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ABSTRACT 

 

Most information systems (IS) usage studies have investigated value assessment and behavior of social media use 

from a rational choice perspective. The changing paradigmatic landscape, however, suggests that the non-rational use 

of social media has ramifications beyond the current knowledge domain. Implementing a grounded theory approach, 

this study theorizes and juxtaposes the effect of both rational and non-rational factors on value assessment and 

behavior of habitual social media use. Identifying attributes, situations, and processes of habitual social media use, 

the study suggests that, when people develop usage habit with social media, they weigh the importance of social media 

attributes both rationally and non-rationally. The study develops a theoretical framework suggesting that habitual users 

exhibit both rational and non-rational tendencies in value assessment and behavioral choices of social media use. By 

taking both rational and non-rational cognition and their dynamics into account, this study extends the literature scope 

of IS use theory, and provides practical implications for social media organizations and managers to improve service 

effectiveness, long-term prosperity, and marketing extension. 

 

Keywords: Social media; Grounded theory; Rational; Non-rational; Value assessment. 

 

1. Introduction 

Social media (e.g., Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, and LinkedIn) is built upon the creation and exchange 

of user-generated content, and provides a wide variety of services and applications to meet people’s social needs for 

fun, relationship developing, and information sharing [Hu et al. 2015]. Since its inception, social media has been 

viewed as the most exciting interactive platform on the Internet and has became a vital part of social life [Lai & To 
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2015]. It has been estimated that in early 2021 more than half of the world’s total population uses social media 

[Chaffey 2021]. Such wide use has also galvanized organizations to embrace social media and re-engineer their 

business models and processes [Clement 2019]. 

The unprecedented popularity of social media among individuals and organizations has led to a critical and long-

asked question [Kapoor et al. 2018; Sundararajan et al. 2013]: How do people assess usage value of social media and 

make decisions about the use in the long term? Indeed, information systems (IS) researchers have examined IS value 

assessment and usage behavior for decades, and have established the most mature literature stream pertaining to the 

technology acceptance and use (e.g., the TAM-oriented research).  

In the stream of IS research, IS use has been generally defined as a behavioral process in which individuals 

consistently use IS functions to perform goal-directed tasks [Burton-Jones & Gallivan 2007]. Specifically, the social 

media use has been conceptualized as usage behavior patterns in which individuals use social technology to meet 

personal social needs in various terms [Hu et al. 2015; Venkatesh et al. 2008]. Accordingly, a plethora of studies have 

identified quite an inventory of variables, constructs, and relationships, specifically speaking of value assessment and 

behavioral choices of IS use in general [e.g., Kettinger et al. 2009; Kim et al. 2007; and the TAM-oriented studies 

such as Agarwal & Karahanna 2000, Van der Heijden 2004, and Venkatesh et al. 2003] and social media use in 

particular [e.g., Hu et al. 2011, 2015; Jin 2013; Oh et al. 2013; Zhang et al. 2015; Zhou et al. 2012]. 

Generally, human beings assess utility value and make cognitive and behavioral decisions based on a rational 

evaluation of and/or non-rational response to the situational factors [Scott 2000]. Rational assessment and decisions 

are achieved substantively on a clear understanding of action and consequences, conscious reasoning of logic, and 

deliberate analysis of and trade-off between benefits and costs [Heracleous 1994], whereas non-rational or intuitive 

ones are primarily on human beings’ emotion and psychological state (e.g., enjoyment, like, or love) towards, and 

unconscious cognitive and behavioral responses (e.g., “internal forces” such as inertia, habit, or addiction) to the 

environment without taking much conscious deliberation into account [Back 1961]. It is worth noting that the division 

of rational and non-rational cognitions and behaviors can be blurry under many circumstances, where an individual 

may make rational decisions, but seemingly behaves non-rationally. 

Through the rational/non-rational lens, notwithstanding the literature evolution, one key research gap can be 

identified. As IS scholars [e.g., Ortiz de Guinea & Markus 2009; Venkatesh et al. 2003] have indicated, the extant 

studies of IS value assessment and behavior have heavily premised upon the rational choice tradition, whereby the 

exclusive emphasis has been placed on the rational conscious factors. As such, since the rational and non-rational 

factors co-exist and simultaneously affect value assessment and decision-making of IS use, a holistic comprehensive 

view deserves to be explored on how individuals assess value and make behavioral choices of IS use through pinning 

both rational and non-rational phenomena and their dynamics on the map.     

Meanwhile, as various social technologies are mushrooming, service types and applications, and business models 

of social media are still emerging. In the complex emerging contexts, it is rather challenging to capture the abstract of 

rational and/or non-rational factors to address research questions of interest [Birks et al. 2013; Kane et al. 2014; 

Kapoor et al. 2018]. While the quantitative field design has dominated the majority of social media studies [Cao et al. 

2015; Ngai et al. 2015; Appendix A], as with any research methodology, the quantitative method has been clouded 

with integral methodological constraints especially in theory development for the emerging phenomena of social 

media [See social media literature review in Cao et al. 2015 and Ngai et al. 2015]. This unbalanced methodological 

reliance in IS area denotes a pressing need for complementary qualitative approaches to advance and enrich the 

research literature [Lai & To 2015]. 

Therefore, to bridge the research gap identified above, this study turns to a well-designed qualitative approach – 

the grounded theory – to account for the specific attributes and context of habitual social media use. In so doing, the 

study attempts to provide a holistic theoretical description of social media use addressing how people rationally and 

non-rationally assess value and determine usage behavior of habitual social media in the long run. Since the 

investigated phenomenon is still embolic in nature, this study adds values to the growing body of literature as follows. 

Firstly, we leverage the grounded theory approach to generate a new-fangled theoretical understanding of the 

phenomenon. Secondly, due to the specificity and complexity of social media, we collect detail-oriented qualitative 

data to identify usage attributes and situations of social media from users’ narratives. Thirdly, we conduct a content 

analysis of the interview data to reveal key concepts and underlying structural relationships. And fourthly, building 

on the findings from the grounded theory, we develop a theoretical framework of value assessment and behavior of 

social media use encompassing both rational and non-rational factors. When people use social media over time, they 

develop usage habit with the technology. As such, the focus and theoretical development of this study are specifically 

on the habitual social media use.  

This study makes several contributions to IS theory. Firstly, the study represents our systematic attempt in 

examining and theorizing both rational and non-rational phenomena into the theory building of IS use. The 
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conceptualization of key concepts and relationships of the proposed framework shall serve as a foundational model 

identifying and informing future research in both rational and non-rational contexts of value assessment and usage 

behavior of social media. Research of this stream can broaden the scope of IS literature by exploring the alternative 

theoretical perspectives beyond the rational choice tradition. Secondly, this study demonstrates that the grounded 

theory approach has unique methodological advantages over the dominant quantitative methods in IS area, especially 

as an approach that provides the set of detail-oriented descriptions of social media use, one of the emerging, abstract, 

and complex IS contexts. 

For business practice, given that social media attract people’s limited attention for business effectiveness and 

advertising revenue, organizations are yearning for richer understandings of users’ value assessment and behavior. 

Effectively retaining active users is essential to the long-term sustainability and marketing extension of social media. 

The findings and the proposed framework of this study shall provide practical guidelines for social media firms and 

managers to improve service effectiveness for long-term prosperity and marketing extension. 

The rest of the paper unfolds as follows. The coming section provides an extensive literature review of both 

streams of social media and IS use research on value assessment and usage behavior, which helps identify research 

gaps and objectives of this study. The next section presents an overview of the grounded theory and its methodological 

appropriateness for this study. Subsequently, data collection and coding, content analysis, and findings of this study 

are reported. Integrating key findings with those of both steams of services marketing and IS use literature, the next 

section develops a theoretical framework of value assessment and usage behavior of social media. The paper concludes 

with a discussion of contributions and implications, as well as limitations of this study and avenues for future research. 

