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Abstract In this research the authors examine member
self-disclosure phenomenon at social networking sites.
Self-disclosure enables member interactions, service
customizations, and digital content generation and hence
self-disclosure is imperative to the success of social
networking sites. Drawing upon Social Capital Theory,
we develop a succinct research model that examines the
role of relational capitals in member disclosure behavior.
This model also investigates the intricate relationships
among relational capitals such as trust, reciprocity, and
identification. This research model has been validated through
survey data collected from 222 social networking site users
and the analysis results provide strong support to the
hypothesized relationships. The current study generates new
knowledge on the exact role of relational capitals in sustaining
social networking sites and it also informs the service
providers of social networks to identify strategies that promote
member disclosure.

Keywords Social networking . Social capital . Trust .

Reciprocity . Identification

1 Introduction

Social networking sites have thrived since the recent years.
Examples of networking sites are such as Facebook,
Myspace, and FriendFinder. Boyd and Ellison (2007)
defined social networking site 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”. Social networking sites offer a
platform for online users to interact with one another and to
maintain interpersonal relationships. The ubiquitous com-
puting technologies such as smart phones further fuel the
growth of social networking sites. Millions of Internet users
are now members of one or more networking sites.
Facebook for example attracts more than 500 million active
users who spend over 700 billion minutes per month on the
site (Facebook 2010). The success of social networking
sites has tremendous implications as it opens brand new
frontier for business. In 2007, for example, 48% of brand
marketers have deployed marketing on social networking
sites. Educators nationwide have also tapped into the
potentials of social networking sites on education as
schools are increasingly using these sites in “pushing
learning beyond the borders of the classroom” (Davis
2010). Government agencies across Federal, State, county
and municipal levels have likewise invested in social
networking sites to interact with the public. A recent report
by Human Capital Institute finds that 66% of government
agencies have adopted social networking sites as a
preferred channel (HCI 2010).

Academia has recognized the significance of social
networking sites as well. Several research streams of social
networking sites exist, yet less is known as to why online
users disclose themselves. Self-disclosure refers to any
personal information one shares with the others and it may
include “any information exchange that refers to the self,
including personal states, dispositions, events in the past,
and plans for the future” (Derlega and Grzelak 1979). New
knowledge in this regard is imperative to the long-term
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sustainability of social networking sites (Jia et al. 2010).
Self-disclosure fosters friendships among site members.
Draper et al. (Draper et al. 2008) noted that “friendship is
influenced by the self-disclosure, regardless of the content,
because it signifies trust.” Through an experiment with 65
subjects, Walker and Wright (1976) confirmed that the level
of friendship increases as a function of self-disclosure.
Collins and Miller (1994) put “self-disclosure plays a
central role in the development and maintenance of
relationships.” Through meta-analysis procedures, they
confirmed that people who disclose more will be liked
more than people who disclose less. Through a study
involving cross-sex friendships, Morry (2005) found that
self-disclosure is positively related to friendship closeness
and satisfaction. Lampe et al. (2007) also found that
Facebook users who populate their profile fields tend to
have more friend connections. Lo (2010) added that “one
common goal of SNSs is forming connections among users.
To facilitate the formation of these connections, users must
be willing to provide others with certain information about
themselves (e.g. by populating their profile information) so
that their friends and acquaintances can search for,
identify, and connect with them. This holds true for the
development of new relationships as well.”

Self-disclosure generates user-generated contents. Mem-
ber self-disclosure results in user generated contents such as
commentaries, photos, videos, etc. User generated contents
from member self-disclosure lays the foundation of social
networking sites. In the case of Facebook, for example, an
average user creates 90 pieces of content each month and,
collectively, more than 30 billion pieces of user generated
contents (web links, news stories, blog posts, notes, photo
albums, etc.) are shared each month. Trepte and Reinecke
(2010) put “there is no Web 2.0 without self-disclosure in
virtual public spaces.” Pike et al. (2009) suggested that
user-generated content, the outcome of self-disclosure, “is
key to the success of social networks.” Jia et al. (2010)
commented that “With SNSs, people’s social networks are
expanded by connecting to others with shared interests or
values based on other users’ self-disclosed personal
information. Business organizations can mine the personal
information embedded in SNSs to identify potential customers
to generate revenues. However, the benefits of SNSs cannot be
completely achieved if their users do not disclose enough
personal information.”

