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ABSTRACT 

 

The increasing popularity of social media has significantly changed user behavior and companies’ possibilities 

to engage in personalized advertising (targeted advertising based on user’s personal characteristics and preferences). 

Accordingly, there is a growing interest in the subject for business and scientific research. While the body of literature 

about social media grows in general, it surprisingly lacks studies about personalized advertising in social media and 

the associated social networks. Based on uses and gratifications theory, the current study therefore investigates factors 

which influence Facebook members’ usage intensity, as well as the relationship between this intensity and members’ 

approval of personalized Facebook ads. Furthermore, it also examines members’ word-of-mouth intention with regard 

to the advertised products or services, and examines how usage intensity and members’ approval of personalized 

advertising impact this intention. Based on a survey of 201 Facebook members, the study finds that Internal Core 

Functions, Need for Data Privacy, Need for New Friends and Need for Social Self-Portrayal show significant positive 

effects on Usage Intensity. In addition, the structural equation modeling approach confirms the impact of Usage 

Intensity on Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads and Word-of-Mouth Intention, which mediates the relationship 

between Usage Intensity and Word-of-Mouth Intention. 

 

Keywords: Social media; Social networks; Facebook; Personalized advertising; Structural equation modeling 

 

1. Introduction 

The advent of globalization, the emergence of innovative information and communication technologies as well 

as the spread of the Internet have all increased the use of available online-services [Hofacker and Murphy 2009; Ma 

and Agarwal 2007]. Recent developments include the rise of the Web 2.0 and social media in the beginning of the 21st 

century. The continuing evolution of the technologies is very dynamic in nature and constantly brings forth new 

platforms and applications, such as social media and associated social networks, e.g., Facebook and Flickr in 2004, 

Twitter in 2006, Tumblr in 2007, 9GAG in 2008, Instagram and Pinterest in 2010, Google+ in 2011, Pheed in 2012 

and Ello in 2014 [cf. Turri et al. 2013]. In this context, this study uses the term social media to refer to internet-based 

applications that allow to create and exchange user-generated content [Kaplan and Haenlein 2010]. Social networking 

sites are built upon this computer-mediated communication technology [Stern and Taylor 2007] and offer a web-based 

service that connects members of the network, who are tied to each other through one or more relations [Boyd and 

Ellison 2007; Tuten and Solomon 2013]. 

In view of the significance of social media for society, it has become increasingly popular to discuss the topic in 

academia and scientific research in recent years, including in the field of economics and business administration 
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[Khang et al. 2012; Wirtz and Göttel 2016]. This is not surprising given that social media heavily influence the broader 

economy and business world which, in turn, leads the actors involved to use them for their own purposes. Thus, while 

the practical relevance of social media for a broad range of organizations is beyond dispute [Kaplan and Haenlein 

2010; Lai and To 2015; Wirtz 2016], companies have started to engage with this new media type in the past decade 

to identify opportunities to enhance corporate well-being. At the same time, there have also been critical voices 

suggesting that users do not necessarily welcome companies and brands in social media, and recommending a very 

cautious and deliberate approach to the field [Fournier and Avery 2011]. Within the broad range of existing approaches 

to use social media, social networks have so far emerged as one of the most helpful instruments for companies and 

especially their marketing activities [Kaplan and Haenlein 2010]. For example, Facebook, one of the most popular 

social networks with about 1.35 billion monthly active users worldwide [Statista 2014], offers companies a wealth of 

marketing possibilities. The most obvious ones include own fan pages and thus brand communities, ad placement, and 

more interestingly, personalized ads. 

Although the body of literature about social media is growing in general (e.g., Barelka et al. 2013, El-Haddadeh 

et al. 2012, Lane and Coleman 2012, Shin 2013), surprisingly there is a lack of comprehensive studies about 

personalized advertising in social networks and the corresponding acceptance, approval, or usage of such 

advertisements by social network members [cf. Li et al. 2012]. In this regard, our study seeks to identify determinants 

that influence the general usage intensity by Facebook members in terms of average hours spent and average posts 

made on Facebook per week. Thus, usage intensity is understood as users’ actual activity, or in other words, as the 

degree to which users actively engage in the social network [cf. Ellison et al. 2007; Vitak et al. 2011]. 

Further, we investigate the relationship between usage intensity and the users’ potential approval of personalized 

advertising on Facebook, and examine how both of these constructs impact the users’ word-of-mouth intention with 

regard to the advertised products or services. In this connection, we also propose a mediating role of users’ approval 

of personalized advertising in the relationship between their usage intensity and word-of-mouth intention. Thus, we 

try to shed light on the potential benefits of members’ usage intensity for companies and organizations. This research 

subject is especially relevant in light of Facebook’s changes concerning its terms of use in 2015 and the corresponding 

possibilities for companies to make use of more personalized ads within the social network [Facebook 2014a]. 

The remainder of this study is structured as follows: we initially present the conceptualization and theoretical 

background of our research model. Based on the research overview presented in this section, we derive the 

determinants of usage intensity. Following this, we further develop our conceptual model and hypotheses, which we 

empirically analyze based on a survey of 201 Facebook users and structural equation modeling. We illustrate this 

analysis in the sections about data collection as well as method and results. Finally, the discussion and conclusion 

provide theoretical and managerial implications as well as avenues for future research. 

 

2. Theoretical Background and Conceptualization  

The complex empirical investigation of determinants of usage intensity, approval of personalized advertising and 

word-of-mouth intention on Facebook requires a suitable theoretical background. Based on this, we can develop a 

heuristic frame of reference, and thus our conceptual model. Yet, we can only identify an appropriate theory and 

accordingly derive influential factors for our model after compiling an overview of the current state of research in the 

field of social media usage, advertising, and word-of-mouth intention. In doing so, the next section presents the applied 

theoretical frameworks, the associated conceptualization of relevant independent variables, the investigated 

relationships with dependent variables and the corresponding results of related studies, where possible. Following this, 

we introduce uses and gratifications theory as the basis for our conceptualization and develop our research model 

accordingly. In this connection, we theoretically derive relevant determinants of Facebook members’ usage intensity 

and argue its effects on approval of personalized advertising and word-of-mouth intention based on earlier research. 

2.1  Research Overview 

In a review of empirical studies connecting social media usage, advertising, and word-of-mouth intention, Khang 

et al. [2012] identify four articles that specifically deal with “social media advertising effectiveness” [p. 288]. Their 

analysis formed the starting point for our research overview. Although Facebook had been online for eight years at 

the time of the study [Yadav 2006] and there had already been a massive social media hype, researchers mention a 

lack of comprehensive empirical research concerning social media and users’ attitudes towards related advertising [cf. 

Li et al. 2012]. This is surprising since researchers believe that “online advertising is the main business model for 

social networking sites” [Li et al. 2012, p. 119] and that “the role and impact of advertising in online social networking 

communities have the utmost importance for the long-term sustainability of these communities” [Zeng et al. 2009, p. 

9]. 

For the current investigation, we briefly present important findings from related studies in this field. For example, 

Trusov et al. [2009] investigate differences between traditional and word-of mouth marketing for the social network 
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itself. They also point out that the electronic invitation of friends by existing social network members brings financial 

benefits for the social network firm in terms of increased advertising revenue. However, while this study only provides 

earlier word-of-mouth marketing related research as a background and concerns the benefit for the social network firm 

itself (e.g., Facebook), it does not address actual benefits for the advertising companies (e.g., Procter and Gamble). 

More related to our research subject, Zeng et al. [2009] propose a theoretical framework of social identity and 

group norms, and test the influences on group intention, ad relevance, value for members and their responses to 

advertising in different Chinese social networking sites. As the main result, the authors find that social identity and 

group norms positively influence social network members' group intention to accept local advertising. Kelly et al. 

