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Abstract

This study explores whether and how gratifications and psychological traits impact people’s Facebook use. First,
a factor analysis of an online survey (N = 437) outlined a unique set of gratifications obtained from the use of
Facebook. Six aspects of gratifications (i.e., social surveillance, entertainment, recognition, emotional support,
network extension, and maintenance) were identified. Results from regression analyses showed that psycho-
logical traits (i.e., collective self-esteem, online emotional openness, and traitlike communication apprehension)
were strong predictors of most Facebook gratifications. Additionally, gratifications and, to a lesser extent,
psychological traits significantly predicted Facebook usage, both in perceived importance and different indi-
cators in the level of Facebook use.

Introduction

Facebook, the social networking site (SNS), has gained
increasing popularity worldwide and now has millions of

active users.1 Since 2006, Facebook has jumped from 60th to
2nd in traffic ranking based on a combined measure of page
views and users.2 Typical users spend approximately 20
minutes per day on the site, and two-thirds of them log in
every day.3

Increasing attention has been paid to the mass adoption of
SNSs. It is worthy to understand the uses and influences of
Facebook from the socio-psychological perspectives. Why do
people, especially the young, become so obsessed with these
sites? Some studies found that certain motives and satisfac-
tions were associated with greater usage.4,5 SNSs constitute a
rich field for researchers interested in social networks because
of their ‘‘heavy usage patterns and technological capacities
that bridge online and offline connections.’’ 6

This article identifies potential gratifications obtained
from Facebook; exploring the possible relationships between
psychological traits, such as collective self-esteem (CSE), on-
line emotional openness (OEO), and traitlike communica-
tion apprehension (CA), and the identified gratifications;
and examines the predictive power of these variables of
Facebook use.

Literature Review

Uses and gratifications theory

Theorists believe that the uses and gratifications (U&G)
framework is suitable for Internet studies because of the
media-like characteristics and interactive nature of the Inter-
net.7–10 The U&G approach concerns ‘‘the social and psy-
chological origins of needs, which generate expectations of
the [mass] media or other sources, which lead to differential
patterns of media exposure, resulting in need gratifications
and other consequences.’’11 The U&G theory assumes that
audience members actively seek out the mass media, fulfill
expectations, and actively select media and media content to
satisfy individual needs. The most important assumption of
this approach is that the audience is active and media use is
goal-directed. It is suggested that certain basic needs interact
with personal characteristics and the social environment of
the individual produces different motives and gratification
behaviors that can come from using the media or other ac-
tivities. Past research found that motivations and satisfactions
from Internet usage included interpersonal utility, social
bonding, social identity, entertainment, relaxation, and social
recognition.12–14 Grounded in the U&G framework,9,15,16 this
study seeks to expand previous research by addressing an
important question:
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RQ1: What specific gratifications do users obtain from
Facebook use?

Collective self-esteem

The concept of collective self-esteem (CSE) reflects the
relative value that an individual places on his or her social
group and better embodies a user’s psychological status of
being a member within the community. There are four di-
mensions of CSE: (1) membership self-esteem, (2) private
CSE, (3) public CSE, and (4) importance to identity,17 which
covers from one’s personal and perceived judgment of how
worthy he or she is within a group to how important mem-
bership is to one’s identity or self-concept.

Active members of a social group tend to score higher
in CSE evaluations than less active members do. Past re-
search has found that the self-esteem and well-being of
individuals have indirect effects on SNS usage.18 Gang-
adharbatla4 indicated that CSE had positive effects, yet
partial mediation, on attitudes toward SNSs. Users with
low self-esteem and low life satisfaction can obtain
greater psychological well-being by using SNSs.6 People
tend to participate in online interactions because of their
need to belong, whereas SNS usage also enhances their
senses of membership and group involvement. Thus, we
hypothesize:

H1.1: Users with a higher degree of CSE will find
Facebook experiences more gratifying.

H1.2: Users with a higher degree of CSE will exhibit
higher levels of Facebook usage.