Self-disclosure contributes to the growth of user pool.
Pike et al. (2009) put “Business models utilizing social
networking technologies rely on individuals being willing
to engage in self-disclosure because the disclosures attract
new and returning users.” Bateman et al. (2011) also
suggested that the social networking organizations “need
the disclosures to attract new and returning users.” Jia et al.
(2010) commended that self-disclosures “attract numerous

users, which leads to the sustainable development and
prosperity of these sites.”

To date prior literature has explored the self-disclosure
inhibitors such as privacy and risk (Krasnova et al. 2009;
Lo 2010; Lo and Riemenschneider 2010; Xu et al. 2010).
Yet little is known about those impetuses that encourage
self-disclosure behavior. The current study attempts to fill
this research gap. The current study answers the research
question of “What are the key motivators of user self-
disclosure at social networking sites?” Drawing upon
Social Capital Theory (Adler and Kwon 2002), we develop
and validate a succinct research model that provides
preliminary answer to this question. This research makes
a twofold contribution. First, it validates the important role
of relational capitals in cultivating voluntary self-disclosure
at networking sites. Relational capitals are not well studied
in the literature of social networking sites. In their seminal
work, Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) introduced the rela-
tional dimension of social capital. Chiu et al. (2006) further
refined the relational dimension of social capital and
identified trust, reciprocity, and identification as the
pertaining theoretical constructs. To the best of our
knowledge, the current study is the first one that completely
follows Chiu et al.’s manifestations of the relational
dimension of social capital and applies them to the study
of self-disclosure at online networking sites, reflecting more
accurately the importance of social capital in studying
users’ voluntary online behavior. Through survey data that
is collected from 222 social networking site members, we
find evidence that relational capitals such as reciprocity,
trust, and identification strongly enhance self-disclosure
behavior of site members.

Second, the current study makes a noticeable contribu-
tion by uncovering the internal relationships among
relational capitals such as trust, reciprocity, and identifica-
tion. While these constructs have been studied in the
literature in their own rights, the systematic involvement of
these constructs in one single research is strictly guided by
the existing literature in social capital theory which
recognizes the underlying psychological mechanisms inte-
grating together these constructs (Chiu et al. 2006). While
the three capitals may individually affect end user behavior,
their internal relationships are not known to the literature
(Kankanhalli et al. 2005).

In our study, we have developed and validated the
potential associations among trust, reciprocity, and
identification. Analytical results of survey data find that
reciprocity and trust significantly enhance community
identification and that reciprocity fosters the develop-
ment of trust. The current study thus fills the research
gap and expands our understanding of these three
constructs within the theoretical framework of social
capital theory.
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The rest of the paper is organized as follows: the
subsequent section reviews the literature in social network-
ing sites as well as the theoretical underpinning of the current
study. Next we present the research model along with a set of
research hypotheses. This is followed by research method-
ology and data analysis. We conclude the paper by
discussing its theoretical and managerial implications and
also offering suggestions for future research.

2 Literature review and theoretical development

2.1 Prior studies in social networking site

To date a number of research streams exist in the domain of
social networking sites. One stream of research has examined
site user self-presentation, impression management, and
reputation management. Boyd (2004) conducted an ethno-
graphic fieldwork on Friendster to study individuals’
presentation of self and the status quo of presentation
accuracy. Marwick (2005) summarizes the typical strategies
that individuals adopt in constructing creative profiles, along
with the impacts of these strategies on the collection of
business intelligence. Others have explored the typology of
social networks and their development. Through an exami-
nation of 362 million messages by 4.2 million Facebook
users, Golder et al. (2007) analyzed the network structure of
social relationships as well as the temporal rhythm of
relationship expansion. Based on 30,773 user profiles,
Lampe et al. (2007) investigated the associations between
member profile attributes and the development of friendships
at Facebook. Further research has explored user adoption of
social networking sites. Sledgianoski and Kulviwat (2008)
discovered the effect of playfulness, critical mass, trust, and
normative pressure on the use of social networking sites.
Rosen and Kluemper (2008) inspected the impact of the big
five personality traits on the acceptance of social networking
website. Hu and Kettinger (2008) developed a usage
continuance model of social networking services to under-
stand continued usage behavior and the enduring impacts of
these services. When self-disclosure is concerned, the
existing literature has mostly focused on the potential
inhibitors and found that risk concerns significantly reduce
self-disclosure (Krasnova et al. 2009; Lo 2010; Lo and
Riemenschneider 2010; Xu et al. 2010). Yet little is known
about the set of self-disclosure motivators in the social
networking context. New research is therefore warranted.

