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BB E A BN R ks T’ﬂ—\fi‘ 2 (field) 3 7 o2 s is v B i1
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The closer the relationship; the more the interaction on Facebook?
Take Taiwan users as an example

Abstract
This study argued the necessity to put offline context into SNSs research (closer friends
interact with each other by means of several social media, such as Face-to-Face or MSN)
and the essential to distinguish users’ counterparts’ relationships types when studying
Facebook users behaviors. In an attempt to examine the relationship between users
behaviors and their counterparts’ relationships types, and the perceived acquaintanceships
after using Facebook, this study first investigated users’ frequently used tools (wall, game,
gift and et al.) when interacting with different relationships types of friends (new friends,
acquaintances, average friends and close friends). Users tended to use less time- and
effort-consuming and less privacy-concerned tools with newly met friends. This study
further examined users’ behaviors in terms of closeness and intimacy, and the perceived
acquaintanceships toward four different types of friends. It found that users gained more
perceived acquaintanceships from less closer friends whom users have more frequent
interaction by less intimacy behaviors. As for the closer friends, users tended to use more
intimacy activities to interact with their closer friends but not necessary more frequently.
However, the perceived acquaintanceships of closer friends were significantly lower. It
implied that Facebook usage is only account for little variance of sustaining closer

friendship.



The closer the relationship; the more the interaction on Facebook?
Take Taiwan users as an example

Introduction

The social network site, Facebook, has attracted more than 350 million active users and continues to
gain enormous popularity throughout the world. The growing popularity has draw attention of researchers.
Some investigate the uses and gratifications of Facebook users'. Some focus on users’ profiles to understand
their decisions, behaviors, and motivations for using social networks?. Most studies have confirmed that social
connection or maintaining social network is the key factor of using social networking sites (SNSs).

However, most of the studies explore users’ social connection as a whole. A few have noticed that people
will behave differently according who they are interacting with, what kind relationship they have, and other
scenarios. For example: Pew Internet research center investigates adults’ and teens’ uses on SNSs. It says that
online social network applications are mainly used for explaining and maintaining personal networks, and
most adults, like teens, are using them to connect with people they already know. 89% use their online profiles
to keep up with friends. 57% use their profile to make plans with friends. 49% use them to make new friends.
Others use to organize with other people for an event, issue or cause; flirt with someone; promote themselves
or their work; make new business contacts. But none of them mentions about whom and how they keep up
with: close friends, average friends, acquaintances, newly-met friends, or even strangers.

The main problem of previous SNSs research is that they do not take offline scenarios into considerate.
There are friends with different types of relationship. But most research take friends as one category. In
addition, the previous studies ignore numerous functions in SNSs. For example, Facebook users can interact

with others by disclosing directly on wall, being nice by sending gift, hug, kiss, showing friendship by sharing



pictures, playing games, and so on. Users will choose the proper functions toward friends with different types
of relationship in their list. Users may not necessary to have more interaction with closer friends. They have
chances to meet in the offline words. Users might tend to maintain relationships with acquaintances through
the Internet. Nonetheless, little research is concerned about scenarios.

This study will examine Taiwan Facebook users’ practices toward friends with different types of
relationship and try to answer the research question: who gets users’ attention on Facebook. Who do the users
disclose more on Facebook? Who do the users maintain constant interactions? Who do the users to use
particular Facebook function more? This study tries to answer the questions with an online survey.

The Characteristics of Facebook
Users’ behaviors on the Internet are usually categorized as two main purposes: instrumental use and
expressive use*. SNSs have developed under the need of expressive use and recently emerged as virtual places
that provide to specific population in which users of similar interest gather to communicate, share, and discuss
and so on. boyd and Ellison define social network sites as:
Web-based services that allow individuals to construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, articulate
a list of other users with whom they share a connection and view and traverse their list of connections and those made by
others within the system
They argue that on most SNSs, users maintain contact with their existing group of friends rather than meet
new people. However, in Lenhart and Madden’s research®, they survey teens and find that nearly 50 percent of
users (49%) make new friends over SNSs. Raacke & Bonds-Raacke’ also conclude similar situations that
users are not only looking to sustain contact with their existing group of friends, but also to meet new people

or to network.