Online emotional openness

Online emotional openness (OEO) refers to the psycho-
logical trait of a person who is ‘‘confident and assertive in
the expression of his or her feelings and does not attempt to
hide emotion or avoid discussion.’’19–22 OEO has received
extensive research attention ranging from the level of par-
ticular groups to that of an individual.23–25 Leung exam-
ined OEO specifically as an attribute to predict Internet
activities by ‘‘net-geners’’ and found that heavy Internet
users were motivated by the ability to show affection
through the Internet.12

As a cyber community designed to enhance social inter-
action, Facebook allows users to express emotions openly via
a wide range of interactions, which include indications of
literary or entertainment interests.26,27 For instance, specific
Facebook applications, like ‘‘gift’’ or ‘‘poke,’’ provide users
with interactive means to give and receive social support. In
addition, users are able to create and join groups without
geographic restrictions, which fulfill people’s yearning for
popularity, attraction, love, and understanding. Those who
believed they were better at expressing themselves offline
were more likely to form close relationships with others they
met online or to become more devoted in such relation-
ships.28 Hence, we predict that:

H2.1: Users with a higher degree of OEO will find
Facebook experiences more gratifying.

H2.2: Users with a higher degree of OEO will exhibit

higher levels of Facebook usage.

Traitlike communication apprehension

McCroskey defined communication apprehension (CA) as
‘‘an individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated with either
real or anticipated communication with another person or
persons.’’29 Every individual possesses a high, moderate, or
low degree of apprehension in communication. A high level
of CA suggested a potential inhibitor of communication while
a low level of CA was seen as a facilitator.30–33

CA permeates every aspect of an individual’s life (e.g.,
school, work, interpersonal relationships). McCroskey and
Richmond identified four types of CA: traitlike, context-
based, receiver-based, and situational.34 These form the
four points in the continuum of CA, ranging ‘‘from the ex-
treme trait pole to the extreme state pole.’’35 Among the four
types, traitlike CA, which refers to ‘‘a relatively enduring,
personality-type orientation toward a given mode of com-
munication across a wide variety of contexts,’’ is the most
appropriate for this study as it gives a general measure of CA
of individuals across time, receivers, and context.

Individuals within the normal range of traitlike CA may
respond differently in various situations. One important dif-
ference between typical Internet communication and face-to-
face interaction is the uniqueness of computer-mediated
communication that the Internet incorporates, which signifi-
cantly reduces levels of anxiety experienced during interac-
tion. Computer-mediated communication facilitates self-
expression with nonverbal and environmental cues filter-out
and low social presence.36 With a mediated platform, such as
Facebook, it is possible that individuals with high traitlike CA
will use SNSs to compensate for their social deficiency, which
may alleviate anxiety they encounter in a daily face-to-face
context. However, unlike other online social media, such as
BBS (bulletin board system), the lack of anonymity on Face-
book may inversely raise the level of anxiety experienced by
high CA individuals and prohibit them from online com-
munication. To explore the relationship between Facebook
gratifications and the user’s level of CA, we ask:

RQ2.1: How does traitlike CA relate to Facebook
gratifications?

RQ2.2: How would traitlike CA affect the degree of
Facebook use?

This study also explored significant predictors in a multi-
variate fashion of (1) gratifications obtained from Facebook
use and (2) usage of Facebook in diverse indicators (e.g.,
perceived importance of use, time spent per day, number of
friends, number of groups, number of applications, and log in
frequency). Thus, we ask:

RQ3: How can CSE, OEO, traitlike CA, and user de-
mographics predict the level of gratifications obtained
from Facebook usage?

RQ4: To what degree can user demographics, CSE,

OEO, traitlike CA, and gratifications predict the usage
of Facebook?

Methods

Sample and sampling procedure

A self-administered online survey was hosted on My3q
(www.my3q.com) from late November to early December
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2008. Invitations (via email) were sent to a sample of Facebook
users in Hong Kong through a snowball sampling technique.
Respondents were asked to forward the invitations to 2–3
friends on the randomly shown friend list on their Facebook
profile. A total of 459 questionnaires were received and 437
were confirmed as valid questionnaires for data analyses.

Closely resembling the demographics of Facebook users in
previous studies,12,37 72 percent of the respondents were aged
21–30 and 57.7 percent were females. Unlike previous studies,
which mostly focused on university students, the present study
included respondents from various occupational backgrounds.
We considered online survey method an appropriate and ef-
ficient way to conduct a study on SNSs because respondents
could conveniently login to retrieve necessary information
(e.g., number of friends, groups, and applications they have
used), which increased the accuracy of their responses.

Measures

To outline a specific set of gratifications obtained from
Facebook usage, focus groups were conducted to collect
users’ opinions on new gratification items and to refine ex-
isting ones found in past studies. Three groups with 17 users
in total were invited. Then a pilot test on a group of 63
Facebook users was held to ensure clarity and quality of the
instrument. Some items were refined or deleted. The final
questionnaire consisted of 28 gratification statements.