[2010] investigate antecedents of ad avoidance in social networks based on earlier, related research about traditional 

media and the Internet. They find that members’ expected negative experiences, perceived ad relevance as well as 

skepticism about advertising messages and the social network as an advertising medium impact their avoidance of 

placed ads. Similarly, Airs and Ang [2012] observe ad avoidance with regard to the specific social network Facebook. 

Yet, the authors cannot confirm influences of the content of corporate Facebook pages and the related members’ age 

homophily on lesser ad avoidance or clicks on the respective ads. Further, Chu [2011] investigates, but cannot prove 

a “significant difference in viral advertising pass-on behavior between Facebook group members and nonmembers” 

[p. 35]. 

Taylor et al. [2011], in turn, apply uses and gratifications theory and confirm significant effects of 

informativeness, entertainment, self-brand congruity, peer influence, invasiveness and privacy concerns on attitude 

towards social network advertising. Chi [2011] bases her study on the same theoretical background and likewise 

confirms the influence of Facebook members’ need for online bonding on their perceptions of and attitude toward 

social media advertising. More specifically, the respective dependent variables involve both whether members 

approve the local advertising and whether they would further recommend the advertised products or services. 

In summary, the above-mentioned studies include effects of the respective ads’ characteristics and social network 

members’ commonalities, reciprocal influence, skepticism, affiliations, concerns, needs and, more generally, 

perceptions on the addressed dependent variables. However, we could not find any study that investigates the link 

between Facebook members’ usage intensity and their approval and word-of-mouth intention with regard to 

personalized ads and the products and services involved. Apart from that, we could also not identify a common 

prevailing theory for dealing with social media advertising. Some studies do not provide a specifically designated 

theoretical background (e.g., Airs and Ang 2012, Chu 2011, De Vries et al. 2012, Kelly et al. 2010, Kim and Ko 2012) 

and the theory-based studies show a heterogeneous picture, applying different theories for dealing with social media 

usage, advertising or, more generally, marketing (e.g., Blanchflower and Watchravesringkan 2014, Chen et al. 2013, 

Chi 2011, Chu 2011, Lee et al. 2011). 

While this makes the corresponding selection appear arbitrary, uses and gratifications theory is one theoretical 

approach that researchers frequently consult in the realm of social media and also with regard to social media usage, 

marketing and advertising (e.g., Blanchflower and Watchravesringkan 2014, Chen et al. 2013, Chi 2011, Cvijikj and 

Michahelles 2013, Tsai and Men 2013). More importantly, as we illustrate in more detail in the following subsection, 

it offers adequate reference points and support for our case. Therefore, we choose uses and gratifications theory for 

our study and develop our conceptual model in the next sections. 

2.2  Uses and Gratifications Theory 

Uses and gratifications theory originates from communication and media research, and represents a user-centered 

approach to mass communication [Severin and Tankard 1997]. It can be seen as a theoretical concept to understand 

"(1) the social and psychological origins of (2) needs, which generate (3) expectations of (4) the mass media or other 

sources, which lead to (5) differential patterns of media exposure (or engagement in other activities), resulting in (6) 

need gratifications and (7) other consequences, perhaps mostly unintended ones" [Katz et al. 1973a, p. 510]. Thus, it 

offers a promising transfer potential to the social media context. While earlier studies have included the theoretical 

approach with regard to traditional mass media like radio [Herzog 1944] or television [Rubin 1981], more recent 

research relates uses and gratifications theory to cellphones [Leung and Wei 2000], the Internet [Ko et al. 2005; 

LaRose et al. 2001; Stafford et al. 2004], and especially social media applications.  

Social media studies include diverse technologies, e.g., instant messengers like ICQ [Leung 2001], microblogs 

like Twitter [Chen 2011], or review and recommendation portals like Yelp [Hicks et al. 2012]. Also, some researchers 

observe several social media applications within one single study [Lee and Ma 2012, Wang et al. 2012, Leung 2013]. 

Yet, most strikingly, studies focus on social networks and, above all, Facebook [Blanchflower and Watchravesringkan 

2014; Chen et al. 2013; Cvijikj and Michahelles 2013; Park et al. 2009; Raacke and Bonds-Raacke 2008; Smock et 

al. 2011; Tsai and Men 2013]. Altogether, there exists a solid literature base that connects uses and gratifications 

theory with usage of social media, and particularly, social networks. More specifically, researchers try to find out what 

actually determines usage in the first place.  
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To this end, uses and gratifications theory offers an approach to understand why and in which way people actively 

choose certain media to satisfy particular needs [Severin and Tankard 1997]. Uses or gratifications that media 

consumers seek to obtain range from knowledge enhancement, relaxation, diversion, and escape to social interactions 

and companionship [Matei 2010; McQuail 2010; Severin and Tankard 2001]. In this way, the theory exceptionally 

discusses what people do with media, whereas other media effect theories simply deal with the question of the impact 

of media on people [Katz 1959].  

In this connection, social media studies confirm the applicability of uses and gratifications theory in the social 

context by showing that people also use this novel media type to satisfy the aforementioned needs and discover further 

ones [Chen 2011; Leung 2013; Park et al. 2009; Raacke and Bonds-Raacke 2008]. Leung [2013, p. 998] goes even 

further by empirically confirming the suitability of uses and gratifications theory for investigating usage intensity in 

social media: “The more gratification internet users find in content generation using social media, the more they will 

use social media”. 

This statement leads us to a further postulate of uses and gratifications theory, according to which the media to 

be chosen also compete against other providers that may be better or worse suited to satisfy the users’ needs. Again, 

here the users themselves evaluate the respective suitability [Katz et al. 1973b; West and Turner 2014]. In connection 

to these evaluations and beliefs or expectancies of the users, a specific extension of uses and gratifications theory 

comes to mind. In this regard, researchers of the field “distinguish between the motives for media consumption or 

gratifications sought (GS) and the gratifications perceived to be obtained (GO) from this experience” [Palmgreen et 

al. 1985, S. 27].  

In line with expectancy-value approaches, this consideration suggests that users have particular gratification 

soughts from some media object X, which reflects their expectation concerning predicted rewards offered by the media 

use (see Figure 1) and that once individuals have used a specific medium, their perceptions of the gratifications 

obtained through the respective usage will again influence their beliefs and evaluations of the medium [McQuail 

2010]. 

 

Figure 1: Expectancy-Value Model of GS and GO [McQuail 2010, p. 426] 

 

Transferred to the context of usage intensity, this model leads us to the consideration that not only general usage 

but also the intensity of using specific media—for example, if used repeatedly or even frequently—depends on how 

well they can gratify the user’s needs and thus influence the latter’s beliefs and evaluations about the medium. In more 

detail, the beliefs and evaluations of the users concerning the particular media are newly recombined after each use, 

leading users to decide whether the specific media are worth reusing or if there are other sources which may better 

cater to their needs. This deliberation is in line with the inclusion of competition in uses and gratifications theory [Katz 

et al. 1973b; West and Turner 2014], and hence applying the concept to the social media context seems reasonable. 

2.3  Determinants of Usage Intensity 

Against the background of the above-illustrated theoretical approach, we first act on the assumption that there are 

certain uses and gratifications which people expect to obtain from using particular social networks. In this connection, 

we assume that—in line with uses and gratifications theory—people actively select and determine their usage of 

specific social networks according to particular needs and motivations, and thus the uses and gratifications expected 

from this usage. Secondly, we also suggest that the respective usage intensity depends on those influential factors or 

determinants. Accordingly, we derive relevant determinants of Facebook members’ usage intensity and develop the 

corresponding hypotheses for the conceptualization our research model in the following sub-section. 