 

2. Literature Review and Research Objectives 

To start, we argue that IS has been widely adopted and used for its creation and utility of value at both individual 

and organizational levels. Generally, IS value is realized as various utilizable benefits, usefulness, and advantages in 

a specific context (value-in-context). At the individual level, IS use value can be specified as users’ perceived wants, 

benefits, and satisfaction for the higher-order needs such as usefulness, self-fulfillment, esteem, and “valued states of 

being such as happiness, convenience, security, and accomplishment” [Gutman 1982, p. 60]. At the organizational 

level, IS use value is reflected in business behavior and performance that an organization seeks to maximize the 

lifetime corporate benefits. In the particular context of social media, the usage value may take a great variety ranging 

among altruistic, materialistic, social, as well as extrinsic and intrinsic [Ranjan & Read 2016; Zwass 2010]. In this 

section, we provide key findings from our extensive literature reviews of TAM tradition in IS value assessment and 

behavior, value assessment and usage behavior of social media, and non-rational factors and processing of IS use. 

Through the reality check of the extant literature, we refine the research gap and justify motivations of the current 

study. The key findings and illustrative literature are shown in three tables (Tables A-1, A-2, and A-3) of Appendix 

A. 

2.1. TAM Tradition in IS Value Assessment and Behavior 

As illustrated in Table A-1 of Appendix A, over the past decades, the technology acceptance model (TAM) has 

established the most mature literature stream of IS research in explaining and predicting IS use in terms of value 

assessment and usage behavior. In so doing, the original TAM adapts the belief-behavior framework of social 

psychology into the IS context, and captures two cognitive variables, perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease 

of use (PEOU), that users rely on to evaluate design quality and make value assessment and choices of IS use [Davis 

1989; Davis et al. 1989]. The unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT) incorporates two additional 

variables, social influence and facilitating conditions, into the established nomological network of the TAM to advance 

the understanding of value assessment and behavior of IS use [Venkatesh et al. 2003]. 

For so long, IS research has integrated various constructs and relationships into the TAM nomological network, 

and accordingly the TAM tradition has been largely enhanced. For example, Agarwal and Karahanna [2000] and Van 

der Heijden [2004] suggest that users’ holistic experience with IS – as captured in such emotion constructs as 

enjoyment and flow – plays an important role in IS use specifically for value assessment and behavior. This holds true 

especially for the pleasure-oriented (or hedonic) IS use [Van der Heijden 2004]. Along this line of research, Venkatesh 

et al. [2012] incorporate three additional constructs – hedonic motivation, price value, and habit – to study IS value 

and behavior in a consumer context. Bhattacherjee [2001] introduces two cognitive beliefs constructs (perceived 

usefulness and confirmation) and one affect construct (satisfaction) after initial acceptance of IS. 

The TAM and its extended variations highlight the cost-benefit paradigm that steers users’ cognitions in value 

assessment and decision-making of IS use [Kim et al. 2007; Ortiz de Guinea & Markus 2009; Venkatesh et al. 2003]. 

The well-established tradition indicates that users conduct conscious benefit-cost analysis to assess IS value in terms 

of the cognitive trade-off between efforts required for and benefits gained from the IS use. Even though some TAM 

studies suggest that the pleasure-oriented IS use may assume greater reliance on the hedonic properties, the mainstream 
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suggests that users place a higher priority in IS usefulness (e.g., performance expectancy) and ease of use (e.g., effort 

expectancy) in assessing value and making usage choices. This holds consistent especially in the organizational setting 

where IS use is mandatory, and users primarily employ IS to enhance efficiency and effectiveness of job performance. 

2.2. Value Assessment and Usage Behavior of Social Media 

Social media is generally viewed as an Internet-based service platform that people use voluntarily in a non-

organizational setting for personal social needs. As social media is merely one type of IS applications, as shown in 

Table A-2 of Appendix A, the majority of pertinent studies have heavily adopted and adapted the TAM tradition to 

examine usage value and behavior of social media [e.g., Hsu & Lin 2008; Hu et al. 2011; Jin 2013]. More importantly, 

social media as a whole has demonstrated distinct design and implementation qualities than those of conventional IS 

applications, which have been configured and used for work purposes in the organizational settings. From the end 

user’s perspective, in social media use, individuals play a dual role as a service customer and a regular user of IT 

artifacts. Our literature review shows that studies of value assessment and usage behavior of social media have taken 

into account the dual role, and integrated theories and findings from both streams of services marketing and IS use 

literature. 

Among a variety of service marketing theories, the customer value perspective has been prominent. The 

perspective has provided a seminal definition of service value, indicating that the overall value assessment of a utility 

is based on “a perception of what is received and what is given” [Zeithaml 1988, p. 14]. According to the definition, 

value assessment represents a trade-off through which individuals assess benefits they gain relative to costs they pay 

for a utility/service. On the one hand, individuals perceive utility benefits as the “get” side of the value, indicating a 

positive relationship between benefits and value assessment; on the other hand, individuals perceive costs as the “give” 

side of the value – a negative relationship between the costs and value assessment. Also as shown Table A-2 of 

Appendix A, the customer value perspective has inspired IS studies [e.g., Dai et al. 2014; Kim et al. 2007] in value 

assessment and behavior of social media use [e.g., Hu et al. 2015]. 

It is worth noting that the customer value perspective builds upon the cost-benefit paradigm that, as does the TAM 

tradition, steers individuals to make a cognitive trade-off between utility benefits against costs to maximize usage 

value. Thus, it is reasonable to hold that the stream of studies has followed the line of reasoning and nomological 

network of the TAM tradition to examine the effect of user beliefs, perceptions, feelings, and cognitions on attitudes, 

intentions, and the actual behaviors of social media use [Kapoor et al. 2018; Toubiana & Zietsma 2017; Vermeulen et 

al. 2018]. While the service marketing literature has explicitly indicated that the service value consists of hedonic and 

utilitarian properties [Mathwick et al. 2001], IS research generally relies on the widely validated TAM constructs and 

relationships to formulate research questions, constructs, and relationships [Venkatesh et al. 2003]. 

2.3. Non-Rational Factors and Processing of IS Use 

In reality, the rational and non-rational factors and processing are closely interrelated, and the division of rational 

and non-rational cognitions and behaviors can be blurry under some circumstances. As the preceding literature review 

shows, even among the rational value assessment and behavioral responses of IS usage, the impact and consequences 

of non-rational factors and processing on IS use can be captured such as those on human beings’ emotion and 

psychological state (e.g., enjoyment, like, or love) towards IS use. For example, Van der Heijden [2004] highlights 

the important role of the non-rational emotional construct – enjoyment – in shaping individuals’ value assessment and 

usage intention/behavior of the pleasure-oriented IS.  

Additionally, as illustrated in Table A-3 of Appendix A, IS research has just begun explicit investigations into 

the impact and consequences of non-relational factors and internal forces and processing such as unconscious 

cognitive and behavioral responses on value assessment and usage behavior of IS use. For example, Limayem et al. 

[2007], Hu et al. [2018], and several others extend and enhance the TAM tradition to examine the direct and indirect 

effect of habit on IS value and behavior. Polites and Karahanna [2012] look at the role of human beings’ “internal 

forces” such as habit and inertia in technology acceptance. In addition, Turel et al. [2011] examine the impact of 

addiction in technology use processes in the context of online auctions. 

2.4. A Reality Check of Literature 

While our literature reviews reveal that the above-reviewed studies are fruitful in expanding our understanding 

of IS use in specific terms of value assessment and usage behavior, one research gap can be identified and should be 

bridged through meaningful studies. That is, both TAM-oriented and extant social media studies have been dominantly 

premised upon the rational choice tradition. These studies largely build upon the cost-benefit paradigm and the value 

maximization perspective whereby users are commonly conceptualized as a rational actor evaluating utility benefits 

relative to costs to make value assessment and usage decisions. This notion of research suggests that IS usage decisions 

are made in a reason-based manner through carefully assessing and weighing associated beliefs, cognitions, and 

attitudes. As such, IS value assessment and usage are mainly pictured as a set of “quite rational” behaviors based on 
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extrinsic rational reasoning, rather than with non-rational factors and processing such as emotions, feelings, intuitions, 

habit, and inertia. Typically, this has established a rational calculus process of IS value assessment and usage behavior. 

Notwithstanding the rational underpinning vis-à-vis the process, for ages, rational and non-rational factors and 

processing have been viewed as antagonistic and simultaneous to each other [Back 1961; Heracleous 1994]. The two 

modes of mental judging and decision-making may tap into IS value assessment and usage behavior dynamically and 

interdependently [Ortiz de Guinea & Markus 2009; Venkatesh et al. 2003]. In this study, we conjecture that the salient 

and inseparable efficacy of the rational and non-rational factors as a whole are missing from the TAM-oriented studies. 