2.2 Theoretical background

Social Capital Theory (SCT) is one of the most influential
sociological theories that explore social relationships (Adler
and Kwon 2002). In its essence, SCT suggests that the

behaviors of individual members in a social network are
strongly influenced by the presence of social capital. Social
capital is defined as those resources inherent in social
relations that facilitate collective action and mutual benefit
of parties within the networks. Unlike other forms of capital
that are based on assets or individuals, social capital
“resides in the fabric of relationships between individuals
and in individuals’ connections with their communities”
(Wasko and Faraj 2005). By capitalizing social capital,
individuals are able to increase the depth, breadth, and
efficiency of interpersonal interactions. Nahapiet and Ghoshal
(1998) categorize social capital into three categories:
structural, relational, and cognitive dimension. Structural
dimension captures the existing relationships that offer the
opportunity for acquiring resources or acting together; the
relational dimension includes the motivation of members to
interact and act collaboratively; and the cognitive dimension
assesses the ability of individuals to act together (Nahapiet
and Ghoshal 1998). The current study explores the motiva-
tions in self-disclosure and hence we focus on relational
dimension of social capital and investigate its potential
impacts in shaping the extent of self-disclosure.

Prior literature considers trust, reciprocity, and commu-
nity identification as the key assets in relational capital
(Chiu et al. 2006; Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998). Trust is
defined as the expectation that the other party will act
predictably, will fulfill its obligations, and will behave
fairly even when the possibility of opportunism is present.
Reciprocity refers to a shared understanding on continuing
relationships of exchange and it involves mutual expect-
ations that a benefit granted now will be repaid in the
future. Community identification is defined as own con-
ception of self with respect to the defining features of a
social group. Existing literature has examined the behav-
ioral impact of relational capitals within contexts other than
self-disclosure at social networking sites. Findings of these
studies are unfortunately inapplicable to this new frontier.
For example, relational capitals have been found important
in affecting knowledge sharing in organizations and
communities (Chiu et al. 2006; Wasko and Faraj 2005).
Yet self-disclosure drastically differs from knowledge
sharing considering the sensitive nature of the information
released. Information revealed in self-disclosure in general
contains personal identification, private interest, and pref-
erence of life style. And thus, existing knowledge of
relational capital can’t be generalized to predict self-
disclosure behavior in social networking sites.

Studies of relational capital in self-disclosure at social
networking context are scanty. Within the domain of social
networking sites, relational capitals have only been studied
in a very limited manner. Hu and Kettinger (2008)
discussed relational social in their exploration of why
people continue to use social networking sites, yet their
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research model did not examine any of the conventional
relational capital constructs. Chai et al. (2008) considered
relational capitals in studying blogger knowledge sharing,
but their research model only examined the role of trust. In
the current research, we synthesize the relevant literature
and theorize the connection between relational capitals and
self-disclosure at networking sites. Findings in this regard
will make a noticeable contribution to the social networking
literature. We also explore the internal relationships among
trust, reciprocity, and community identification. The theo-
retical conceptualizations of these relational capitals are
unlike yet prior social capital literature has seldom explored
their internal relationships. New knowledge that uncovers
the interplays will contribute to SCT literature. Lastly we
are interested to explore whether the impacts of relational
capitals on self-disclosure are uniform across all user
groups. We expect that user attributes may affect the
influences of relational capitals on online user behavior.

3 Research model and hypotheses

In this section we elaborate the development of research
model as well as the research hypotheses. Illustrated in
Fig. 1, our research model suggests that relational capitals
such as community identification, reciprocity, and trust
directly affect voluntary self-disclosure at social networking
sites. The model also posits that reciprocity and trust jointly
cultivate community identification. Additionally the model
postulates a direct association between trust and reciprocity,
suggesting that trust may improve member perception of
reciprocity in a social networking site.

Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) suggested that “identification
is the process whereby individuals see themselves as one with
another person or group of people”. Identification reflects the
sense of belonging and positive feeling towards a group or
community (Chiu et al. 2006). It acts as a bonding resource
among social entities and influences the members’ motivation
to participate into communal activities. Stronger identifica-
tions are associated with cooperative and pro-social behaviors
called citizenship behavior (Tyler and Blader 2000). Organ

(1988) defined citizenship behavior as “individual behavior
that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by
the formal reward system, and that in the aggregate promotes
the effective functioning of the organization.” Lambert (2006)
added that citizenship behavior is “a behavior that (a) goes
beyond the basic requirements of the job, (b) is to a large
extent discretionary, and (c) is of benefit to the organization.”
As discussed in paper introduction, member self-disclosure
adds strategic value to the prosperity of social networking
sites. The more a member is willing to reveal (e.g., text,
video, and audio), the greater success a networking site will
have, in respect to the growth of onsite friends hips, user
generated contents, and member size. Self-disclosure is not a
required member activity at a networking site; it is voluntary
behavior that is driven by individual discretion; and it
generates benefits to the social networking site as a whole.
In line with Organ (Organ 1988) and Lambert (2006),
therefore, members’ voluntary self-disclosure is considered
as a citizen behavior. When members perceive strong social
unity and togetherness (i.e., identification) with a networking
site, they are more motivated to engage in citizen behavior
such as self-disclosure. That is, the members elevate their
activeness and contribute more to the site through a greater
extent of self-disclosure. Therefore we hypothesize:

H1 Community identification will positively relate to
self-disclosure

Trust is critical when social interactions involve uncer-
tainty and incomplete information (Ba and Pavlou 2002;
Cazier et al. 2007). The two conditions are present in
voluntary self-disclosure at social networking sites since
personal privacy is exposed to strangers that cannot be
verified due to the lack of social cues (Reidl et al. 2010).
Existing literature suggests that trust is a precondition for
self-disclosure because trust facilitates the reduction of
perceived risks that are entailed in revealing private and
sensitive information (Jarvenpaa et al. 2000; Metzger
2004). Rawlings (1983) noted that individuals bear high
levels of vulnerability to be incurred in self-disclosure when
the perceived trust in the recipient is high. Nickel and
Schaumburg (2004) also suggested that “how much
information is shared is highly dependent on the person’s
trust in the other party [or parties”. Dwyer et al. (2007)
found that Facebook users expressed greater trust in
Facebook members than MySpace users did in MySpace
and thus Facebook users were more willing to share
information on the site. As a consequence we hypothesize:

H2 Trust will positively relate to self-disclosure

Reciprocity is a form of conditional gain and social
members have a general expectation of future return (Blau
1964). Reciprocity is vital to sustain social relationships
that exchange resources, either tangible (e.g., goods) or

Reciprocity

Trust

Identification Self-
Disclosure

H4(+)

H2(+)

H6(+)

H3(+)

H5(+)

H1(+)

Fig. 1 Theoretical model of social networking site use
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intangible (e.g., personal information). Social Exchange
Theory suggests that members of online communities strike
the balance between costs and benefits that are invested in a
relationship (Molm 1997). In the context of social net-
working sites, reciprocity leads one to firmly believe that
the others will appreciate own disclosure and in return
reveal themselves, join mutual interaction, and offer
assistance when needed. While self-disclosure risks per-
sonal privacy, reciprocity justifies the social exchange
considering the expected gains. Moon (2000) has noted
that “[t]here is substantial evidence that people will engage
in intimate self-disclosure—even with relative strangers—if
they first become the recipients of such disclosure from
their conversational partners”. Thus we expect that
perceived reciprocity of the others affects one’s self
disclosures at social networking sites such that “disclosure
begets disclosure” (Moon 2000).

H3 Reciprocity will positively relate to self-disclosure

Individuals derive their self and social definitions through
the community in which they reside (Dutton and Dukerich
1991). Mael and Ashforth (1992) suggested that community
identification is higher among individuals who believe their
community has a favorable quality. Riketta (2005) found that
feeling positive about one’s community is among the
strongest factors that link to a stronger identification. Social
networking sites share with the other types of communities,
either online or offline, in accommodating users for friend-
ship and enjoyment. When one senses that the members of a
networking site are characterized with premium qualities such
as a high level of reciprocity and trust, one will be likely to
develop a favorable feeling towards the specific networking
site, and consequently build a greater attachment and
community identification. We therefore hypothesize:

H4 Trust will positively relate to community identification
H5 Reciprocity will positively relate to community

identification

Despite of the theoretical importance of trust and
reciprocity, surprisingly little is known about their associ-
ation in the context of social relationships. Social Penetra-
tion theory suggested that reciprocity is an effect way to
build trust (Altman and Taylor 1973). Derlega et al. (1993)
noted that one being willing to reciprocate allows the others
to test successively deeper levels of interactions and thereby
build trust in incremental steps over time. That is, a
perception of reciprocity precedes the development of trust
in a social setting. At the absence of reciprocity, however,
social members may decline to interact with each other and
consequently miss the opportunity to build interpersonal
trust. Similarly, trust literature suggests that a confident
expectation encompassing a beneficial outcome such as
reciprocated return from the others directly contribute to the

development of trust (Ba and Pavlou 2002; McKnight and
Chervany 2000). And thus we expect:

H6 Reciprocity will positively relate to trust

The existing literature suggests that site use experience
may influence individual online behavior within the context
of social networking sites (Tow et al. 2008). We therefore
consider site use experience as a control variable in the
main research model.

4 Research methodology

The research model was tested using survey data. We
collected survey responses from two hundred and twenty
two undergraduate students who took undergraduate courses
at a large institution in Midwest of the United States. College
student is a significant segment of social networking site
users. A recent Pew survey shows that college students
present the largest portion of Facebook users (Lenhart et al.
2010). Also 85% U.S. college students use Facebook (2010).
And thus student sample is appropriate for the current
research. The respondents were recruited from four under-
graduate courses that were offered in a business college. The
samples consist of business and non-business major under-
graduates and the samples are therefore heterogeneous.
Respondents were guaranteed both confidentiality and access
to the aggregated survey results. Participation in the survey
was voluntary. Table 1 provides the descriptions on
respondent demographic information.

Measurement items for the principal constructs in this
study were all borrowed directly from existing measures to
ensure validity. The items were measured in 7-likert scale.
In Table 2, we present the list of measurements along with
their sources in the existing literature.

5 Analysis and result

We tested the research model using structural equation
modeling analysis. We employed partial least squares (PLS)
which uses a component-based approach for estimation and
places minimal restrictions on sample size and residual
distributions. PLS is best suited for testing complex relation-
ships by avoiding inadmissible solutions and factor indeter-
minacy (Chin 1998). PLS also supports exploratory research.
Our paper studies an important yet understudied research
perspective (i.e., the three relational capitals) in the context
of social networking sites; PLS is therefore appropriate.

Table 3 reports the correlation matrix, the AVEs, and the
descriptive statistics of the principal constructs. Measure-
ment reliability was assessed using composite reliability
(Werts et al. 1974) and Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach 1971).
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Fornell and Larcker (1981) suggested that a composite
reliability of .70 or greater is considered acceptable for
research. Nunnally suggested that a Cronbach’s alpha of .70
or greater is considered acceptable (Gefen et al. 2000;
Nunnally 1976). As in Table 3, the internal consistencies of
all variables are considered acceptable, signifying satisfactory
reliability.

Convergent and discriminant validity are inferred when (1)
the square root of each construct is larger than its correlations
with the other constructs ( i.e., the AVE shared between the
construct and its indicators is larger than the AVE shared
between the construct and the other items); (2) all AVEs are
greater than .50; and (3) the PLS indicators loadmuch higher on
their hypothesized construct than on other constructs (i.e., own
loadings are higher than cross loadings) (Chin 1998). As shown
in Table 3, the square roots of the AVE are all greater than 0.5
and greater than all other cross correlations, indicating that the
variance explained by each construct is much larger than the
measurement error variance. As in Table 4, all items load high
on their own constructs. These tests validate the measurement
properties of principal constructs.

The research data was collected from a single survey and
therefore we checked for the extent of common method bias.
First, the Harman’s one-factor test was performed by
including all the variables in a principal components factor
analysis (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Common method bias exists
when one single factor emerges or when one factor accounts
for the majority of the covariance among the variables. The
results showed that none of emergent factors explain the
majority of the covariance. Second, the partial correlation
method was performed by adding the highest factor that was
produced in principal component factor analysis into the PLS
model as a control variable on dependent variables. This
control variable contains “the best approximation of the
common method variance if is a general factor on which all
variables load” (Podsakoff and Organ 1986, p.536). This
factor did not significantly increase the variance explained in
dependent variables, indicating no common method bias.
Third, the correlation matrix was examined for highly
correlated factors. The common method bias exists when
there exist extremely high correlations (r>.9). Table 4 does
not reveal such evidence.