2.3.1 Internal Core Functions 

Internal core functions refers to the set of services that is provided to the user of the social media platform, e.g., 

creating a profile, chat and messaging service, sharing pictures and videos, and so on. In light of Facebook’s still 

increasing number of monthly active users [Statista 2014], it stands to reason that the social network’s functionality 



Journal of Electronic Commerce Research, VOL 18, NO 2, 2017 

Page 107 

itself determines its popularity and thus also the member’s usage intensity. A broad range of internal tools, instruments 

or functions are offered by social media and social networks—especially Facebook. Earlier research has shown that 

the use of these functions involves the fulfillment of certain desired uses or gratifications for the members [Lee and 

Ma 2012; Shao 2009; Smock et al. 2011].  

Following up on these findings, if the use of Facebook’s specific single functions outperforms competition in 

terms of the provided gratifications for members, the members will—according to uses and gratifications theory [cf. 

Katz et al. 1973b; West and Turner 2014]—make increasing use of these functions and, in the end, the social network 

itself. Thus, it can be argued that the internal functions of Facebook may at least partly determine members’ usage 

intensity. 

All the more it seems plausible that—if members decide to intensively use the social network to satisfy their 

needs through particular uses and gratifications—it makes sense that they especially do so because they are interested 

in Facebook’s main or core functions, i.e., what actually constitutes it as a social network and what it is known or 

famous for. This notion also echoes Smock et al.’s [2011] work that likewise focuses on a similar, even though smaller 

and slightly different set of Facebook’s core functions.  

Therefore, we propose the Internal Core Functions of Facebook, measuring the extent of the perceived 

importance of Facebook’s functionalities for the user, as the first determinant of its members’ usage intensity in 

Hypothesis 1. In more detail, we imply the creation of a profile, the status update, the sending and receiving of personal 

messages, the chat or messenger function, the posting of pictures and videos, marking friends in such posts as well as 

liking and commenting on posts within this construct. 

H1: The perceived importance of the functions of Facebook (Internal Core Functions) influences its members’ 

usage intensity. 

2.3.2 External Service Quality 

External service quality refers to the user perception concerning the level of excellence of services of integrated 

third-party tools and applications. In addition to the aforementioned determinant, the wealth of external applications 

offered by Facebook is striking [Letzing 2012]. Given their increasing popularity [Darwell 2012], our study focuses 

on co-operations of Facebook with other social media providers like Instagram, Pinterest or 9GAG to which users can 

log in with their already existing Facebook account. Thus, in these cases, the external service offered by the social 

network mainly lies in the uncomplicated linking to further websites of business partners, subsumed within Facebook 

under applications or apps [cf. Facebook 2014b]. 

Granted that Facebook attracts and also retains its members by means of the aforementioned core functions, 

research shows that after members have used the social network for a certain time, there may occur a sort of fatigue 

[Rosen 2014; Warner 2013]. Yet, one may again counteract this fatigue through external service offers, which will 

increase Facebook’s potential to retain members by catering to further needs. This consideration is especially 

interesting against the background of the already denoted inclusion of relevant competitors in uses and gratifications 

theory. While this inclusion postulates that competitive sources may be better suited to provide the uses and 

gratifications desired [Katz et al. 1973b; West and Turner 2014], Facebook tries to avoid being outperformed in the 

long-term by entering into the co-operations mentioned or making acquisitions [cf. Jackson 2013]. Of course, to 

guarantee that this plan proves to be successful, the external services offered must have the quality to provide the 

additional uses and gratifications desired by the members. Thus, in connection with the basic assumptions of uses and 

gratifications theory according which users choose and repeatedly use a medium if it manages to satisfy their needs 

[Palmgreen and Rayburn 1985; Severin and Tankard 1997], the quality of the external services offered by Facebook 

may influence members’ usage intensity. Accordingly, we propose External Service Quality, measuring the perceived 

quality of the external services provided by Facebook, as a further determinant of Facebook members’ usage intensity 

in Hypothesis 2. 

H2: The perceived quality of Facebook’s external service provision (External Service Quality) influences its 

members’ usage intensity. 

2.3.3 Need for Data Privacy 

The need for data privacy, which is understood as the perceived security and secrecy regarding the 

storage/handling of individual user data, comes to mind when thinking of the general debate about security, protection 

and privacy of personal data. In light of recent incidents of data privacy violation and spying scandals, there is an ever-

growing need for assuring user data privacy. 

In particular, data privacy violation by Facebook can be associated with the dissemination of data to third-party 

businesses that use them for the placement of personalized advertising within the social network. In this connection, 

Facebook’s data privacy policy is seen controversial and subject to fierce criticism [Luckerson 2014]. 

Representatives of Facebook have already reacted to these developments by responding to the European 

Commission’s statement on personal data protection. They have informed the Commission about the company’s 
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efforts to provide users with “industry leading controls over their data” [Allan 2014, p. 2]. Nevertheless, earlier 

scientific studies have already been concerned with differing privacy issues on Facebook [Boyd 2008; Brandtzæg et 

al. 2010; Debatin et al. 2009; Wang et al. 2011], which also has been associated with a decline in social network use 

[Rosen 2014]. 

Therefore, with regard to social networks and in particular, Facebook, it seems reasonable to consider how 

members assess the privacy aspect in handling their data and whether the expected corresponding high or low level of 

data privacy assurance may drive or decrease the members’ usage intensity. From the perspective of uses and 

gratifications theory [cf. Katz et al. 1973b; West and Turner 2014], we can also conceptually consolidate this 

consideration as follows. If an already popular social network like Facebook manages to gratify the need for data 

privacy better than its competitors and communicates this circumstance accordingly, members will notice. 

Consequently, they may use the social network even more intensely, more than other social networks, if not solely, 

given the expected use or rather the excluded risk in this case. To that effect, formulated in Hypothesis 3, the Need for 

Data Privacy, is expected to constitute a further determinant of Facebook members’ usage intensity in our study. 

H3: The perceived need for data security and privacy (Need for Data Privacy) influences Facebook members’ 

usage intensity. 

2.3.4 Need for New Friends 

Unlike the need for privacy, the next determinant identified as important in the context of Facebook members’ 

usage intensity, the need for new friends, is specific to social networks since it reflects the extent to which users have 

a need to build new relationships through social networks. The nature of social network platforms suggests that people 

engage in them for reasons of networking, for instance, getting in contact and building relationships with new people, 

who may be interesting and advantageous to them in some way. In this regard, researchers have addressed the 

corresponding benefits of Facebook friends in earlier studies [Ellison et al. 2007; Kim and Lee 2011].  

Yet, to this effect the need for new friends on Facebook also seems to manifest itself in different facets. On the 

one hand, especially regarding more intense usage, it comes to mind that the option to send a multitude of friend 

requests on Facebook caters to the need for gathering more and more ‘friends’ per se—which does not necessarily 

connect to deep and long-lasting friendships. On the other hand, there may be an honest need for building actual, new, 

and, at the same time, fewer friendships with relatively unknown people. This may be particularly true for shy and 

less communicative people for whom it is problematic in real life to approach others [Orr et al. 2009]. In this case, we 

understand Facebook and the underlying information and communication technology as intermediary between the 

particular social network members.  

While according to our theoretical perspective, these thoughts already explain the respective different 

gratifications sought by adding new friends in the social network, the earlier illustrated model of GS and GO (see 

Figure 1) seems to apply particularly to this potential determinant of Facebook members’ usage intensity. We account 

for this consideration since after members have used the social network and received new Facebook friends and thus 

obtained the corresponding gratifications, consuming the medium may positively influence their related beliefs and 

evaluations. These may in turn impact the members newly sought gratifications in terms of the desire for more of the 

previous positive experience, causing a repeated or more intense Facebook usage. Therefore, as described in 

Hypothesis 4, we identify the Need for New Friends as one further determinant of Facebook members’ usage intensity 

for our study. 