One special type of SNSs is the friend-networking site, such as Facebook. Facebook emerged as “the
architectural equivalent of a glasshouse, with publicly open structure, looser behavioral norms and an

abundance of tools®”

. Users can post information, share pictures, leave messages, provide links to friends’
sites, and organize groups, which allow for a great amount of flexibility in communication style.

In Taiwan, Facebook is one of the most popular SNSs. According to CheckFacebook.com, Taiwan was
fastest grouping country in September, 2009 and still in top 5 ranking till now. This study would like to see
how Facebook users in Taiwan interact with their friends and take Taiwan users as example to challenge
current Facebook studies to take friends as one category and to take activities on Facebook as the same. In
addition, users might not interact more frequently with those who have more intimacy relationship, but have
more quality interaction with them instead.

SNSs and relationship types

Research have evaluated the impact of social networking sites on users in three ways mostly: first,
research tries to find the prevalence on SNSs among different groups, such as college students*®; second,
research have investigated the characteristics of the users of SNSs, such as sex, age and profiles®; third, the
personal or social needs that users are gaining from using SNSs, such as uses and gratifications based studies’.
Most of research takes away the context that users might encounter not only on SNSs but also the offline.
Besides, SNSs are taken as friend-networking sites but little of research analyze the how relationship types
influence users’ interaction on SNSs.

In the cross-media settings, Baym, Zhang and Lin'®find that young students choose different media to

interact with local and distant social circles. The respondents tend to use Internet to contact with distant social

circles and face-to-face to contact with local social circles. It shows that Internet is not the only platform to
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sustain friendship. For the same token, Facebook users do not contact with their closer friends only on this
SNS. Facebook might be a good mechanism to interact with new friends or acquaintances. Users might gain
different acquaintanceship from different relationship types and through different Facebook activities. Thus,
in this study, the respondents are asked about their interaction on Facebook with four different relationship
types: new friends, acquaintances, average friends and close friends. The first research question is to
understand their perceived acquaintanceship towards four different relationship types.

Based upon the above discussion, research question lis developed as followed:
Research Question 1(RQ1): What are the users’ perceived acquaintanceships towards different types of
friends on Facebook?
Tools on Facebook and Users’ Privacy Practices

There is an abundance of tools that members use to leave cures for each other. If we measure closeness
by means of their clicking frequencies as a whole without distinguishing tools on the Facebook, we cannot
depict users’ behaviors precisely. For example: there would be a lot of differences between sending a gift and
writing on friend’s wall, even sharing pictures. Users have their thoughts in mind and then react according to
the relationship types and the extent of effort-consuming of the Facebook tools. Facebook allows users to
delineate between close friends, work friends or friends with limited-access privileges™. Users have the
control to disclose information and interact with different types of friends. Do they adopt the same tools to
interact with them or prefer a special tool to interact with close friends? Little research has focused on the
dissimilarity.

Hsu®? proposes a situational paradigm to study privacy concerns and privacy practices. She

recognizes that social context plays an important role on users’ information disclosure (privacy practices). In
8



Hsu’s research®, users disclose their information according to web site categories. Users feel safe when
providing credit card number to online shopping web sites, but hesitate to provide the same information to
government or community web sites. This implies that users might control their information when interacting
with others on the Internet. Even on the online photo album sites, users are willing to post pictures of them;
they still reconsider the consequences before posting. Hsu'® further finds that motivation is also social context.
Users who are categorized as narcissism would share more information with those who take online photo
album sites as a storage place only.