Table 2 Measurements of principle constructs

Trust (Chiu et al. 2006) 1. Members in this social networking site will not take advantage of the others even when the opportunity arises.

2. Members in this social networking site will always keep the promises they make to one another.

3. Members in this social networking site are truthful in dealing with one another.

4. Members in this social networking site will not knowingly do anything bad to each other.

Community Identification
(Chiu et al. 2006)

1. I have the feeling of togetherness or closeness in this social networking site.

2. I am proud to be a member of this social networking site.

3. I have a strong attachment towards this social networking site.

Reciprocity (Chiu et al. 2006;
Wasko and Faraj 2005)

1. I know that other members in this social networking site will share information with me if I need it.

2. I know that other members in this social networking site will communicate with me if I need it.

3. I know that other members in this social networking site will interact with me if I need it.

4. I know that other members in this social networking site will help me if I need it.

Self-Disclosure
(Al-Natour et al. 2009;
Krasnova et al. 2009)

1. My profile tells a lot about me.

2. From this social networking site, it is easy to find out my personal interest and preference.

Table 1 Demographic information

Gender 60% male and 40% female.

Age 20 on average. 98% respondents are
within age group 18–24.

Year of experience in computer usage 10.6

Year of experience in Internet usage 9.2

Membership of social networking sites (in case of multiple memberships,
only choose the one that is the strongest)

Facebook: 95% respondents;

MySpace: 3% respondents;

Friendster: 2% respondents

Use experience on the identified social networking site 35 months on average
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5.1 Structural model

The PLS path coefficients are shown in Fig. 2. All these paths
are statistically significant, except the impact of control variable
use experience on self-disclosure. The structural model
explains 13% of the variance in self-disclosure, 26% of
variance in community identification, and 3% of variance in
reciprocity. The theoretical model thus offers satisfactory
explanatory power in capturing online self-disclosure behavior.

The PLS results find that community identification
(b=.19, p<.01), trust (b=.15, p<.05), and reciprocity
(b=.13, p<.05) jointly affect voluntary self-disclosure by
members of a social networking site. Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3
are therefore supported. Further, trust (b=.31, p<.001) and
reciprocity (b=.36, p<.001) are found to positively affect an
individual’s perception of community identification. Hypoth-
eses 4 and 5 are thus supported. Finally the results indicate
that reciprocity (b=.18, p<.01) enhances trust, supporting
hypothesis 6. Overall the results provide strong evidence to
support the research model that is proposed.

6 Discussion and conclusion

Social networking sites provide an open platform to
accommodate online users and enable them to develop

interpersonal networks. Social networking sites continue
increasing in popularity. The latest Pew survey show that
worldwide 47% of online adults use social networking sites
and 73% of teens and young adults are a member of at least
one social network (Lenhart et al. 2010). A 2010 Nielsen
report found that the world now spends over 110 billion
minutes on social networks and the numbers of people
visiting these sites increased by 24% over last year (Nielsen
2010). To sustain the success of a social networking site, it
is important that website members reveal themselves to
initiate social interactions and propel the expansion of
personal networks. In addition, self-disclosure enables
personalized services, offer target marketing, and encourage
digital content generation. Despite of its strategic impor-
tance, self-disclosure may be challenged due to the risky
Internet environment and its extent at social networking
sites is inhibited. Recent studies have confirmed that
nowadays online users are reluctant to reveal themselves
when they initiative relationships through social networking
sites (Park et al. 2009). Drawing upon SCT, the current
study employs relational capitals to explore the source of
motivation on self-disclosure. We develop a research model
to posit that trust, reciprocity, and community identification
are the key instigators that drive individuals in self-
disclosure engagement. Further, the research model postu-
lates that trust and reciprocity jointly influence the
community identity and that reciprocity instills trust. We
collect survey data from 222 social networking site users to
validate the research model and find support on all the
research hypotheses.