H4: The perceived possibility to find new friends on Facebook (Need for New Friends) influences its members’ 

usage intensity. 

2.3.5 Need for Social Self-Portrayal 

Last but not least, the next need of Facebook members, need for social self-portrayal, appears to be the most 

typical in the social media context. Social media and especially social networks are based on the concept of sharing 

and exchange between members and, more generally, people [Fournier and Avery 2011]. Again, given the overall 

popularity and acceptance of social media in society, people seem to largely subscribe to this concept. Yet, this concept 

only works out because users are willing to reveal themselves. While the related processes for self-portrayal can take 

many forms, we focus on members’ portrayal of the self through sharing information about one’s interests, opinions, 

thoughts, experiences, and feelings on Facebook. These efforts are mostly connected to the goal of gaining respect as 

well as rather superficial and deeper support of fellow social network members [Chi 2011; Ellison et al. 2007; Fournier 

and Avery 2011; Park et al. 2009; Vitak et al. 2011].  

While Park et al. [2009] differentiate between self-status seeking and socializing needs, we adopt an integrated 

perspective. We assume that the search for status and acknowledgment in social networks is necessarily connected to 

the socializing aspect, for example, members socialize through portraying themselves and their self-concept to one 

another. Vice versa, they portray themselves through socializing efforts in the first place. This consideration also 

relates to the roles of narcissism as well as the needs for socialization, affection and recognition in social network use, 
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all of which have recently been investigated together [Leung 2013]. 

Against the background of uses and gratifications theory, Facebook’s ability to satisfy users’ need for self-

portrayal in a social context play a significant role for repeated, frequent or even intense Facebook usage. Therefore, 

Hypothesis 5 summarizes the conceptualization of Need for Social Self-Portrayal, which reflects the importance of 

presenting oneself on Facebook, as our study’s last determinant of usage intensity on Facebook. 

H5: The perceived possibility to present oneself on Facebook (Need for Social Self-Portrayal) influences its 

members’ usage intensity. 

2.4  Usage Intensity 

Having introduced the determinants of Facebook members’ usage intensity based on uses and gratifications theory 

in the previous subsections, we now focus on the construct of Usage Intensity as the first dependent variable of our 

study. To conceptualize this construct, we draw on extant related research about virtual communities and social 

networks. In this regard, De Valck et al. [2007], for example, investigate visit frequency in virtual communities of 

interest. They initially state that “[…] patronage is dependent upon past experiences” [p. 245]. More specifically, and 

in line with our above-mentioned theoretical considerations about usage intensity’s relevant determinants, the authors 

suggest that users “[…] act on their expectations about the performance of a service” [ibid.]. De Valck et al. [2007] 

have the notion that consumers will continue to use services if their expectations are fulfilled, thus depending on their 

earlier experience with those specific services. However, the authors’ equation of visit frequency with general usage 

intensity seems to be too simplistic for the social media context. 

Ellison et al.’s [2007] provide a broader conceptualization of usage intensity. They understand “Facebook 

Intensity” [p. 1150] as the degree to which members show active engagement in the social network in terms of friends 

and average use per day. From a more general viewpoint, they observe how much Facebook has become part of users’ 

everyday life. Based on earlier definitions, we conceptualize the construct Usage Intensity as follows. First, typical 

for social networks, we believe that it does not particularly matter how often one simply browses the website. Instead, 

researchers should consider users’ actual activity when studying usage intensity on Facebook, conforming to Ellison 

et al. [2007] and Vitak et al. [2011]. Therefore, we include average hourly use per week. Since social networks subsist 

on the posting activity of individual members, we include the average number of Facebook posts per week in our 

conceptualization of the usage intensity construct. This consideration is also in line with the suggestion that solely 

focusing on the overall time spent by users misses the point, especially when wanting to find out what motivates 

intense social network usage [Smock et al. 2011]. 

2.5  Effects of Usage Intensity 

Since we are not only interested in the potential benefits of members’ usage intensity for companies and 

organizations but also those of corporate presence in social networks, we included two further endogenous constructs 

in the structural model: Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads and Word-of-Mouth Intention. An examination of the 

relationship of these constructs with social media/network use has been suggested in several preceding research 

endeavors. For example, Chi [2011, p. 58] claims that “the relationship between social media consumption and user 

acceptance of marketing communication in the context of online social networking should be investigated more 

closely”. Similarly Jahn and Kunz [2012] suggest further research efforts to investigate the effects concerning word 

of mouth in social media environments. Thus, we propose the relationships between Facebook members’ Usage 

Intensity and both constructs. 

The proposed relationships ensue from an integration of previously observed relationships in the literature, which 

include constructs similar to the two dependent variables mentioned and usage intensity on Facebook. We follow, to 

a large extent, the reasoning of Chi [2011] who includes Facebook members’ perceptions of social media marketing 

and especially advertising. More specifically, the respective constructs involve both aspects, i.e. if members approve 

the personalized advertising and if they would further recommend the advertised products or services. In this context, 

Taylor et al. 2011 also use the construct social-networking advertising to investigate its effectiveness. They find that 

social-networking advertising may be effective if “users accept it, but the perception of excessive commercialization 

may lead to user abandonment” [p. 258]. This underlines the findings of Kelly et al. [2010] who already discovered 

that if social network members perceive ads as not relevant and if they are skeptical toward advertising messages and 

social networks as advertising media, they are more likely to avoid the placed ads. Connected to this observation, Airs 

and Ang [2012] investigate influences of corporate Facebook pages’ contents and the related members’ age homophily 

on lesser ad avoidance or clicking on the respective ads. In this context, Chu [2011] observes that there is “significant 

difference in viral advertising pass-on behavior between Facebook group members and nonmembers” [p. 35].  

Concerning the relationship between Usage Intensity and Word-of-Mouth Intention, we mainly deduce our 

proposed relationship from the studies of Jahn and Kunz [2012], Hutter et al. [2013], and Pöyry et al. [2013]. Jahn 

and Kunz [2012] found a highly significant relationship between fan page usage intensity and word of mouth. The 

findings of Hutter et al. [2013] indicate that fanpage annoyance, which leads to a decline in usage, has a negative 
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impact on user commitment and word-of-mouth activities. Finally, Pöyry et al. [2013, p. 233] find an “interplay 

between different usage motivations and behaviors” that influence referral intention. Given these previously explained 

relationships, we thus try to investigate the potential benefits of members’ usage intensity for companies and 

organizations by integrating Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads and Word-of-Mouth Intention. 

Therefore, we empirically investigate the impact of Facebook members’ Usage Intensity on their Approval of 

Personalized Facebook Ads and their Word-of-Mouth Intention regarding the advertised products or services via the 

following Hypothesis 6 and Hypothesis 7. Additionally, we propose Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads as a 

mediator between Usage Intensity and Word-of-Mouth Intention in Hypothesis 8. Figure 2 summarizes all 

relationships and hypotheses of our study within a conceptual model. 

H6: Facebook members’ Usage Intensity is positively related to their Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads. 

H7: Facebook members’ Usage Intensity is positively related to their Word-of-Mouth Intention regarding the 

advertised products or services. 

H8: Facebook members’ Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads mediates the relationship between Usage 

Intensity and Word-of-Mouth Intention. 