While human action “is fundamentally ‘rational’ in character and [people] calculate the likely costs and benefits of 

any action before deciding what to do” [Scott 2000, p. 126], human decision-making involves at the meanwhile non-

rational unconscious factors such as habit, symbols, intuition, inertia, and emotion [Ortiz de Guinea & Markus 2009]. 

For example, while IS research commonly reveals IS usage habit as an unconscious non-rational behavioral response 

to situational cues, its development and formation are a deliberate evaluative process involving conscious rational 

factors and relationships at the early adoption of the technology. This finding is rather consistent with the perspective 

of social psychology [e.g., Verplanken & Orbell 2003; Wood et al. 2002], and the literature of IS habit [e.g., Hu et al. 

2018; Limayem et al. 2007; Polites & Karahanna 2012]. 

Furthermore, human beings encounter decisions and behaviors that even largely violate the assumed pattern of 

rationality [Herrmann et al. 2015]. In IS value assessment and usage behavior, for example, out of certain seemingly 

non-rational considerations, users resist a better alternative because of inertia – a persistence of an inefficient 

behavioral pattern [Polites & Karahanna 2012; Wang et al. 2019]. Another phenomenon has been found interesting in 

online auctions, where IT artifacts are perceived against general rationality, and usage decisions are made abnormally 

[Turel et al. 2011]. Not only do these non-rational factors function and further frame users’ value assessment and 

usage behavior independently, but they also interplay with the rational factors. Dynamics exist between the two sets 

of factors in relation to IS value assessment and usage behavior [Ortiz de Guinea & Markus 2009]. 

We thus argue that, in those cases, the rational choice perspective may not be the omnipotent foundation for IS 

research, and IS usage process should be viewed holistically as the value-oriented rational behavior alongside the non-

rational unconscious actions. Thus far, the non-rational factors and conceptualizations have yet to be systematically 

integrated into the models of IS value assessment and usage behavior [Hibbeln et al. 2017; Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan 

2015]. Theoretical perspectives of the dynamics should be developed of pinning both rational and non-rational factors 

into the map [Ortiz de Guinea & Markus 2009; Stein et al. 2015; Toubiana & Zietsma 2017]. Primarily for this reason, 

Ortiz de Guinea and Markus [2009] have called for research that shall capture the integrative patterns. 

Along the research avenue, the qualitative methods have unique methodological advantages. While the majority 

of the aforementioned studies have been performed in various organizational settings, the context-specific attributes, 

and complexities of social media use may not be fully captured [Kane et al. 2014]. In this regard, Ellison and Boyd 

[2013] and Kane et al. [2014] point out that the novel capabilities of social media introduce complex dynamics that 

the quantitative methods are limited in providing a deeper understanding. Studies aiming at theory development are 

needed to describe the situation and processes of how people assess value and make behavioral choices of social media 

use. This predicament methodologically represents a pressing need for qualitative approaches to advancing the body 

of IS literature. 

To summarize, our literature review identifies one research gap and motivations for this study. Built on a 

systematic qualitative exploration (i.e., the grounded theory procedure), this study aims to accomplish the following: 

(1) provide a detailed description of the context, situation, and process of social media use, and (2) substantiate a 

theoretical perspective to explain how individuals rationally and non-rationally assess value and determine the 

behavior of habitual social media use in the long run. 

3. The Grounded Theory  

Since inception, IS research has been largely dominated by the quantitative design and methods [Orlikowski & 

Baroudi 1991]. This observation is rather consistent with the flipside concerns about the “disproportionately low 

number of qualitative articles in top journals” [Sarker et al. 2013, p. iii]. This holds true particularly for social media 

research [Cao et al. 2015]. Instead, the qualitative design and methods are rather promising for investigating social 

dynamics and building theoretical perspectives for new emerging phenomena such as social media [Conboy et al., 

2012; Sarker et al. 2013; Sarker et al. 2018]. It is thus necessary to systematically employ the qualitative methods – 

such as the grounded theory approach in this study – to explore the context-specific details and complexities of habitual 

social media use to develop the theoretical perspectives of interest [Birks et al. 2013]. 

The grounded theory traces its origins back to the work of Glaser and Strauss [1967], in which the grounded 

theory approach is defined as “an initial, systematic discovery of the theory from the data” (p. 3), making a highly 

inductive approach to theory building [Gleasure & Feller 2018]. Grounded theory has been well-accepted in IS 
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research for theory building, model developing, and rich descriptions for new emerging research phenomena [Sarker 

et al. 2013; Sarker et al. 2018; Shiau & George 2014; Urquhart & Fernández 2013; Vaast & Walsham 2013; Wiesche 

et al. 2017].  

The grounded theory approach is appropriate for research when there is no existing theory or if a phenomenon is 

not clearly understood, because the approach seeks to better understand human behavior and experience [Bogdan & 

Biklen 2003]. Since the grounded theory approach is less subject to the risk of transferring incorrect theoretical 

assumptions to emerging phenomena [Fernandez & Lehmann 2005], it is specifically appropriate for IS research when 

the focus of the study is on emerging socio-technical IS phenomena. 

This study follows the grounded theory procedure to identify the context-specific attributes and complexities of 

social media use, and develops a theoretical framework of how people rationally and non-rationally assess value and 

make usage decisions about social media. We believe the grounded theory approach is appropriate for this study. 

Firstly, the grounded theory is “an inductive, theory discovery methodology that allows developing a theoretical 

account of the general features of a topic while simultaneously grounding the account in empirical observations or 

data” [Martin & Turner 1986, p. 141]. The theory-generative procedure is particularly relevant to this study in 

exploring and theorizing the context-specific situation and process of social media use. As aforementioned, the social 

media phenomena are highly novel and emerging, and the existing theories are in a lack of properly addressing rational 

and non-rational factors and their dynamics in relation to social media use. To fulfill the research objectives, we 

ground this study in empirical observations and interviews of how social media users evaluate their usage experience, 

feelings, and behaviors. 

Secondly, the grounded theory enables “the generation of theories of process, sequence, and change pertaining to 

social interaction” [Glaser & Strauss 1967, p. 114]. Social media use involves various social interactions of 

individuals, IT artifacts, and usage environments. In the course, while gaining considerable usage benefits, individuals 

invest a significant amount of time and take certain informational risks in social media use. These activities and 

behaviors, as well as the dynamic process, tend to be rich-detailed and context-specific. For this study, the grounded 

theory supports the value of a qualitative approach in describing and conceptualizing the perceptional and behavioral 

factors and processes under the socio-technical condition, where social media users’ beliefs, feelings, perceptions, and 

behaviors interact to frame their temporal value assessment and behavioral choices. 

Thirdly, as social media are used primarily for personal social purposes in a non-organizational setting, the 

contextual particularities constitute a challenging setting for IS studies [Kane et al. 2014]. In this regard, this study 

relies on the grounded theory to develop theoretical insights about the general characteristics of the emerging social 

media setting in the account of qualitative observations [Martin & Turner 1986]. The interpretive nature of the 

grounded theory helps in identifying and elaborating on the context-specific categories and relationships of social 

media use with rich narrative details [Ellison & Boyd 2013; Rosen 2007]. 

In summary, the characteristics and methodological uniqueness of the grounded theory – inductive, contextual, 

and qualitative data-driven – fit well with the exploratory and interpretive nature of this study. To achieve the research 

objectives, this study follows the grounded theory procedure to collect qualitative interview data, and conduct data 

coding and content analysis for theory building. 

 

4. Research Design 

4.1. Data Collection 

While user demographics of social media largely vary across cultures, nations, and geographical locations, young 

college students have long been considered to be the most active user group of social media [Pew Research Center 

2019]. Following the sampling procedure of the grounded theory, we gathered the qualitative data through semi-

structured interviews of 104 randomly selected undergraduate and graduate students enrolled in three public 

universities in North America. All of the interviewees have used social media for at least three years and formed usage 

habit with the technology. Each interview lasts approximately 55 minutes; interviews were tape-recorded and 

transcribed. We attached the semi-structured interview script in Appendix B.  