CSE was measured with Luhtanen and Crocker’s short-
form scale.22 Participants were asked to respond on a five-
point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) to
eight items (e.g., ‘‘I am a worthy member of .’’; ‘‘I feel good
about the social groups I belong .’’). The scale was very re-
liable (a = 0.94).

OEO was measured by the scale adapted from Leung’s
study.13 Participants responded to seven items (e.g., ‘‘I find it
easier to expose my inner thoughts online’’ and ‘‘I often talk
about myself’’). Reliability alpha was acceptable at 0.74.

Traitlike CA was measured using eight items (e.g., ‘‘I dis-
like participating in group discussions’’; ‘‘Usually I am very
tense and nervous in conversations’’) from the Personal Report
Communication Apprehension.33 The scale yielded a Cronbach
alpha of 0.89.

The concept of Facebook usage contained self-reported as-
sessments of both the attitudinal measure of perceived im-
portance of Facebook use, adapted from the study of Ellison
et al.,6 as well as five behavioral measures (e.g., time spent per
day in minutes, number of friends, number of groups, number
of applications, and log in frequency). Participants responded
to six items to assess the attitudinal dimension perceived im-
portance of Facebook with a 5-point Likert scale (1 = ‘‘strongly
disagree’’ and 5 = ‘‘strongly agree’’). Sample items for per-
ceived importance of Facebook use included ‘‘Facebook is part
of my everyday activity’’; ‘‘I am proud to tell people I’m on
Facebook’’; ‘‘I feel out of touch when I haven’t logged onto
Facebook for a while’’; and ‘‘I would be sorry if Facebook shut
down.’’ The scale was reliable with a Cronbach alpha of 0.87.

Results

Gratification obtained from Facebook usage

A principal components factor analysis with varimax ro-
tation was run to confirm the potential groupings of the 28

Facebook gratifications items. The five items with low
communalities and those that failed to load on any factors
were removed (acceptable minimum factor loading was
0.50). The analysis yielded six factors with an eigenvalue
greater than 1.0, explaining 70.04 percent of the variance
(Table 1). The results showed that gratifications obtained in
using Facebook include social surveillance (a = 0.93), recog-
nition (a = 0.78), emotional support (a = 0.83), network ex-
tension (a = 0.77), entertainment (a = 0.71), and network
maintenance (a = 0.66).

Hypotheses testing

Bivariate results in Table 2 showed that CSE was signifi-
cantly and positively correlated with the six Facebook grati-
fication dimensions. Thus, H1.1 was fully supported. CSE was
also significantly and positively correlated with the perceived
importance of Facebook and number of friends. Therefore,
H1.2 received some support. As for H2.1, OEO was signifi-
cantly and positively correlated to six Facebook gratification
factors. Therefore, H2.1 was fully supported. Similarly, OEO
was significantly and positively correlated only with per-
ceived importance of Facebook, number of groups, and
number of applications in Facebook use. Thus, H2.2 was only
partially supported.

Relating traitlike CA and gratifications obtained
and Facebook usage

Results in Table 2 also showed that traitlike CA was sig-
nificantly but negatively correlated with social surveillance,
network extension, network maintenance, and number of
friends. This reveals that the level of anxiety in communica-
tion still had a negative effect on one’s Facebook engagement.

Predicting Facebook gratifications

Regression results in Table 3 showed that CSE and OEO
were significant predictors for social surveillance; OEO and
traitlike CA (negative) were for recognition and network ex-
tension gratifications. High levels of CSE and OEO were
predictive of emotional support for females. Similarly, high
levels CSE and OEO were predictive of entertainment for
young females. Finally, females with high CSE, OEO, and low
traitlike CA tended to be significantly linked to network
maintenance gratifications in Facebook use. The variances
explained for gratifications obtained by psychological traits
and demographics ranged from 11 to 34 percent.

Predicting Facebook usage

Hierarchical regression analyses were applied to answer
the question on how user demographics, the three psy-
chological traits, and gratifications predict patterns of
Facebook usage (Table 4). Social surveillance, recognition,
entertainment, and network maintenance were found to be
significant predictors for perceived importance of Face-
book at the final stage of regression entry, which indicate
that the more the respondents found Facebook gratifying,
the more they perceived Facebook to be important in their
lives.