Figure 2: Conceptual Model 

 

3. Data Collection and Method 

Concerning the respondent sample used in this study, we are in line with the postulate of uses and gratifications 

theory, according to which users are self-aware enough of their media interests, motives and needs to be capable of 

providing researchers with an adequate representation of their user behavior [West and Turner 2014]. We follow a 

methodological confirmatory explicative approach by testing pre-specified relationships between different variables 

through investigations in reality [cf. Bhattacherjee 2012; Hair et al. 2010]. 

We conduct a quantitative survey and test the conceptual model proposed by using primary data generated from 

Facebook members. We used a standardized online questionnaire that we distributed to current and former students 

of the University of Administrative Sciences Speyer in Germany. We contacted all respondents via email, inviting 

them to participate in the survey via an embedded hyperlink and clarifying that using Facebook is a precondition for 

attending the study. The data collection was carried out from May to July 2014 and resulted in a return of 201 datasets, 

which equates to a response rate of 18.2%. 

3.1  Description of the Sample 

The final sample shows a nearly balanced gender ratio of the respondents (51.24% male and 48.76% female). The 

majority of the sample is younger than 29 years (73.13%), representing the common student age range desired in this 

study. Respondents use the Internet more than 11 hours per week (30.35% between 11 and 20 hours per week; 44.77% 

more than 21 hours per week). Approximately 75% have between 50 and 500 Facebook friends (33.33% have between 

51 and 200 Facebook friends; 41.79 % between 201 and 500 Facebook friends). In summary, the sample indicates that 

Need for Data Privacy

Need for Social

Self-Portrayal

Need for New Friends

Usage Intensity

Internal Core Functions

H1
Approval of Personalized

Facebook Ads

Word-of-Mouth Intention

H7

H8

External Service Quality

H5

H2

H3

H4

H6



Journal of Electronic Commerce Research, VOL 18, NO 2, 2017 

Page 111 

the respondents are familiar with the Internet and Facebook and thus seems suitable for our study’s purpose. Table 1 

provides an overview of the sample characteristics. 

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

Sample Characteristics 
% 

(N=201) 

Gender 
Male 51.24% 

Female 48.76% 

Age 

Up to 29 years 73.13% 

30-39 years 23.88% 

40 years and older 2.99% 

Internet Usage per Week 

Up to 2 hours 2.49% 

3-10 hours 22.39% 

11-20 hours 30.35% 

21 hours and more 44.77% 

Number of Facebook Friends 

Up to 50 friends 13.93% 

51-200 friends 33.33% 

201-500 friends 41.79% 

501-1000 friends 9.95% 

1001 friends and more 1% 

 

3.2  Testing for Bias 

We further analyze the resulting data to ensure the sample’s representativeness, reliability and validity. In this 

regard, we start by testing for non-response bias. To test non-response bias, building on the methodical literature 

[Armstrong and Overton 1977], we analyze whether there are substantial differences between the responses of early 

and late participants. Since the t-tests conducted do not show significant differences between the two groups, non-

response bias does not seem to be a relevant concern. 

Next, we test the data for common method variance. This risk may be present if researchers measure several 

constructs and the corresponding correlations by using the same key informant and the same method. To be more 

specific, in our study we collect the data on our dependent variable Usage Intensity from the same respondent as the 

information on its determinants and effects. In such cases, common method variance may occur if the key informants’ 

answers with regard to the observed constructs are distorted in a unidirectional way. Such effects can arise due to 

social desirability, consistency and acquiescence motives and include the risk of receiving the particular correlations 

because of the systematic distortion instead of the actual causal relationships [Podsakoff 1986; Podsakoff et al. 2003].  

To minimize this risk, we initially follow the advice of Podsakoff et al. [2003] and Chang et al. [2010] by assuring 

the respondents of the confidential and anonymous treatment of their data on the survey welcome page and by listing 

the exogenous and endogenous variables in mixed order. Moreover, given that the methodical literature provides ex-

post statistical analyses for dealing with the common method problem, we conduct Harman's single factor test that 

allows an analysis of all survey items by means of an exploratory factor analysis. If an item explains 50% or more of 

the variance, we would have to assume common method variance [McFarlin and Sweeney 1992; Podsakoff 1986]. To 

this effect, the exploratory factor analysis performed extracts 36 factors in total, of which 7 show an eigenvalue of 

above 1. Since the item explaining the highest variance only explains 33%, the results do not suggest a common 

method bias in our case. 

3.3   Operationalization of the Constructs 

With the exception of Internal Core Functions, all other constructs are operationalized following a reflective 

measurement. Since a formative measurement places special demands on the set of indicators concerning redundancy 

of information and contribution to the construct, we had to make sure that the formative indicators of Internal Core 

Functions capture the main facets of the construct, ensuring its face/content validity [Hair et al. 2010]. Since this can 

mainly be achieved through a thorough qualitative approach [Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer, 2001; Jarvis et al., 

2003], we explored the Facebook portal and scrutinized related literature to identify the most relevant features of the 

social network. In this connection, we follow a formative measurement for the construct through the respondents’ 

valuation of the possibility to create a profile, update their status, send and receive personal messages, use chat or 

messenger, post pictures and videos, mark friends in such posts as well as like and comment on posts. 
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Concerning the other variables (with reflective measurement), the operationalization is based on existing scales 

from scientific literature. Here, we adapt the scale of Benbasat et al. [2007] for the construct External Service Quality. 

The associated items deal with the quality and compliance with standards of the external services offered. The Need 

for Data Privacy is operationalized based on Wirtz et al. [2015]. Their items refer to the perceived data protection and 

security of personal data when using Facebook. The items of the construct Need for New Friends, refer to the 

possibility of finding new friends, building new interpersonal relationships and communicating with newly found 

friends on Facebook. To operationalize this construct, we consult Wirtz et al. [2013]. The last determinant of the 

model Need for Social Self-Portrayal is measured by adopting Leung’s [2013] scale. First, the resulting items include 

how much Facebook members use their online presence to share their interests, opinions, thoughts, experiences and 

feelings. Secondly, we also ask to what extent users present themselves to gain respect and recognition. 

Passing on to the measurement of the dependent variables, we operationalize Approval of Personalized Facebook 

Ads by using and revising Taylor et al.’s [2011] scale, asking how much Facebook members like the advertised 

products or services, whether they feel entertained by the personalized ads and whether they perceive them as valuable 

information sources. To measure Facebook members’ Word-of-Mouth Intention with regard to the advertised products 

or services, we draw on Shin [2013]. More specifically, the resulting scale measures the extent to which users intend 

to suggest friends the advertised products or services, share positive experiences about the products or services and 

post related positive reviews and comments on Facebook (for details on the operationalization of the constructs, please 

refer to the Appendix). For all of the previously described constructs, we apply 7-point Likert scales. Only for the 

construct Usage Intensity, which we operationalize as a manifest variable, we use the respondents’ indications 

regarding their average Facebook usage per week (hours) and their related posting activities (number of posts) for 

measurement. 

3.4   Reliability and Validity Assessment 

To ensure the reliability and validity of the measurement models, we assess several quality criteria (e.g., Bearden 

et al. 2011, Hair et al. 2010). With regard to the average variance extracted, all generated values lie above the lower 

threshold of 0.5 [Fornell and Larcker 1981]. Also, all values for composite reliability exceed the lower limit of 0.6 

[Bagozzi and Yi 1988]. Moreover, all factor loadings of the items of the reflective constructs exceed the demanded 

lower threshold of 0.4 [Bagozzi and Baumgartner 1994]. In the case of the formative construct measurement, most 

values differ significantly from zero [Diamantopoulos et al. 2008]. We present an overview of all tested quality criteria 

for reliability and validity of the measurement models in the appendix. 