Acknowledging the wide variety of service types and applications of social media, we adopted the academic 

definition of social media by Hu et al. [2015] to ensure interviewees to accurately understand the researched 

phenomenon: Social media is built upon the creation and exchange of user-generated contents, and provides a wide 

variety of services and applications to meet people’s social needs for fun, relationship developing, and information 

sharing. During each interview, we used plain language to explain the definition to interviewees. To encourage 

interviewees to focus on providing their opinions and thoughts on social media use in general, as our interview script 

(Appendix B) shows, we asked interviewees to picture social media as a whole, and think about social media 

applications they have used most. We took YouTube as a usage case to exemplify: On the one hand, YouTube is a 

specific application of social media that people use to share and watch video clips online. On the other hand, YouTube 
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is among one of the general social media applications that people use to share user-generated content, exchange 

information, develop social relationships, and have fun over the Internet. In IS literature, the similar phrasing of 

interview questions and data collection procedures have been used to strengthen the sampling reliability and validity 

[e.g., Hu et al. 2011, 2015].  

In line with sampling recommendations of Glaser [1978] and Birks et al. [2013], three rounds of interviews have 

been undertaken to capture new categories and relationships and to establish necessary clarifications and verifications. 

The interview questions were developed on the basis of an extensive literature review of extant social media studies. 

While the sample size is fundamental to quantitative studies, this may not be as important in qualitative studies 

[Marshall et al. 2013]. The literature review of Marshall et al. [2013] shows that there is no best practice of justifying 

the sample size in IS qualitative studies. Additionally, our literature review shows that quite a few of the grounded 

theory studies [e.g., Hekkala & Urquhart 2013; Shiau & George 2014; Vaast & Walsham 2013] have used a similar 

sample size of interview data as ours to examine the complex IS phenomena. 

Demographics including age, gender, ethnicity, work status, education, and social media websites used are 

collected. As shown in Table 1, the sample is nearly evenly divided by gender; the mean age of the interviewees is 

26. While relatively youthful in the mix, 36.4% are above 25, and 34.4% work fulltime. The major social media 

websites that have been used include Facebook (45.3%) and YouTube (20.3%), with others such as Twitter, Reddit, 

Tumblr, LinkedIn, and Instagram. The sample demographics are relatively similar to that of the predominant social 

media website, Facebook. We have tested the sample differences upon the comparison of the demographics of the 

interviewees in the three universities. The results indicate no significant difference. 

 

Table 1: Demographics of the Interviewees (N = 104) 

Category Value Frequency Percentage 

Gender 
Female 49 46.9% 

Male 55 53.1% 

Ethnicity 

White 76 73.4% 

African-American 18 17.2% 

Asian 8 7.8% 

Hispanic 2 1.6% 

Work Status 
Not Work Full Time 68 65.6% 

Work Full Time 36 34.4% 

Education 
Undergraduate 85 81.3% 

Graduate 19 18.7% 

Social Media  

Website Used 

Facebook 47 45.3% 

YouTube 21 20.3% 

Twitter 10 9.4% 

Reddit 5 4.7% 

Tumblr 3 3.1% 

LinkedIn 3 3.1% 

Instagram 2 1.6% 

Other 13 12.5% 

 

4.2. Staging Data Analysis  

Data coding and content analysis of interview text have been frequently used in the grounded theory approaches 

with methodological advantages [Merriam 2009]. Specifically, it is highly effective to exploratory investigations such 

as this study where quantitative approaches are not applicable, and when the researched subjects’ viewpoints are taken 

into consideration for theory building [Lai & To 2015]. 

The data coding and content analysis of the grounded theory approach is highly iterative and recursive in an 

evolving abstraction manner, involving constant comparisons throughout multiple stages of analysis [Birks et al. 2013; 

Lai & To 2005; Pettigrew 1989]. As shown in Figure 1, following the established procedure of Strauss and Corbin 

[1998], the four researchers of this study conducted data coding and content analysis in multiple stages. During the 

staging process, researchers conducted, contrasted, and refined coding and content analysis interactively. According 

to the recommendations of Shmueli et al. [2017] and Welbers et al. [2017], we also relied on the text mining techniques 

of the R-Studio to enhance data coding and content analysis. 
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Figure 1: The Procedure of Data Collection, Coding, and Content Analysis 

 

In the process, the analytic memos were written to trace the development of the grounded categories, sub-

categories, and relationships [Glaser, 1978]; the extant literature was constantly reviewed and synthesized, and the 

emerging categories and sub-categories were defined and elaborated on recursively. The identified categories and sub-

categories were then interrelated, and further integrated with the extant literature for theory building. In the subsequent 

sections, combining with the procedural descriptions of the data coding and content analysis of the grounded theory, 

we present tables and figures to illustrate open codes, reduced categories and subcategories, and relationships in an 

organized condensed manner. 

4.3. The Procedure of Data Coding and Content Analysis 

Open Coding. At the beginning of opening coding, the researchers of this study read and grouped the interview 

text according to interviewees’ answers to the semi-structured questions. Our open coding initiated with analytically 

breaking down the interview text into words, terms, and short phrases, which were then assigned as descriptive labels 

and open codes. Whenever possible, the descriptive labels and open codes were assigned using words and phrases in 

the original interview text. As the open coding proceeded, and recurring themes identified, more open codes and 

descriptive labels were assigned to reflect a set of theoretical memos that evolved continuously during data collection 

and open coding.  

Upon this point, theories and findings of the extant literature were reviewed, and researchers consistently 

compared and discussed to ensure that the coding and interpretations were reliable [Maxwell 1992; Patton 2014]. 

When necessary, the iterative coding was performed as part of multiple revisits to the interview text. The open coding 

ceased when the four researchers reached the consensus that the set of open codes and descriptive labels satisfied the 

following coding criteria: (1) each textual instance was captured by at least one of the codes or labels, and (2) the 

initial coding referred to the same phenomenon and was the most appropriate one. Table 2 reports the coding process 

as well as the open codes and descriptive labels captured in the process. 
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Table 2: Open Coding and Codes and Labels Captured  

 
 

Axial Coding. The opening coding captured 8 theoretically interrelated sets of open codes and descriptive labels. 

Subsequently, we initiated the axial coding in line with the paradigm established by Strauss and Corbin [1998]. In so 

doing, we performed axial coding (1) to identify the nature of social media use, (2) to identify causal and contextual 

conditions of social media use, (3) to identify situational cues that have an impact on social media use, (4) to identify 

the interactions of involved entities/constructs in social media use, and (5) to identify the antecedents and 

consequences of the interactions of social media use.  

In this process, the open codes and descriptive labels captured were assigned to the further abstracted categories 

and sub-categories. This triggered more revisits to the interview data, and led to more robust categorizations and sub-

categorizations to the previously identified ones. Upon this point, through multiple discussions, comparisons, and 

literature review, the emerging concepts were detected and preliminary relationships developed at a higher level of 

abstraction. Figure 2 illustrates the procedure of axial coding and a set of categories, subcategories, and preliminary 

relationships captured in the process (Note that the whole set of relationships is not showed due to the graphical 
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constrain in the figure). The sample interview texts in Table 3 were referenced to verify the preliminary relationships. 

More interview data serving theoretical validation is cited in the subsequent sections. 

 

Figure 2: Axial Coding and Procedural Findings 

 

Table 3: Sample Interview Texts for Preliminary Relationship Verification  

The entertaining interactions are more valuable than other things. 

Informational disclosure is definitely a major downfall. 

I think as long as you know what you want to get out of it, benefits could be endless. 

I think value has been added through my use.  

As long as I feel valuable, I’ll continue using social media. 

Social media has value for me, I am going to use it even more.  

I enjoy all good things with social media. Those good things made me continue using it habitually 

I use social media out of habit, and constantly enjoy its benefits and value without thinking. 

In the beginning, it gave me a high entertaining value, but the value decreased and became automatic repetitive. 

It is just a habit. I really prefer talking to people in person.  

It’s not important to me when I use it habitually. 

As I use it as a matter of habit, as long as I feel safe, it won’t bother me. 