Social networking sites present an emerging research
area in the IS field. Yet the research findings in this area are

Table 3 Descriptive statistics,
correlations, and average
variance extracted

CR Composite Reliability, CA
Cronbach’s Alpha

The diagonal elements (in bold)
represent the square root of AVE

Principal construct Mean Std CR CA 1 2 3 4

1 Identification 4.24 1.20 .91 .85 .88 0 0 0

2 Trust 3.16 1.29 .94 .92 .37 .90 0 0

3 Reciprocity 4.91 1.08 .94 .89 .41 .18 .89 0

4 Self-Disclosure 3.94 1.56 .92 .83 .33 .30 .20 .92

Table 4 PLS item cross-correlation

Trust
(TR)

Identification
(ID)

Reciprocity
(RP)

Self-Disclosure
(SD)

TR1 .86 .34 .18 .26

TR2 .91 .29 .15 .30

TR3 .92 .37 .19 .26

TR4 .90 .32 .12 .24

ID1 .37 .90 .38 .37

ID2 .33 .87 .34 .23

ID3 .26 .86 .36 .23

RP1 .26 .46 .91 .21

RP2 .18 .33 .90 .15

RP3 .04 .27 .87 .18

RP4 .10 .35 .87 .17

SD1 .31 .33 .16 .94

SD2 .23 .26 .22 .91

Reciprocity

Trust

Identification Self-
Disclosure

.31***

.15*

.18**

.13*
.36***

.19**

*: p< .05; **: p<.01; ***: p<.001;

Use 
Experience

.05

Fig. 2 PLS results
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lacking. Take Information Systems Frontier (ISF) for
example. Published articles that examine voluntary online
user behavior on social networking sites include only
Massari (2009) which provided an analysis of MySpace
user profiles. New endeavors that further our understanding
in social networking sites are warranted. While there are
alternative mechanisms that help understand on-line self-
disclosure, the social capital oriented mechanism has
received little attention in the literature. Social networking
sites represent an online social community that is enabled
by Internet and thus SCT is highly relevant to this research
context in explaining the behavior of online community
members. Prior literature in social networking site has
however largely ignored SCT. To this end, the current study
fills the research gap by examining this pertinent theoretical
mechanism and validating its importance. Additionally, the
current study generates new findings as it uncovers the
internal relationships among the three relational capitals.
Existing literature in SCT has overlooked these intrinsic
associations and our study fills this research gap.
Altogether, the current study makes meaningful contri-
butions to the literature.

This study also informs practice. Member self-disclosure
adds vital support to the sustainable success of networking
sites and the website managers may stimulate the extent of
member self-disclosure by cultivating the three relational
capitals. To increase member reciprocity, a website may
offer positive reinforcement (e.g., virtual currency) towards
members who reciprocate the favors of the others.
Literature also suggested that organizations may boost
member reciprocity by creating greater commonality or
mutuality of social goals (Williams 1996); As to social
networking sites, website campaigns that advocate reciprocal
social exchange for improved community may substantially
help. In addition, a website may consider heightening
community identification that is held by its participants. To
this end, a website can honor users for their continuous
participation and offer recognitions or rewards, which is
suggested to strengthen the attachment between users and the
community (Chiu et al. 2006). Finally, a website may lift the
perceived member trust. Reputation systems that validate
user credibility and monitor individual ethnical conducts
may be implemented to encourage trustful behavior of the
community (Zheng and Jin 2009).

Our study has certain limitations that should be
noted. First, the current study utilizes self-reported
survey data to assess Internet users’ self-disclosure
behavior at a networking site. In his study of social
networks, Whinston (2009) noted that self-reported
“reveal information that the user is willing to provide
which might be biased or even inconsistent with her actual
opinion or behavior”. Future research may employ
objective measurements to assess the actual disclosure of

the research samples. Second, future study may develop a
comprehensive model that involves both stimulus and
inhibitors of self-disclosure and investigate their joint
impact on disclosure behavior. A study as such will allow
the researchers to capture any interactions between the two
sets of predictors and better understand this phenomenon.
Third, new research may employ samples of a wider
diversity. While college students present the largest
portion of Facebook users, teenagers and adults over age
22 are all actively engaged in Facebook. It is important to
validate the research model among these populations and
to identify whether the impetus of self-disclosure are
uniform across different age groups. In addition, future
study may adopt alternative theoretical frameworks to
build an improved research model that explains online
self-disclosure in the context of social networking sites.
Next, more mechanisms on self-disclosure should be
explored in future studies. Future endeavors like these
will augment the current exploratory study to broaden the
horizon in this growing research field. Lastly, the current
study employs a cross-sectional design which gives no
indication of the sequence of events and is limited in its
ability to infer causality. To this end, alternative research
designs (e.g., experiment or longitudinal design) may be
adopted to further our understanding. Finally, the current
research model examines the direct relationships between
relational capitals and self-disclosure. Future research may
also theorize potential mediating effects within the
relational capitals and to empirically validate them.
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