Since “high levels of collinearity between formative indicators are a crucial issue because they have an impact on 

the estimation of weights and their statistical significance” [Hair et al., 2017, p. 142], we also test for multicollinearity 

with regard to the formative construct Internal Core Functions. Following methodological literature, we calculated 

the variance inflation factors for the individual items, which is an “indicator of the effect that the other independent 

variables have on the standard error of a regression coefficient” [Hair et al., 2010, p. 161]. Since all variance inflation 

factors of the indicators of the formative construct are smaller than 3, multicollinearity does not seem to be a relevant 

issue since the recommended cut-off threshold value is 10 [Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer, 2001; Hair et al., 2010]. 

Subsequently, we employ the Fornell-Larcker criterion to assess the discriminant validity of the reflective 

constructs. This observation compares the average variances extracted with the respective squared correlations of the 

constructs [Fornell and Larcker 1981]. The corresponding results imply that none of the squared correlations exceed 

the average variances extracted. Thus, as also apparent from Table 2 and the variances in bold, all constructs fulfill 

the criterion. 

 

Table 2: Fornell/Larcker Criterion 

Fornell-Larcker Criterion 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

External Service Quality (1) 0.844       

Need for Data Privacy (2) 0.324 0.714      

Need for Social Self-Portrayal (3) 0.264 0.282 0.691     

Need for New Friends (4) 0.342 0.336 0.479 0.666    

Usage Intensity (5) 0.159 0.330 0.414 0.330 0.529   

Approval of Personalized Ads (6) 0.259 0.315 0.488 0.466 0.448 0.828  

WoM Intention (7) 0.275 0.329 0.512 0.534 0.549 0.750 0.872 

 

We further estimate the illustrated model by means of multivariate analysis and structural equation modeling, 

which has gained popularity across many disciplines and is one of the most common and well-established approaches 

in empirical social science research [Hair et al. 2011; Lei and Wu 2007]. In particular for our purpose, structural 

equation modeling has proven to be an appropriate statistical method for analyzing relationships between independent 
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and dependent variables [Hair et al. 2010; Kline 2011; Steenkamp and Baumgartner 2000].  

There are two basic forms of structural equation modeling, namely covariance (e.g., LISREL) and variance-based 

(e.g., PLS) analyses. Both approaches have certain advantages and disadvantages. In light of the requirements of this 

study, we favored the PLS approach since it can handle both reflective and formative measurement models (e.g., 

Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer, 2001, Gray and Meister 2004, Becker et al. 2012), has less stringent assumptions 

about the distribution of variables and error terms (e.g., Batjargal et al. 2013, Chin and Newsted 1999, Hair et al. 

2011), includes lower requirements regarding the measurement levels [Fornell and Bookstein 1982] and shows greater 

robustness in data analysis because there are fewer identification issues than in the covariance-based approach, as well 

as improved efficiency in parameter estimation with lower variation [Hair et al. 2011; Reinartz et al. 2009]. 

Furthermore, PLS is also considered to have high statistical power, which makes it suitable for quantitative prediction, 

theory building, and confirmatory theory testing [Hair et al. 2011]. For the calculation, we used the SmartPLS 

software. 

 

4. Results 

Since there are no global measures for evaluating the models’ goodness-of-fit in the PLS approach, we have to 

implement other actions to assess our structural model. One important means to evaluate the model’s nomological 

validity is the coefficient of determination (R²) regarding the endogenous constructs involved: “The coefficient can 

vary between 0 and 1. If the regression model is properly applied and estimated, the researcher can assume that the 

higher the value of R², the greater the explanation power of the regression equation, and therefore the better the 

prediction of the dependent variable.” [Hair et al. 2010, p. 156] 

In this connection, the model shows values of 0.251, 0.201 and 0.620 (see Figure 3), suggesting that the respective 

predictor variables explain about 25%, 20% and 62% of Usage Intensity, Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads and 

Word-of-Mouth Intention respectively. When regarding the demanded thresholds in the relevant methodical literature, 

in which one author, for instance, evaluates R²-values of 0.66 as substantial, R²-values of 0.33 as moderate and only 

R²-values of 0.19 and lower as rather weak [Chin 1998], the values of the structural model are satisfactory, especially 

when also considering that Falk and Miller [1992] and Ravichandran and Lertwongsatien [2005] recommend values 

above the threshold of 0.1. Moreover, Hair et al. [2012a] situationally classify considerably lower values as good (e.g., 

in purchase behavior research). 

In addition, we use the Stone-Geisser’s criterion (Q²) [Geisser 1975; Stone 1974] as a further measure to evaluate 

the predictive capability of the structural model. This measure aims to capture cross-validated redundancy with regard 

to reflectively measured latent endogenous constructs and should yield values greater than zero to show that the 

observed constructs exhibit predictive relevance. The corresponding Q²-values for our present model are 0.096 for 

Usage Intensity, 0.165 for Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads and 0.507 for Word-of-Mouth Intention, thus 

indicating an adequate model prediction for the three endogenous constructs. 

With regard to the study’s determinants, four of the five path relationships observed are statistically significant 

and positively related to Usage Intensity, supporting the hypotheses regarding Internal Core Functions (H1), Need for 

Data Privacy (H3), Need for New Friends (H4) and Need for Social Self-Portrayal (H5). In this connection, the effect 

sizes of the influencing factors differ, thus indicating that the single determinants vary in importance. While Need for 

Data Privacy (0.110) and Need for New Friends (0.135) show indeed comparable positive effects, we can assign the 

higher impacts to Internal Core Functions (0.256) and Need for Social Self-Portrayal (0.199) in descending order.  

Concerning the dependent variables of the study, we can confirm significant positive effects of Usage Intensity 

on Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads (H6) and Word-of-Mouth Intention (H7) respectively, whereas H6 

represents the clearly stronger relationship with a coefficient of 0.448 as compared to 0.266 of H7. The lower value 

with regard to H7 can be partially explained by the partial mediation of the relationship between Usage Intensity and 

Word-of-Mouth Intention through Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads, which ultimately confirms H8 with a 

comparably high coefficient of 0.631 (for all the standardized coefficients see Figure 3). 

The T-statistics for the significant paths show values between 1.650 and 9.214, revealing that five hypotheses are 

significant at the 0.01-level (H1, H5, H6, H7 and H8), one hypothesis at the 0.05-level (H4) and one at the 0.1-level (H3). 

Only with regard to External Service Quality, we have to reject H2 due to non-significance. For a detailed overview 

of our bootstrapping results, please refer to Table 3. In summary we can confirm our hypothesized structural model 

with the exception of H2. 
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Figure 3: Structural Model 

 

Table 3: Bootstrapping Results 

Bootstrapping Results 
Original 

Sample 

Sample 

Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

Standard 

Error 

T-Sta- 

tistics 

Internal Core Functions -> Usage Intensity 0.256 0.292 0.061 0.061 4.157 

External Service Quality -> Usage Intensity -0.053 -0.054 0.048 0.048 1.105 

Need for Data Privacy -> Usage Intensity 0.110 0.110 0.067 0.067 1.650 

Need for New Friends -> Usage Intensity 0.135 0.133 0.062 0.062 2.159 

Need for Social Self-Portrayal -> Usage 

Intensity 
0.199 0.189 0.072 0.072 2.755 

Usage Intensity -> Approval of Personalized 

Facebook Ads 
0.448 0.446 0.074 0.074 6.065 

Usage Intensity -> WoM Intention 0.266 0.265 0.066 0.066 4.029 

Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads 

-> WoM Intention 
0.631 0.631 0.069 0.069 9.214 

 

5. Discussion 

This study investigates influential factors of the usage intensity of social network members as well as its 

conceptualization and impact on both members’ approval of personalized advertising in social networks and their 

word-of-mouth intention with regard to locally advertised products or services. Building upon uses and gratifications 

theory, we initially derive determinants of usage intensity as independent variables of our study. In accordance with 

the aforementioned expectancy-value approach that considers the particular value or importance users attach to each 

single media gratification [Palmgreen and Rayburn 1985], we empirically investigate the specific effect sizes of the 

determinants. These five constructs concern the Internal Core Functions, External Service Quality, Need for Data 

Privacy, Need for New Friends and the Need for Social Self-Portrayal within Facebook usage. Furthermore, we 

illustrate the contents of the construct Usage Intensity based on extant research about virtual communities and social 

networks, thus conceptualizing the first dependent variable of our study. Lastly, we consider the impact of Facebook 

members’ Usage Intensity on two further dependent variables, namely the Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads 

and Word-of-Mouth Intention, within our conceptual model. 