Usage effort has never crossed my mind since I have begun using habitually. 
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Selective Coding. This stage initiated the selective coding and coded the “saturated” categories, sub-categories, 

and preliminary relationships captured in the stage of axial coding. Through iterative coding and constant comparisons 

and discussions, the categories, sub-categories, and preliminary relationships were reduced and abstracted to a core 

set of concepts, constructs, and relationships [Birks et al. 2013; Urquhart et al. 2010]. Following the recommendations 

of Miles and Huberman [1994], the researchers refined and elaborated on the categories, subcategories, and 

relationships in an increasing inductive and deductive manner.  

In both the axial coding process and the selective coding process, theoretical insights and findings that are 

available in the literature were adopted and synthesized in the coding and content analysis. Whereas in situations there 

is no literature available, categories, subcategories, and relationships were coded inductively from the original 

interview data. In either situation, as in the process of axial coding, the original interview texts were referenced as the 

empirical support and validation for the identification and refinement of categories, subcategories, and the 

development of causal relationships. Figure 3 illustrates the procedure of selective coding and the set of core categories 

and subcategories, and refined relationships captured in the process (Note that the whole set of relationships is not 

shown due to the graphical constrain in the figure). Table 4 presents the conceptualizations of the core categories and 

sub-categories captured in the selective coding.  

 

 

Figure 3: Selective Coding and Procedural Findings 
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Table 4: Conceptualizations of Core Categories and Sub-Categories in Selective Coding 

Core Category and Sub-Category Literature Source 

Entertaining: People use social media to 

pursue entertaining fun experience in its own 

right. 

Agarwal & Karahanna [2000]; Davis [1989]; Fredrickson 

[1998]; Herrando et al. [2019]; Holbrook [1994]; Hsu & Lin 

[2008]; Hsieh & Tseng [2018]; Hu et al. [2011]; Hu et al. 

[2015]; Jin [2013]; Turel & Serenko [2012]; Van der Heijden 

[2004]; Venkatesh et al. [2003]. 

Relationship Developing: People use social 

media to develop relationships with others. 

Bhattacherjee [2001]; Davis [1989]; Herrando et al. [2019]; 

Hsieh & Tseng [2018]; Hsu & Lin [2008]; Hu et al. [2011]; Hu 

et al. [2015]; Jin [2013]; Nahapiet & Ghoshal [1998]; 

Venkatesh et al. [2003]. 

Information Sharing: People use social media 

to search and share information with others. 

Ellison & Boyd [2013]; Herrando et al. [2019]; Hsieh & Tseng 

[2018]; Hu et al. [2011]; Hu et al. [2015]; Kane et al. [2014]. 

Informational Risk: The extent to which 

people disclose information and take 

informational risk in social media use. 

Ellison & Boyd [2013]; Hu et al. [2011]; Hu et al. [2015]; Kane 

et al. [2014]; Turel & Serenko [2012]. 

Effort: The extent to which people invest time 

and effort for the use of social media. 

Davis [1989]; Ellison & Boyd [2013]; Hu et al. [2011]; Hu et 

al. [2015]; Huang & Shih [2019]; Kane et al. [2014]; Turel & 

Serenko [2012]; Venkatesh et al. [2003]. 

Value Assessing: People assess the value of 

social media use in creating usage benefits at 

certain costs. 

Dai et al. [2014]; Hu et al. [2015]; Kim et al. [2007]; Thaler 

[1999]; Zeithaml [1988]. 

Habit: The extent to which people use social 

media out of habit. 

Huang & Shih [2019]; Hu et al. [2018]; Lankton et al. [2010]; 

Limayem et al. [2007]; Polities & Karhanna [2012]; Venkatesh 

et al. [2012]; Wu & Kuo [2008].  

Behavior: The extent (frequency, duration, and 

intensity) of social media use. 

Barki et al. [2007]; Burton-Jones & Straub [2006]; Doll & 

Torkzadeh [1998]; Hu et al. [2015]; Venkatesh et al. [2008]; 

Wirtz et al. [2017]. 

 

Theory Developing. In this stage, through iterative data coding, constant comparisons, and integration of insights 

and findings from the pertinent literature, this study developed a theoretical framework describing and explaining the 

situations and interactions of habitual social media use through encompassing rational and non-rational contextual 

attributes and usage behavior captured in the staging content analysis. The detailed procedure, explanations, and 

elucidations of the theoretical development are reported in the following sections. 

 

5. Key Findings 

5.1. Usage Attributes of Social Media 

Figure 4 recaps the procedure of data coding and content analysis and summarizes key findings of this study 

derived from the process. It is shown that the behavior of habitual social media use can be categorized into three terms: 

duration, frequency, and intensity. Overall, the data reveals three types of usage attributes of social media: (1) 

Entertaining that is conceptualized as the hedonic attribute of pursuing fun exciting experience as individuals interact 

and socialize online with people; (2) Relationship developing conceptualized as one of the utilitarian attributes of 

maintaining relationships, staying in touch, and keeping connected with people; (3) Information sharing as the second 

utilitarian attribute of searching and sharing information, events, and ideas with others. At the higher abstraction level, 

the three usage attributes can be conceptualized as the benefit of social media use. The data also reveals two non-

monetary cost attributes of habitual social media use: (1) Informational risk that is conceptualized as making personal 

data available to unknown parties, and possibly be used in uncertain ways; (2) Effort viewed as the time and effort 

users invest to keep active in online social networking. 
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Figure 4: The Procedure of Data Coding and Content Analysis and Key Findings 

 

5.2. Value Assessment  

The interview data reveals how users assess the value of social media use – the category conceptualized as value 

assessing. As the sample text shows below, social media users refer to a cognitive comparison/trade-off between usage 

benefit and cost attributes to make value assessment and behavioral choices of their social media use. 

I see it as a valuable tool that allows me to connect with people.  

I believe the benefits outweigh the bad. 

I think value has been added through the use.  

I think as long as you know what you want to get out of it, benefits could be endless. 

The data shows that users assess the high positive value of social media use in building fun experiences, social 

relationships, and informational connections. For example,  

I assess the value by how much I gain from using it and if I’m entertained. 

I think social media allow to network with friends, family, and colleagues. 

Social media use really leads me to information resources for a lot of things. 

Users comment that social media has gained no value as the usage cost goes high. They believe social media use 

could be less valuable and choose to quit when its use involves too much effort and informational risk. For example,  

LinkedIn asks for more personal information than I am willing to give. 

It can be worrisome to be caught up in someone’s negative behavior. 

5.3. Impact of Social Media Attributes 

The interview data shows that users recognize benefit attributes of social media. It is shown that users assess the 

hedonic attribute (entertaining) more valuable than utilitarian attributes of relationship development and information 

sharing. For example,  
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The instantaneous fun nature is most valuable for me than anything else. 

The fun enjoyable online interactions are much more valuable. 

The data shows that users place the lowest value on cost attribute, informational risk. Users explicitly expressed 

concerns about informational risk, and chose to quit when the cost got too high. 

The informational risk is worse than the effort. 

Informational risk is definitely a major downfall to my use of SNS. 

The data shows how social media users were concerned about the overall costs for social media use, given a great 

deal of what they have gained from the use. Users stressed that they “are not worried about the cost,” or “really don’t 

care,” because “benefits outweigh the costs.” They stressed the greater importance of benefit attributes than cost ones 

in value assessing and usage behavior. It is shown that the benefit attributes exercise much more effect than the costs 

to the point that the effect of benefit attributes can overwhelm that of the costs. It appears that the effect of cost 

attributes has diminished, allowing users to assess benefits much higher than and place less emphasis on the costs. 

I care less about the costs because of the many benefits I have gained. 

I have been slightly concerned about the risk, but overall it’s not a big deal. 

5.4. Usage Habit and Impact 

The interview data shows that users have used social media habitually. The relationships among habit, value 

assessment, and usage behavior are a bit complicated according to our content analysis. On the one hand, the data 

shows that users’ initial experience and value assessment with social media led to their usage habit: 

At the beginning, I enjoyed all good things with social media. Later on, those good things and experience made 

me continue using it habitually.  

On the other hand, the data shows the direct impact of habit on value assessment and usage behavior. Even more 

interestingly, the interviewees stated that, compared to their initial experience with social media, as time goes by, they 

assessed usage value of social media in a more unconscious automatic manner. For example, 

In the long run, I use social media out of habit, and constantly enjoy its benefits and value without thinking. 