Under the logic of situational privacy practices, users might act differently when choosing Facebook
tools to interact with different types of friends. Those who would like to maintain minimum interaction with
friends categorized as the least degree of relationship might not share more photos or write more on the wall
but send gifts, games and applications instead. Sharing photos is not only effort-consuming but also
privacy-concerned; therefore, the tool might be adopted to interact with closer friends. Therefore, based upon
the above discussion, this study raises research question and hypothesis as followed:

Research Question 2: Will users adopt different tools to interact with different types of friends?
Research Hypothesis 1: Users tend to share photos with closer friends.
Closeness and Intimacy inside Facebook activities

When interacting with different relationship types on Facebook, the users might not only adopt different
tools but also act differently. Disclosing more secrets and providing supports to friends seem treating friends
more seriously than just sending feedback. It is necessary to categorize users’ activities in terms of closeness
and intimacy. Little SNSs research is aware of it. However, in the users’ cross-media behaviors research, some

research has been investigating the relationship between relational quality and media use in relationships.
9



Cummings et al.** and Baym et al.”® argue that online relationships are of a lower quality than offline
relationships. The researchers find that face-to-face and telephone communication predicts strong
relationships better than email. Although the activities on the Internet are taken as less relational strength, this
gives a hint that there should be some divergence in activities on the Internet per se. Some activities on the
Internet such as MSN are of higher relational strength than others, such as emailing.

Thus, this study would like to categorize users’ behavior by the degree of intimacy and closeness first
and then to examine their effects on perceived acquaintances of four different friends. In order to get more
acquaintanceships from new friends, users might act differently compared to getting acquaintanceships from
close friends.

In interpersonal communication research, closeness and intimacy are critical to have strong relationship.

Kelly et al.®

refer that closeness is comprised of strong, frequent, varied and enduring relationships which
have be revised and used in the Internet settings’” *®. This study chooses frequency as measurement of
closeness which is proved as effective predictor of Internet users’ social relationships'. As for intimacy,
several researches have found that strong ties exist in high level of intimacy relationships connecting more
self-disclosure, shared activities, emotional as well as instrumental exchanges and long term internation®” %,
This study adopts Monsour’s?* four dimensions of intimacy: self-disclosure, emotional expression, support,
and body touch. To fit the Facebook setting, body touch is altered by feedback quality. The respondents are
asked about their interaction frequency and if they have the following activities (personal information, sharing
secrets, confession, support, and feedback quality) with four different types of friends.

Based upon the above discussion, those who have more intimacy activities with their friends would

have more quality relationship. Therefore, research question and hypothesis is developed as followed:
10



Research Question 3: What are the relationship between users’ perceived acquaintanceships of four

different types of friends and different degree of intimacy and closeness activities on Facebook?

Research Hypothesis 2: Facebook users might have more intimacy activities with closer friends.

Methodology

The questionnaire was developed from in-depth interview with two heavy Facebook users and two

common users. Based upon their suggestions and the measurement of closeness and intimacy, the

questionnaire was pretested and revised. The Cronbach’s « is 0.931. One hundred sixty one users were

recruited from the biggest bulletin board system in Taiwan, named PTT. Of the participants, 73 (45.3%) were

men and 88 (54.7%) were women, with a mean age of 23.72 years (SD=3.208). In addition, the mean time of

using Facebook is 3.02 hours per day (SD=.2.826) and 6.58 days per week (SD=.991).

Result

By simply asking users perceived acquaintanceship towards 4 different friend categories before and after

using Facebook, this study finds that users interact more with their average friends (n=161) and close friends

(n=161), less with new friends (n=76) and acquaintance (n=84). Before using Facebook, the respondents’

perceive acquaintanceships in a descending order are close friends, average friends, acquaintances, and new

friends with significant differences tested by pair t-test. After using Facebook, their perceived

acquaintanceships all increase. Judging from the mean differences, this study finds out users gain more

familiarity with new friends and acquaintances, less with average friends, and least with close friends (see

table 1). It seems that Facebook is a mechanism for new friends to get more acquaintanceships but not as

much as for close friends. It is necessary to examine what kinds of activities users do toward different types of

friends and what the quality of interactions to each type.
11



Baym, Zhang and Lin'° find that young students choose different media to interact with local and distant
social circles. This study finds similar context that Facebook seems to be a media good for starting new
friendship but might not be as good as for closer friendship. Users might choose other media to interact with
closer friendship, such as face-to-face, MSN or telephone calls. The RQ1 is answered by that users gain
different acquaintanceships from interacting with different types of friends over Facebook. The closer the
relationship is, the less the perceived acquaintanceships are after using Facebook.