Heavy users of Facebook (in minutes per day) tended to be
in lower education level and were more motivated by en-
tertainment than infrequent users of Facebook. Facebook
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with more friends tended to be young males, people with
a higher education and income and a low traitlike CA,
and people more motivated by recognition and network
maintenance and less by network extension. Similarly, Face-
book users who registered in more groups and used more
applications tended to be older, less educated, and largely
motivated by entertainment. It is also interesting to note that
Facebook users engaged in a large number of groups tended
to be more emotionally open online than those that avoided
groups. Finally, the more times Facebook users logged in, the
more they were motivated by recognition. As indicated in
Table 4, the amount of variances explained among these six
equations ranged from 4 to 43 percent.

Discussion and Conclusions

An important question that this exploratory research tries
to answer is why people participate in SNSs and interact in-
tensively with one another on such cyber platforms. Results
from this study demonstrate that the functionally integrative
nature and the networking ability of Facebook is the core
reason why the site is increasingly gaining popularity. In
particular, the study revealed that users adopted Facebook to
seek social information, get recognition and support from
others, maintain and extend social connections, and pursue
entertainment. In varying degrees, the above gratifications
had a significant impact on the users’ perceived importance

Table 1. Factor Analysis of Gratifications Obtained from Facebook Use

Factor

Items Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Social surveillance
1. Without alerting others, I know more about them (e.g., viewing their

photos, videos, or notes).
3.74 1.02 0.88

2. Without alerting others, I look for friends’ social networks (e.g., mutual
friends or friends of friends).

3.61 0.99 0.86

3. Without alerting others, I know relevant and updated events in my
social network.

3.63 0.94 0.86

4. I look for friends’ social networks (e.g., mutual friends or friends
of friends).

3.66 0.93 0.79

5. I know more about others (e.g., viewing their photos, videos, or notes). 3.87 1.01 0.77
6. I know relevant and updated events in my social network. 3.66 0.94 0.76
7. I have fun by viewing my friends’ photos, videos, or text. 3.60 0.99 0.68

Recognition
8. I enhance my sense of belonging by creating or joining groups. 2.72 1.14 0.80
9. I am recognized as trendy and tech-savvy. 2.78 1.05 0.68

10. I’m not isolated from my friends who use it. 2.86 1.11 0.63 0.41
11. I join groups to express my position, opinion, and personal values. 3.08 1.08 0.58

Emotional support
12. I give and receive emotional support by sending greetings (e.g., with

the help of the birthday reminder application).
3.13 1.17 0.82

13. I give and receive emotional support by sending a virtual gift, a kiss,
hug, etc.

2.76 1.20 0.81

14. I give and receive emotional support by leaving messages for others. 3.32 1.06 0.40 0.65

Network extension
15. I make new friends (e.g., simply adding friends or meeting new

friends via joining groups).
3.11 1.15 0.80

16. I make friends with people who I am interested in but am too shy
to talk to.

2.83 1.12 0.78

17. I make friends with people who I am interested in but have no chance
to meet in person.

3.21 1.14 0.76

Entertainment
18. I use it to kill time. 3.15 1.22 0.81
19. I use it to escape from work or pressure. 2.69 1.24 0.72
20. I have fun by playing its games or applications. 3.16 1.17 0.67

Network maintenance
21. I search for or interact with old or forgotten friends. 3.71 1.08 0.43 0.71
22. I keep in contact or interact with my friends (e.g., write on friends’

walls/photos).
3.44 1.07 0.70

23. I create events and ask others to join. 2.72 1.13 0.56

Eigenvalue 8.12 2.82 1.65 1.35 1.14 1.02
Variance explained ( percent) 35.52 12.26 7.24 5.78 4.88 4.36
Cronbach’s alpha 0.93 0.78 0.83 0.77 0.71 0.66

Note: Scale used (presented by item means): 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral or undecided, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree.
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of Facebook in their lives, as well as on their actual behavioral
usage patterns. It is interesting to note that people who found
Facebook gratifying for social surveillance, recognition, en-
tertainment, and network maintenance were those who
would feel regretful if Facebook were to shut down tomorrow
and would feel out of touch if they had not logged on for a
while. This shows that Facebook can be addictive and users
can become very reliant on it. However, emotional support
and network extension gratifications had no influence on
such perception. This suggests that Facebook may be a good
channel for relationship building, professional networking,
and recognition, but not an ideal place, as previously argued,
for intimate exchange or seeking emotional support.