I have used social media over time as a habitual response. Even I did not realize it, it is always valuable.   

As such, the interviewees stated that their usage gradually became “boring, dull, and annoying” over time. Out of 

habit, as their social media use became automatic and unconscious, they did not believe the entertaining is “a big 

deal.” It appears that users’ value assessment of social media being enjoyable and fun had been down bit by bit as 

they formed usage habit with the technology. For example,  

The more they are used, the less entertaining they become, it’s a part of life and the less you will think about it. 

When habit comes in, I am just there for the content and the polish fun vanishes. 

When I use it habitually, it is just a routine connection; fun? maybe not so much. 

In addition to the direct impact of habit on value assessment and usage behavior, which appeared unconscious 

and automatic over time, the data shows how the habitual users assess the utilitarian benefit of relationship 

development. Users stated that they felt “so bored” when they used social media habitually that they no longer assessed 

value as high as they used to. In our content analysis, we interpreted the interview data as that users’ value assessment 

of social media in the utilitarian aspect has been down quite a bit as the usage habit developed. The interviewees 

expressed the same experience and feeling about information sharing. For example,  

The value may not be higher as a habit. 

I do not care much about relational interactions. I use it habitually. 

The social functions have become less and less important as I use it habitually. 

The data shows how habitual users weighed the importance of informational risk in assessing value. They believed 

the informational risk was no longer an important concern in the long term due to the impact of habit. 

I use it as a matter of habit, I feel safe, the informational risk doesn’t bother me much. 

My care about the information risk faded with time as I developed a habit with it. 

The habitual users described how they weighed the importance of informational risk in determining usage 

behavior. They believed that the informational risk is no longer important given a habit developed over time. They 

agreed that, as they used social media habitually, it was hard to change the behavior unless the informational risk 

became so high. For example,  

It is my habit. Until something bad happens, it is not likely that I will give much thought. 

It is part of my life. Even the risk is big it can’t change our mind. 

The data shows how habitual users weighed the importance of usage effort in assessing usage value. They stated 

that usage effort was not much an “important issue.” 

It’s not important to me when I use it habitually. 

At first, I cared more about effort. Later on, I don’t when habit with it develops. 
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Habitual users described how they weighed the importance of usage effort in determining behavioral choices. 

They believed usage effort no longer important when habit formed. 

Usage effort will not drive me away from the use because I use it habitually. 

Usage effort has never crossed my mind since I have begun using the SNS habitually. 

5.5. Summary 

In summary, the results of data coding and content analysis of this study indicate that habitual social media users 

weighed the importance of social media attributes distinctively. For the benefit attributes, users assessed the hedonic 

attribute of entertaining more valuable than the utilitarian attributes of relationship developing and information 

sharing, and stressed that it was more important in determining usage behavior. For the cost attributes, users expressed 

more concerns about the informational risk in value assessment, and viewed it more important than effort in 

determining usage behavior. 

Overall, habitual social media users stressed the greater importance of benefit attributes than that of the costs in 

value assessment and usage behavior. Users appreciated the benefit attributes so much that they focused much less on 

the cost attributes. 

The data shows that, at the beginning of social media use, users’ initial experience and value assessment lead to 

their usage habit. As users continue using social media habitually, the direction of the relationship turns way around 

as that, habit constantly exercises impact on value assessment and future usage behavior. Compared to the early users 

at the initial adoption stage, habitual users assess value of social media use in a more unconscious, automatic manner. 

On the one hand, as time goes by, the direct impact of habit on value assessment and usage behavior becomes less 

significant, and more unconscious possibly due to the moderating effect of habit [Limayem et al. 2007; Wu & Kuo 

2008]; On the other hand, the direct impact is still present and alive. The finding is consistent with the IS habit literature 

[e.g., Hu et al. 2011, 2018; Limayem et al. 2007].  

Furthermore, the data unfolds the role of habit in moderating the effect of social media attributes on value 

assessment and usage behavior. It appears that, as users developed usage habits, the conscious evaluative impact of 

social media attributes on value assessment became diminished. 

 

6. Theory Development 

As illustrated in Figure 4, as the staging data coding and content analysis proceed, the categories, sub-categories, 

conceptualizations, and relationships identified in the process combine to showcase “a substantive theory” offering an 

abstract account of situations and interactions of social media use. In the grounded theory approach, scaling up key 

findings to a more generalizable theory requires the transformation of the “narrow” categories and sub-categories into 

the higher-level abstractions of concepts and relationships – the process of theory development in which the higher-

level abstractions are constantly compared, refined, and integrated with the existing perspectives and findings in the 

pertinent literature [Urquhart et al. 2010].  

As aforementioned, the focus and theoretical development of this study specifically rest on the habitual social 

media use in the long run. Following the grounded theory procedure, the theory development of this study is built 

upon key findings as follows. The social media attributes include benefit attributes and cost attributes. The benefits 

include the hedonic attribute of entertaining, and utilitarian attributes of relationship development and information 

sharing. The cost attributes include informational risk and effort. Furthermore, when assessing value, social media 

users (1) perceive and weigh the importance of the hedonic attributes higher than the utilitarian ones, (2) perceive and 

weigh the importance of informational risk higher than that of usage effort, and (3) perceive and weigh the importance 

of benefit attributes higher than that of costs. 

We next consolidate key findings of this study and insights from streams of both services marketing and IS usage 

literature to develop a theoretical framework (the framework hereafter) of how social media users assess value and 

determine usage behavior in habitual social media use. As illustrated in Figure 5, the framework encompasses the 

aforementioned underlying attributes and relationships of habitual social media use, and describes specific situations 

and processes of how users rationally and non-rationally evaluate the impact of the attributes, and make decisions in 

value assessment and behavioral choices of habitual social media use. The detailed explanations and elucidations of 

the theoretical framework are as follows. 
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Figure 5: The Theoretical Framework of Social Media Use 

 

6.1. Usage Attributes 

The framework incorporates the usage attributes captured in the procedural coding and content analysis that 

jointly define the nature of habitual social media use. Each of the attributes is conceptually distinct from others, and 

defines a unique prominent aspect of social media use. For instance, the utilitarian attributes of relationship 

development and information sharing represent the instrumental nature of social media use in that people use social 

media to build and enhance online social interactions. The hedonic attribute of entertaining, on the other hand, reflects 

people’s entertaining experience representing the intrinsic distanced appreciation of social media – an impulsive 

experiential feeling aroused by social media use [Fredrickson 1998; Holbrook 1994]. 

Among the utilitarian attributes, relationship development reflects social media use in building interpersonal 

relationships, whereas information sharing represents the use in searching and exchanging information within 

heterogeneous groups [Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998]. Combined, the hedonic and utilitarian attributes help users achieve 

benefits for social media use, whereas effort and informational risk represent cost attributes reflecting what users pay 

for social media use. 

6.2. Rational and Non-Rational Impact of Social Media Attributes 

The framework indicates that, in social media use, habitual users tend to compare benefits against costs to make 

usage decisions rationally and non-rationally. The perceptional and behavioral tendencies are reflected in three types 

of trade-off that users make in social media use. Firstly, given the nature of social media as an enjoyment-oriented 

service platform, users perceive and weigh the importance of the hedonic attribute higher than the utilitarian ones. 

This observation has considerable supports from IS usage literature. For instance, Hu et al. [2011] found that people 

use social networking services because the services are fun and enjoyable instead of useful in building relationships, 

suggesting that the aroused entertaining experience with the use is more valuable than the usefulness. 

The framework recognizes the emergence and impact of some non-rational factors – for example, the impulsively 

aroused entertaining experiential feeling – in habitual use of social media that are largely outside of the conscious 

awareness and at the very opposite of the substantive rationality [Gigerenzer 2001; Oritz de Guinea & Markus 2009] 

exercising the superordinate effect on users’ value assessment and behavior of social media use. In those instances, 

the framework indicates that users de-emphasize the utilitarian quality of social media, and are cognitively and 

behaviorally dictated by the far-reaching hedonic needs for entertaining [Turel & Serenko 2012; Turel et al. 2011] – 

a typical non-rational syndrome of “amusing to death” [Postman 2005]. 