5.1   Findings 

The results reveal that four out of five determinants prove to have a significant positive effect on Usage Intensity. 

Need for Data Privacy

Need for Social

Self-Portrayal

Need for New Friends

Usage Intensity

Internal Core Functions

Approval of Personalized
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The constructs Internal Core Functions and Need for Social Self-Portrayal show the strongest impact. This outcome 

meets our expectations since it is plausible that the main reasons why people decide to use social networks seem to lie 

in their core functionality as well as a mixture of extraversion and social aspects. More specifically, social network 

members like to share and exchange information among themselves. By means of its core functions, like creating 

profiles, updating statuses, interacting via messengers and chats, posting pictures and videos, as well as liking and 

commenting on posts of others, Facebook offers an excellent platform for doing so, caters to these specific user needs, 

and therefore enjoys great popularity in society. 

Furthermore, satisfying these needs requires more than one singular experience. For instance, the need for self-

portrayal in social networks by means of the above-mentioned functions in an online public space, is a desire of many 

members [cf. Andreassen et al. 2012]. Since this finding, in turn, explains the frequently repeated use of social 

networks by their members, we have come full circle with regard to the two determinants that show strong empirical 

effect sizes in our study. This finding also substantiates earlier studies that have treated social network usage more 

generally and have addressed Facebook’s functionality as well as needs or motivations related to the Need for Social 

Self-Portrayal [Brandtzæg et al. 2010; Park et al. 2009; Smock et al. 2011]. 

The almost equally significant effects of Need for New Friends and Need for Data Privacy are especially 

interesting against the background of the different nature and the interplay of these two determinants. In more detail, 

the empirical results confirm our initial assumption that the social network members decide to frequently use Facebook 

to satisfy their interest in the networking character inherent to it. This motivates members to log on over and over 

again, which gives them the opportunity to continuously extend their network of friendships, be they superficial or 

deep. Again, this is consistent with results in earlier studies [Ellison et al. 2007; Kim and Lee 2011]. 

Yet, in connection to this perspective, members may only continue to approve social networks if their data privacy 

is guaranteed by the responsible firm. This finding is even more important in light of the previous controversy and 

criticism about the terms of use and data treatment of Facebook [Luckerson 2014]. In particular, it tells us that if 

Facebook wants to maintain members in the long run, the social network may have to reconsider its data privacy 

policy more closely and should manage its corresponding image with great caution [cf. Rosen 2014]. Researchers 

have also confirmed such arguments through several previous investigations treating social network usage more 

generally [Boyd 2008; Brandtzæg et al. 2010; Debatin et al. 2009; Wang et al. 2011]. 

Considering the rejected hypothesis related to the determinant External Service Quality, we interpret this result 

in terms of overload perceived by Facebook members. If the critical needs of the members are met by the available 

core functionalities, the additional external services offered may be redundant and distracting for members. On the 

one hand, this may include linkages to other social media providers, like Instagram, Pinterest, or 9GAG. On the other 

hand, there are also various social gaming or miscellaneous apps integrated in Facebook [Darwell 2012], which are 

offered to members without an explicit request from members and thus may lead to irritation.  

According to our finding, the negative perception seems to outweigh the potential value of these additional offers 

to cater to further needs of members which Facebook itself cannot fulfill. Instead, when these needs emerge, users are 

well aware of offers of other social media applications, and actively choose other social media right from the 

beginning. In this regard, Instagram represents a suitable example since it provides more differentiated uses and 

gratifications for its members, for instance, by allowing to include various color nuances or filters [cf. Instagram 

2015]. 

From a methodological perspective, this study follows a confirmatory empirical approach. The goal of such 

investigations is to confirm theory through empirical results [cf. Armstrong 2011; Bryman 2012; Gravetter and 

Forzano 2012; Graziano 1993; Hair et al. 2010; Neuman 1991; Zikmund et al. 2012]. The results obtained indicate 

that uses and gratifications theory is applicable within the social media context since the tested determinants of 

Facebook members’ usage intensity were largely significant. 

The analysis of the structural model shows significant positive effects of Facebook members’ Usage Intensity on 

Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads and Word-of-Mouth Intention. As already mentioned before in the article, 

researchers have so far investigated variables similar to the ones of our study, but they have not studied their 

relationships to each other. Instead, they have mainly focused on user interactions and the corresponding social 

benefits and potential consequences of usage intensity (e.g., Ellison et al. 2007, Vitak et al. 2011). Relevant studies 

addressing potential antecedents of acceptance, approval, or recommendation of advertising in social networks include 

effects of social identity and group norms [Zeng et al. 2009], expected negative experiences, perceived ad relevance 

and skepticism toward the ads [Kelly et al. 2010], contents of social network pages and age homophily [Airs and Ang 

2012], group affiliation [Chu 2011], ad attributes, self-brand congruity, peer influence, invasiveness and privacy 

concerns [Taylor et al. 2011], as well as social needs of members and psychological well-being [Chi 2011]. While 

these studies mainly cover users’ expectations, perceptions, needs and concerns, as well as social network and ad 

characteristics, attention has hardly been paid to the link between social network members’ usage intensity and their 
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approval and word-of-mouth intention with regard to personalized ads. 

In this respect, the results are considerably novel. They also seem plausible since the more members are involved 

in a social network, the more it is likely that they accept every part of it, which makes them also accept and recommend 

advertising as an integral part. What may appear unusual or irritating to members in the beginning becomes more 

familiar until it is finally accepted (e.g., personalized ads). In this connection, the finding that the relationship between 

Usage Intensity and Word-of-Mouth Intention is partially mediated by Approval of Personalized Facebook Ads is of 

further interest. To put it in a nutshell, even though there is a lower direct effect of Usage Intensity on Word-of-Mouth 

Intention, it seems to be important that members approve the general system of personalized ads on social networks 

in the first place, before they consider recommending advertised products or services. This appears reasonable because 

even if members have approved some of the advertised products or services, they would most likely not recommend 

it to others if they had a negative attitude towards personalized ads on Facebook or advertising in social networks in 

general. 

5.2   Limitations and Future Research 

Despite the use of well-established theories and robust methodologies in our current study, the study has certain 

limitations, which point to potential avenues for future research. Our study is cross-sectional in nature and concerns 

an area in which changes can appear on an ongoing basis (e.g., Facebook or the partners can terminate existing co-

operations or new acquisitions may be made over time). Especially regarding Facebook’s internal core functions since 

Facebook as the flagship of social networks has the ambition to provide a cutting-edge functionality. Against this 

background, Facebook is under continuing development. Therefore, the particular construct for our study can only 

cover those core functions that have been available on Facebook at the point in time of our investigation, and thus the 

results can only provide a snapshot of the phenomenon. We encourage researchers to conduct longitudinal studies to 

broaden the basis for generalization. We have only surveyed German social network members using Facebook. Future 

research should extend the investigation to other countries and cultural settings. Also, it would be interesting to study 

behaviors in other social networks in comparison to Facebook. Moreover, other social media applications (e.g., 

microblogs) could be investigated in similar studies. Since our study represents one of the first confirmatory empirical 

research papers about determinants of social network members’ Usage Intensity and the connected Approval of 

Personalized Ads and Word-of-Mouth Intention, it can hopefully act as a starting point for further related conceptual 

and empirical research. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The current study aims to identify determinants that influence the usage intensity by Facebook members in terms 

of average hours spent and average posts made on Facebook per week. Furthermore, we look behind the potential 

benefits of said usage intensity for companies and organizations, which helps justify corporate presence in social 

networks. 