Beyond examining how the U&G theory can be used as a
framework to explain Facebook use, this study added value
to the existing literature by exploring the relationships be-
tween three psychological traits (i.e., CSE, OEO, and traitlike

CA) and the level of gratifications obtained, as well as the
variables’ predictive power on Facebook use. First, this study
found that individuals who were confident and assertive
enough to express feelings and emotions online found Face-
book gratifying in all dimensions of gratifications obtained.
This seems logical as individuals who are good at expressing
themselves openly value the capability of Facebook to allow
them to add friends, be added, and create and join groups
with no geographic restrictions, which fulfill their desire for
network expansion and social compensation. Second, the
strong linkages between CSE and gratifications, especially
social surveillance and network maintenance, from Facebook
usage suggest that individuals who feel membership to a
social group is important to one’s identity or self-concept are
more gratified in Facebook participation. Without alerting
others in Facebook, they can acquire and disseminate per-
sonal updates, search, contact, and interact with friends.

Table 2. Summary of the Correlation Results Between Psychological Traits

and Gratification Items and Facebook Usage

Psychological traits

Collective self-esteem Online emotional openness Traitlike CA

Gratifications-obtained
Social surveillance 0.55*** 0.24*** - 0.20***

Recognition 0.16** 0.36*** - 0.10#

Emotional support 0.22*** 0.29*** - 0.05
Network extension 0.14** 0.34*** - 0.11*

Entertainment 0.15** 0.29*** 0.06
Network maintenance 0.44*** 0.19*** - 0.27***

Facebook usage
Perceived importance 0.27*** 0.26*** - 0.03
Time spend per day 0.06 0.08 0.00
Number of friends 0.14** 0.03 - 0.20***

Number of groups 0.05 0.12* - 0.01
Number of applications 0.05 0.10* - 0.01
Log in frequency 0.05 0.08 - 0.05

Note: #p < 0.08, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
CA, communication apprehension.

Table 3. Effect of Collective Self-Esteem, Online Emotional Openness, Traitlike Communication

Apprehension and Demographics on Gratifications Obtained from Facebook

Predictor variables
Social

surveillance b
Recognition

b
Emotional
support b

Network
extension b

Entertainment
b

Network
maintenance b

Demographics
Gender (F = 0) - 0.04 - 0.03 - 0.20*** - .02 - .12* - .10*

Age - 0.07 - 0.02 0.06 .06 - .14* - .02
Education level 0.05 - 0.03 - 0.06 .05 - .05 .04
Personal income 0.01 - 0.02 - 0.02 - .11 .10 .05

Psychological traits
Collective self-esteem 0.52*** 0.06 0.15** .02 .13* .34***

Online emotional openness 0.20*** 0.38*** 0.31*** 0.35*** 0.26*** 0.20***

Traitlike CA - 0.03 - 0.11* - 0.02 - 0.16** 0.08 - 0.15**

ANOVA result (F) 28.34*** 9.95*** 9.68*** 9.16*** 7.97*** 16.13***

R2 0.35 0.16 0.15 0.14 0.13 .23
Adjusted R2 0.34 0.14 0.14 0.12 0.11 .22

Note. Figures are standardized beta coefficients.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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Third, it is interesting to note the negative correlations be-
tween traitlike CA and the gratifications from recognition
and social network extension and maintenance. This indicates
that the lack of anonymity in Facebook may actually in-
hibit individuals with high CA, resulting in them becoming
even more socially passive in Facebook. This finding confirms
that people who are not willing to communicate in daily life
tend to maintain their inhibitive communicating style on
Facebook.

The present study also shows that Facebook uses were
primarily motivated by its interactive and playful functions.
Entertainment was the strongest predictor of perceived im-
portance of Facebook in people’ lives, as well as the time
they actually spent on the site. As expected, gratifications,
such as network maintenance, social surveillance, and rec-
ognition, also increased one’s Facebook usage, especially
in time spent per day, number of friends, groups joined, and
login frequency. Besides entertainment, recognition seems
to be the second most powerful predictor influenc-
ing Facebook use. One possible practical implication of
such a finding is that future development of Facebook
should further strengthen the entertainment features and
include new and effective means for self-promotion and
recognition.

In the early stages of the hierarchical regression, both CSE
and OEO were found to be significantly and positively cor-
related with Facebook usage. This suggests that the sense of
belonging to one’s social network and users’ confidence and
assertiveness in online expression motivated them to adopt
Facebook. The feedback from focus group interviews also

supported such findings (i.e., peer influence was a frequently
mentioned reason for joining an online social network in the
early adoption stage). However, their effects on Facebook use
diminished greatly when stronger predictors (i.e., Facebook
gratifications) were entered. This suggests that potential
mediation effects are operating and that the gratifications
obtained may mediate one’s psychological traits to his or her
Facebook use.38 Further analyses are encouraged to investi-
gate such possible mediating inference.
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