Secondly, when trading off the effect of cost attributes, users perceive and weigh the importance of informational 

risk higher than that of usage effort. In those instances, people treat cost attributes differently. This can be explained 

through the mental accounting theory [Soster et al. 2010; Thaler 1999]: In the human being’s mental accounting 

system, informational risk is relatively easy to balance and keep track of, whereas effort is relatively flexible and 
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ambiguous [Festjens & Janiszewski 2015; Okada & Hoch 2004]. As such, people may account less for effort, and as 

a result, underestimate its impact and strength and magnitude [Okada & Hoch 2004; Soman 2001]. 

The findings of this study show that, in social media use, people tend to live with wasting time than taking 

informational risk, and usage effort is more easily ignored than risk. In those instances, social media users fairly show 

some concerns about effort, and rationally express more concerns about informational risk. This tendency is rather 

consistent with the notion of the rational choice theory [Thaler 1999]. Thus, the framework proposes that informational 

risk has a stronger negative effect than an effort on value assessment and behavioral choices in social media use. 

Thirdly, when trading off benefits against costs, social media users perceive and weigh the importance of benefit 

attributes higher than that of costs. On the one hand, social media users perform social transactions for the maximized 

value in entertaining, relationship developing, and information sharing at the minimized costs in usage effort and 

informational risk. In those instances, users act rationally and stress the greater importance of benefit attributes than 

costs. Again, this is rather consistent with the rational choice tradition. 

On the other hand, users seem to go too far to the non-rational extreme. They strongly opt for benefits, and fail to 

adequately incorporate costs into value assessment. When benefit and cost attributes are both present, and benefits are 

tremendous, users tend to integrate small costs with large gains, and eventually ignore the cost attributes. This 

observation is consistent with the findings of Ray et al. [2012]. As people eventually diminish marginal sensitivity on 

cost attributes, their decision-making deviates from the normative notion of the rational choice, and weighs the 

importance of large benefits higher than that of costs [Thaler 1999]. In those instances, users appreciate benefit 

attributes so much that they focus much less on the costs. The framework here highlights the non-rational tendency in 

value assessment and behavior of social media use. 

6.3. Non-Rational Impact of Habit 

Consistent with the perspective of social psychology [e.g., Verplanken & Orbell 2003; Wood et al. 2002] and the 

literature of IS usage habit as well [e.g., Hu et al. 2018; Limayem et al. 2007; Polites & Karahanna 2012], the findings 

of this study show that, at the beginning of social media use, users’ initial experience and conscious value assessment 

leads to usage habit. As people spend an excessive amount of time on social media over time, the direct impact of 

habit on value assessment and usage behavior appears less significant and more unconscious, as the rational choice 

theory indicates [Hu et al. 2018]. Additionally, usage habit moderates the effect of social media attributes on value 

assessment and behavior [Limayem et al. 2007]. Specifically, due to the intervention of habit, users do not weigh the 

importance of benefit and cost attributes as significantly as they used to before habit comes into play; and such effect 

becomes weaker and weaker. Thus, the framework suggests that, when people use social media habitually, they may 

not place conscious evaluative processing as much as they used to do at the early adoption of social media, such that 

the comparative impact of social media attributes diminishes. 

The framework further suggests that, when people develop a heavier habit, the non-rational decision-making goes 

even farther against the normative notion of the rational choice theory. Our findings show that, as the conscious 

evaluative impact of social media attributes becomes weaker, habit diminishes the impact eventually. At the extreme, 

neither benefit nor cost attributes matter. The only factor that matters is habit. People simply use social media 

habitually for efficiency, convenience, and simplicity with no more deliberate cost-benefit calculus [Hu et al. 2018; 

Limayem et al. 2007]. Once habit forms, it is hard to change even though people rationally realize the value of change. 

In this sense, it appears that social media users leave habit to dictate a major influence on value assessment and usage 

behavior. This, once again, is a non-rational tendency against the rational choice theory [Oritz de Guinea & Markus 

2009; Scott 2000]. 

 

7. Discussion 

This study examines specific situations and processes of how people assess value and determine usage behavior 

of social media out of habit. On the one hand, the findings and the theoretical framework of this study proposed hereby 

lend support to the existing IS usage literature in that IS users follow the normative notion of the rational choice theory 

to maximize usage benefits and minimize costs. On the other hand, the study extends the non-rational point of view, 

and highlights that social media users display non-rational tendencies in value assessment and behavioral choices. In 

those instances, users non-rationally weigh the importance of the hedonic attribute of social media over and above the 

utilitarian attributes. They are rationally concerned about the informational risk and non-rationally underestimate the 

usage effort. They mentally calculate usage value of benefits relevant to costs, and non-rationally opt for overall 

benefit gains, failing to adequately incorporate costs into value assessment and behavioral choices. Furthermore, when 

users develop usage habit with social media, the non-rational behavioral factor diminishes the effects of social media 

attributes such that habit dictates major influence on value assessment and usage behavior. 
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7.1. Implications for Theory 

This study bears several implications for IS theory. Firstly, the study represents our systematic attempt in 

pinpointing both rational and non-rational factors into IS theory. While the traditional IS research is heavily premised 

upon the rational choice theory, users’ value assessment and behavior are frequently at odds against the presumed 

patterns of the rational behavior [Avgerou & McGrath 2007; Ortiz de Guinea & Markus 2009]. The deeply ingrained 

tradition of the rational choice theory has been challenged constantly, and calls for research on non-rational IS use 

have been on repeatedly [e.g., Avgerou & McGrath 2007; Ortiz de Guinea & Markus 2009; Polites & Karahanna 

2012]. Built upon the grounded theory, this study recognizes that IS users are not always rational. They may act 

rationally and non-rationally at the same time, and display both rational and non-rational tendencies in value 

assessment and behavioral choices of IS use. 

The findings and conceptualizations of habitual social media use of this study respond to the research call that IS 

studies should break away from the tradition of the rational choice, and open up a new research window towards 

refining and elaborating IS usage theories. Our study provides an empirical testimony into the context-specific 

attributes of habitual social media use, and showcases a theoretical opportunity to encompass non-rational factors into 

IS theory building. This should shed light on future research that holistically integrates both rational choice and non-

rationality theories to examine IS value and behavior in various contexts. Such research shall paint a realistic picture 

of IS use, and take into account non-rational phenomena such as intuition, habit [e.g., Huang & Shih 2019; Limayem 

et al. 2007], symbols [e.g., Orlikowski 1993], inertia [e.g., Polites & Karahanna 2012], addiction [e.g. Turel et al. 

2011], and emotion [e.g., Koch et al. 2012; Mohammad et al. 2020; Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan 2013; Toubiana & Zietsma 

2017] that the rational choice theory has missed and may not be able to explain inherently. The research of this stream 

shall have much to broaden the scope of IS literature by exploring alternative theoretical perspectives beyond the 

rational choice tradition. 

Secondly, this study provides a detailed description of the situations and processes of habitual social media use. 

The grounded theory approach in this study has unique methodological advantages in addressing the parallel impact 

of both rational and non-rational factors on the decision-making of IS use. The proposed framework meets the criteria 

of grounded theory applicability [Glaser & Strauss 1967]. As we move up the level of abstraction, the framework can 

be generalized into an overarching model and applied in various contexts of IS services and applications. 

7.2. Implications for Practice 

The findings and the theoretical framework of the study offer instrumental guidelines for social media 

organizations and managers to improve service effectiveness and retain a critical mass of active users. Our study 

suggests that social media managers and practitioners should integrate rational and non-rational factors into social 

media designs and service delivery. Specifically, managers should consider altering social media design attributes 

based on what attributes matter most to people’s value assessment and behavior of habitual social media use, and 

further determine what subsets of service/application offerings are most appropriate to invest resources and attract 

users in the long run. In this regard, our study suggests the following: (1) special design attention focuses on delivering 

and promoting benefit attributes of social media. In so doing, even though users rationally recognize costs, they 

strongly opt for overall benefit gains, and assess high value and retain active use; (2) given users’ non-rational 

emphasis on the hedonic attribute, managers should consider placing the highest design priority on this attribute; and 

(3) because social media users are more concerned about informational risk, managers should develop explicit 

measures to secure users’ privacy and personal data in social media use. 