Table 1: The variances of perceived acquaintanceships towards 4 different friend categories before

and after using Facebook and the paired t-test

n. Before mean After mean Mean
differences
New friends 76 1.67 2.96 1.28
(nf)
Acquaintances | 84 2.73 3.88 1.14
(ff)
Average friends | 161 5.36 6.34 0.98
(af)
Close friends 161 8.17 8.6 0.43
(cf)
Pair t-test nf-ff** nf-af***, | nf-ff* nf-af***, | nf-cf*
nf-cf***, nf-cf***, ff-cf*

12



ff-af*** ff-cf*** | ff-af*** af-cf*

af-cf*** Ff-cf***,

af-cf***

** <000, **<.01, *<.05

The respondents are asked about frequencies of using Facebook tools to interact with the four

different friend categories (See table 2). The question is multiple-choice. Users who tend to interact with the

least degree of acquaintanceship friends (new friends) by means of games mostly, and then gifts, wall,

application and photos in a descending order. Users also interact with acquaintances, the second less degree of

acquaintanceship by means of games, wall, gifts, applications, and photos in a descending order. The last tool

to interact with new friends and acquaintances is photos. The most frequently used tool is games. It shows that

users do not use effort-consuming or privacy-concerned tools such as applications and photos to interact with

new friends and acquaintances but simply play games.

Unlike sending gifts or playing games, respondents need to pay more attention and time on writing

things down. This study finds that the respondents write more on their average and close friends’ walls. In

addition, the percentage of five activities towards average friends and close friends is distributed almost

evenly. As for new friends and acquaintances, respondents use more games, gifts, wall and less applications

and photos to interact with. The respondents share photos with close friends up to 20%, average friends up to

17%, and new friends and acquaintances nearly 10% separately. The study answers RQ?2 that users do adopt

different tools to interact with different types of friends. And they tend to use more effort-consuming and

privacy-concerned tools with closer friends. Therefore, RH1 sustains. Users tend to share photos with closer

friends.
13



Table 2: Users’ main tools on Facebook according to 4 different friend categories

activities nf ff af cf
%
% % %

wall (w) 32 19 |48 23 | 130 24 | 142 23
gifts () 42 25 |42 20 |99 18 | 116 19
games (m) 58 35 |61 29 | 127 23 132 21
applications (a) | 20 12 | 32 15 |92 17 | 105 17
photos (p) 15 9 24 11 |90 17 | 123 20
others 0 0 2 1 3 1 8 1
total 167 209 541 626
Descending

m-f-w-a-p m-w-f-a-p w-m-f-a,p w-m-p-f-a
order

This study proposes that when studying users’ social networking behaviors, researchers need to find
out what kinds of activities towards different types of friends make users have diverse perceive
acquaintanceship after using Facebook.

In order to know if users gain acquaintanceships when interact with closer friends by means of higher
relational quality, closeness and intimacy in this study, this study adopts stepwise regression analysis to see
the most powerful predictors of the perceived acquaintanceships towards four types of friends. The significant
predictors of new friends’ acquaintanceships are frequency, feedback quality, and personal information. Three
of six factors account for 51.8% variance (adjusted R?=.518, see table 3). It makes sense that spending time

interacting with new friends is a must. Giving away personal information is taken as a great step of mutual
14



trust. As for other types of friends, personal information is not a significant predictor at all as users already
know something about their friends. Feedback quality is important for newly —built friendship (new friends
and acquaintances).

In order to gain more acquaintanceships from acquaintances, users need to have quality feedback and
confession. The factors are account for 34.6% variance (adjusted R?=.346, see table 3). At this stage, the more
self-disclosure, the closer friendship. They are totally different cases for average friends and close friends. The
most significant predictor is support for average friends’ acquaintanceships. Frequency and confession are not
as powerful as support. Three are account for 21.2% variance (adjusted R?=.212, see table 3). But for close
friends, frequency, confession, and support are fair predictors account for only 14.5% variance (adjusted
R?=.145 see table 3). If shows that it is easier to get new friends’ acquaintanceships by closeness and
relatively lower intimacy behaviors on Facebook compared to other three counterparts. It also implies that for
gaining friendships from closer friends, interaction on Facebook is not enough. There should be more
interactions on other media or there should be other activities on Facebook to maintain closer friends’
networks. Therefore, RQ3 is answered. Users’ perceived acquaintanceships of four different types of friends
increase separately with closeness and different degree of intimacy activities. RH2 sustains. Facebook users
do not have more interaction with closer friends. They do have more intimacy activities with closer friends.