The results of the study hold both theoretical and managerial implications. A key outcome for academics is that 

the study confirms the applicability of uses and gratifications theory in the social network context. Apart from that, it 

contributes to the literature about corporate presence in social networks and social media in general. Especially 

interesting is the causal chain comprising what factors determine usage intensity, and, how usage intensity influences 

members’ patronage of companies’ advertising in social networks. 

The results are also relevant for managers—both of the social network and the companies commissioning the ads. 

Social network representatives can benefit from our findings by incorporating the (dis)confirmed determinants of 

usage intensity in their decisions to retain, exclude or include functions and features. This is important since members’ 

intense usage and word-of-mouth recommendation brings financial benefits for the social network firm in terms of 

increased advertising revenue through the augmented exposure of members to the placed ads. However, one should 

not consider the investigated determinants as individual factors but rather as a cohesive set. Thus, focusing on 

members’ need for social self-portrayal and new friends, the maintenance and continuous improvement of the social 

network’s internal core functions, as well as catering to the members’ need for data privacy promises the greatest 

impact. 

In addition, we have been interested in the potential benefits of members’ usage intensity for companies and 

organizations that advertise in social networks. A major result of this study is the finding that usage intensity positively 

influences social network members’ approval of placing personalized ads and also their intention to share with others 

the resulting experiences with the respective products and services in the social network. Thus, as a corresponding 

implication, we advise managers to focus their social media advertising efforts on those platforms that generate the 

highest usage intensities. Within the broad range of existing social media applications, so far social networks have 

emerged as the most popular platforms for users, and thus also for companies and their advertising activities. Given 

the dynamic nature of the social media field, this fact may be subject to change sooner or later. Therefore, companies 
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should critically reconsider and adapt their social media strategy periodically. 

Also, in light of the finding that social network members’ approval of personalized ads mediates the relationship 

between usage intensity and word-of-mouth intention, the companies that advertise in social networks should 

cautiously coordinate their connected activities in the social network and with the social network provider. They have 

to make sure that they are not so intrusive towards the members that they lose members’ goodwill. Finally, companies 

may try to influence social media providers to include features and functions that foster members’ usage intensity and 

thus generate benefits for themselves. Unfortunately, this is a double-edged sword since, for instance, despite the 

users’ need for data privacy, the controversial policy of Facebook enables the placement of personalized ads in the 

first place. Nevertheless, in light of the findings in the current study, a balance between user and corporate needs 

should be pursued in the future. 
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Appendix A 

Reliability and validity of the measurement models 

Factor Indicators 
Factor 

Load. 

T-

Statistics 
AVE 

Composite 

Reliability 

Internal Core 

Functions 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, creating a profile is very important 

to me. 

-0.027 0.158 --- --- 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, updating my status is very 

important to me. 

0.336 1.660 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, sending and receiving messages is 

very important to me. 

-0.451 2.892 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, using the chat is very important to 

me. 

0.261 1.739 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, the ‘Like’-button is very important 

to me. 

0.004 0.020 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, commenting on posts is very 

important to me. 

-0.002 0.013 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, posting pictures is very important to 

me. 

-0.075 0.387 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, posting videos is very important to 

me. 

0.449 2.390 

Within the scope of Facebook’s Internal Core 

Functions, marking people in pictures or 

videos is very important to me. 

0.441 2.486 

External Service 

Quality  

The single external services which Facebook 

offers in cooperation with other social media 

are of very high quality (e.g., Instagram, 

Pinterest, 9GAG). 

0.864 15.159 0.844 0.956 

The single external services which Facebook 

offers in cooperation with other social media 

meet very high standards (e.g., Instagram, 

Pinterest, 9GAG). 

0.933 19.362 

The single external services which Facebook 

offers in cooperation with other social media 

are of superior quality in every respect (e.g., 

Instagram, Pinterest, 9GAG). 

0.926 20.305 

Altogether, the external services which 

Facebook offers in cooperation with other 

social media are of excellent quality (e.g., 

Instagram, Pinterest, 9GAG). 

0.950 21.472 

Need for Data 

Privacy 

When using Facebook, my personal data is 

sufficiently secured. 

0.746 10.658 0.714 0.909 

When interacting on Facebook, I am very 

satisfied with the safety of my personal data. 

0.851 13.420 

I am convinced that Facebook does not use my 

personal data, if I do not allow it. 

0.882 15.890 

Altogether, Facebook attaches high value to the 

protection of data privacy. 

0.894 16.870 
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Need for New 

Friends 

I like it a lot that Facebook enables me to find 

new friends. 

0.858 25.968 0.666 0.887 

I like it a lot that I can build new relationships 

with people via Facebook. 

0.880 33.278 

I like it a lot that Facebook offers its users the 

possibility to connect with new friends. 

0.649 10.743 

I have a very high need for getting to know 

new friends via Facebook. 

0.856 30.286 

Need for Social 

Self-Portrayal 

Presenting myself on Facebook to share my 

interests, opinions and thoughts, is very 

important to me. 

0.831 22.186 0.691 0.899 

Presenting myself on Facebook to share my 

experiences, is very important to me. 

0.858 24.446 

Presenting myself on Facebook to share my 

feelings, is very important to me. 

0.803 17.300 

Presenting myself on Facebook to gain respect 

and support, is very important to me. 

0.832 21.498 

Usage Intensity Please indicate how many hours you use 

Facebook on average per week. 

0.375 2.578 0.529 0.654 

Please indicate how many posts you make on 

Facebook on average per week. 

0.958 21.171 

Approval of 

Personalized 

Facebook Ads 

I very much like personalized ads for 

products/services on Facebook (e.g., for 

apparel/internet flat rates). 

0.906 54.624 0.828 0.935 

Personalized ads for products/services on 

Facebook do not only want to sell – they are 

also entertaining (e.g., for apparel/internet flat 

rates). 

0.909 46.202 

Personalized ads on Facebook are a very 

valuable information source concerning the 

respective products/services (e.g., for 

apparel/internet flat rates). 

0.914 49.353 

Word-of-Mouth 

Intention 

I intend to recommend my friends on Facebook 

the locally advertised products/ services (e.g., 

apparel/internet flat rates). 

0.920 48.705 0.872 0.976 

I intend to share positive experiences about 

locally advertised products/services with my 

friends on Facebook (e.g., apparel/internet flat 

rates). 

0.937 43.020 

I intend to issue positive reviews on Facebook 

for the locally advertised products/services 

(e.g., apparel/internet flat rates). 

0.952 72.954 

I intend to positively comment on locally 

advertised products/services on Facebook (e.g., 

apparel/internet flat rates). 

0.932 40.287 

I intend to talk about positive characteristics of 

the locally advertised products/services with 

my friends on Facebook (e.g., apparel/internet 

flat rates). 

0.915 31.804 

I intend to recommend my friends on Facebook 

the locally advertised products/services (e.g., 

apparel/internet flat rates). 

0.949 69.788 

 


