___ Junior 
___ Senior  
___ Senior  
 

26. Please choose the appropriate response as to where you place yourself 
politically among the choices given in response to the following two statements.  
 

 Very 
Liberal 

Somewhat 
Liberal Centrist 

Somewhat 
Conservative 

Very 
Conservative 

On fiscal issues, I 
consider myself: 

     

On social issues, I 
consider myself: 

     

 
27. Please answer roughly what your income was for 2012 

 
___ 0 - $20,000  
___ $20,001 - $40,000 
___ $40,001 - $60,000 
___ $60,001 - $80,000 
___ $80,001 - $100,000 
___ $100,001 - $120,000 
___ $120,001 - $140,000 
___ More than $140,000 
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