Table 3: The regression analyses of the perception of degree of acquaintanceships after using

Facebook with 4 different friend categories in terms of closeness and intimacy activities

nf(3) ff(8) af (8) cf(8)

Frequency S40*** - .206** A71*
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Feedback .315*** 421 FF* - -

quality

Personal 271%* - - -

information

Sharing secrets | - - - -

Confession - .362*** 215%* 174*
Support - - 200%** | 261**
Adjusted R? 518 .346 212 145
Discussion

This study proves that Facebook users do not interact more frequently with their closer friends, but
choose to use more relationship quality activities and tools. Users do not take tools provided by Facebook as a
whole as most research claims. They choose proper tools to interact with different types of friends. They tend
to choose less time and effort consuming tools to interact with newly met friends and more privacy-concerned

1213 users’ online behaviors differ according to the scenarios they

tools to closer friends. As Hsu suggests
encounter.

In addition, users might answer that the perceived acquaintanceships toward four different types of
friends all increase, they increase in a different way and through different activities and tools though.
Facebook seems to be a good mechanism to get to know newly met friends. Frequency, feedback quality and
personal information disclosing will increase perceived acquaintanceships of new friends up to 51.8%

variance. Feedback quality and confession will increase perceived acquaintanceships of acquaintances almost

35% variance. However, it seems that those closeness and intimacy activities are not enough to increase
16



perceived acquaintanceships of closer friends. This is similar with previous research findings that face-to-face

or other media usage is also important for relational quality in interpersonal relationships™ ** *°.

This study argues that when studying SNSs, researchers need to take context into consideration. The
later research should come up with more context to examine interactions on SNSs. Due to resources limitation,
this study only develop frequency measurement from closeness concept and five questions from intimacy
concept. The more profound measurement tools need to be built up. The sample of this survey is only 161 and
most of them are skilled Facebook users. The larger and random-sample studies are encouraged.
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Table 1: The variances of perceived acquaintanceships towards 4 different friend categories before and after

using Facebook and the paired t-test

n. Before mean After mean Mean
differences

New friends 76 1.67 2.96 1.28

(nf)

Acquaintances | 84 2.73 3.88 1.14

(ff)

Average friends | 161 5.36 6.34 0.98

(af)

Close friends 161 8.17 8.6 0.43

(cf)

Pair t-test nf-ff** nf-af***, | nf-ff* nf-af***, | nf-cf*
nf-cf***, nf-cf***, ff-cf*
ff-af***, ff-cf***, | ff-af***, af-cf*
af-cf*** ff-cf***,

af-cf***

*** <000, **<.01, *<.05
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Table 2: Users’ main tools on Facebook according to 4 different friend categories

activities nf ff af cf
%
% % %

wall (w) 32 19 |48 23 | 130 24 | 142 23
gifts () 42 25 |42 20 |99 18 | 116 19
games (m) 58 35 |61 29 | 127 23 132 21
applications (a) | 20 12 | 32 15 |92 17 | 105 17
photos (p) 15 9 24 11 |90 17 | 123 20
others 0 0 2 1 3 1 8 1
total 167 209 541 626
Descending

m-f-w-a-p m-w-f-a-p w-m-f-a,p w-m-p-f-a

order
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Table 3: The regression analyses of the perception of degree of acquaintanceships after using

Facebook with 4 different friend categories in terms of closeness and intimacy activities

nf(3) ff(8) af (8) cf(8)

Frequency S40*** - .206** A71*
Feedback 315*** A21*F* - -
quality

Personal 271%* - - -
information

Sharing secrets | - - - -

Confession - .362*** .215** A74*
Support - - 290%*** .261**
Adjusted R? 518 .346 212 .145
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