With respect to human beings as a habitual creature, our study suggests that the long-term use of social media is 

a set of habit-driven behaviors. Effectively retaining a critical mass of habitual users is thus important. To this end, 

managers may consider categorizing users in line with their habit levels. For the early adopters, managers should 

intervene in their usage activities and promote them to develop usage habit. For this purpose, managers should watch 

social media design features closely, and deliver services that are most appropriate to the group of users. For those 

users who have already developed a heavy habit, managers should maintain those design features to retain the users 

[Hu et al. 2018; Turel & Serenko 2012]. 

7.3. Limitations and Future Research 

This study has limitations in some aspects. Firstly, while the objective of this study is to identify and theorize key 

attributes and relationships relevant to value assessment and behavior of habitual social media use, we recognize that 

the context-specific social media features may limit the detection of potential factors and causalities of interest. As a 

result, the generalizability of the theoretical framework may be limited. For instance, the sunk cost may play an 

important role in shaping social media use [Kim & Son 2009], and online trust and people’s psychological needs could 

be important factors that are particularly pertinent to social media users’ value perceptions [Cenfetelli et al. 2008; 

Karahanna et al. 2019]. Other rational and non-rational factors that are relevant to the phenomenon may include 
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intuition, inertia, addiction, social pressures, and so on. Future research should integrate these factors and causalities 

into the theoretical framework to enrich our understandings in this regard. 

Secondly, given that service types and applications of social media and user demographics largely vary across 

cultures, nations, and geographical locations, the sampling reliability and validity of research of this stream may be 

affected to a certain extent. In this study, while our qualitative sampling procedure provides a solid foundation for 

theory building, our interviews nevertheless focused on general social media as a whole, and data was gathered in a 

higher education environment. As such, the interview data may not fully reflect specifics of social media, or represent 

the general social media population. While the data homogeneity of this study is appropriate in developing an 

exploratory point of view, it may limit the generalizability of the findings and the theoretical framework. To reframe 

the study on a greater variety of social media types and sampling heterogeneous groups of users from multiple cultural 

locations, future research may consider elaborating on the theoretical framework and triangulating data collection and 

analysis. In so doing, further comparative studies can be performed in a global context to enrich our understanding of 

social media phenomena [Vaast & Walsham 2013].  
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APPENDIX A. ILLUSTRATIVE LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

Table A-1: Illustrative Literature Review of TAM Tradition in IS Value Assessment and Behavior 
Literature Theory Methodology Value Assessment 

Construct 

Findings 

Davis 

[1989];  

Davis et al. 

[1989] 

• Theory of planned 

behavior (TPB) 

• Theory of reasoned 

action (TRA) 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Perceived 

Usefulness (PU) 

• Perceived Ease of 

Use (PEOU) 

• PU and PEOU are fundamental 

determinants of usage 

intention/behaviors. 

• PEOU is a causal antecedent to 

PU. 

Agarwal & 

Karahanna 

[2000] 

• TAM 

• Flow theory 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU and PEOU 

• Cognitive 

absorption. 

• Cognitive absorption is a 

proximal antecedent of PU and 

PEOU.  

Bhattacherjee 

[2001] 
• TAM 

• Expectation-

confirmation theory 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU 

• Satisfaction 

• Confirmation 

• Users’ continuance intention is 

determined by their satisfaction 

with PU and IS use. 

Gefen [2003] • TAM 

• Social psychology 

of habit 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU and PEOU 

• Habit 

• Intentions to continued use 

depend not only on PU and 

PEOU, but also on habit. 

• Habit explains a large of 

variance in continued use. 

Venkatesh et 

al. [2003] 
• TAM 

• Prominent models 

of IS use 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Performance 

expectancy 

• Effort expectancy 

• Social influence  

• Facilitating 

conditions 

• Performance expectancy, effort 

expectancy, and social influence 

directly influence behavioral 

intention, which in turn 

influences usage behavior. 

• Facilitating conditions has a 

direct significant effect on 

usage behavior.  

Van der 

Heijden 

[2004] 

• TAM Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU and PEOU 

• Perceived 

enjoyment 

• Perceived enjoyment and PEOU 

are stronger determinants of 

intentions to use pleasure-

oriented IS than PU. 

• The hedonic nature of an IS is a 

boundary condition to the 

validity of the TAM.  

Limayem et 

al. [2007] 
• TAM-based IS 

continuance model 

• Social psychology 

of habit 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU 

• Satisfaction 

• Confirmation 

• Habit 

• Habit moderates the influence 

of intention such that its 

importance in determining 

behavior decreases. 

Wu & Kuo 

[2008] 
• TAM 

• Social psychology 

of habit 

• Self-perception 

theory 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU and PEOU 

• Habit 

• The relationship between 

evaluations of PU/PEOU and 

intention to use weakens due to 

the effect of habitual use. 

Venkatesh et 

al. [2012] 
• Unified theory of 

acceptance and use 

of technology 

(UTAUT) 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Performance 

expectancy 

• Effort expectancy 

• Social influence  

• Facilitating 

conditions 

• Hedonic 

motivation  

• Price value 

• Habit 

• Hedonic motivation and price 

value directly influence 

behavioral intention to use. 
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Table A-2: Illustrative Literature Review of Value Assessment and Usage Behavior of Social Media 
Literature Theory Methodology Value Assessment 

Construct 

Findings 

Kim et al. 

[2007] 
• TAM 

• Customer 

value 

perspective 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU 

• Enjoyment 

• Fee 

• Technicality 

• Consumer perceived value is a 

principal determinant of adoption 

intention. 

• Perceived value is determined by 

PU, enjoyment, fee, and 

technicality. 

Hsu & Lin 

[2008] 
• TRA 

• TAM 

• Social 

influence 

perspectives 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PEOU 

• Enjoyment 

• Social factors  

• Knowledge sharing  

• PEOU, enjoyment, and knowledge 

sharing are related to attitude. 

• Social factors and attitude 

significantly influence intention.  

Zhang et 

al. [2009] 
• TAM. 

• Social role 

theory 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• User satisfaction 

• Sunk costs 

• Attractive alternatives 

• Bloggers’ intention to switch is 

strongly associated with 

satisfaction, sunk costs, and 

attractive alternatives.  

Hu et al. 

[2011] 
• TAM 

• Innovation 

diffusion 

theory 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU 

• Information risk 

• Perceived effort 

• Non-adopters do not see usefulness, 

information risk, or perceived effort 

as factors that influence use of 

social media. 

Xu et al. 

[2012] 
• TAM 

• Gratifications 

theory 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Utilitarian 

gratification 

• Hedonic gratification  

• Social presence 

• Utilitarian and hedonic 

gratifications and social presence 

are positive predictors of usage 

behavior. 

Zhou et al. 

[2012] 
• TAM-based IS 

continuance 

model 

• Organizational 

commitment 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Affective 

commitment 

• Calculative 

commitment  

• Utilitarian value 

• Hedonic value 

• Relational capital 

• Continuance intention is determined 

by affective and calculative 

commitments.  

• Perceived utilitarian and hedonic 

value, and relational capital promote 

affective commitment.  

Jin [2013] • TAM 

• Technology 

readiness 

theory 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• PU and PEOU 

• Technology readiness 

• Perceived playfulness 

• PU, PEOU, technology readiness, 

and perceived playfulness have 

significant effect on behavioral 

intention. 

Dai et al. 

[2014] 
• Customer 

value 

perspective 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Utilitarian benefit 

• Hedonic benefit 

• Effort 

• Customer perceived utilitarian and 

hedonic benefit affect users’ value 

assessment, which in turn influences 

users’ intention to continued use. 

Lin et al. 

[2014] 
• IS continuance 

model. 

• Social 

presence 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• User satisfaction  

• Sense of belonging 

• User satisfaction and sense of 

belonging positively influence 

continuance intention. 

Hu et al. 

[2015] 
• Customer 

value 

perspective 

• IS continuance 

model 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Satisfaction  

• Online social value 

• Online social value predicts 

satisfaction and continued use. 

• Satisfaction has a significant 

positive effect on continue use. 

Zhang et 

al. [2015] 
• Service co-

creation 

perspective 

• Stimulus-

organism-

response 

framework 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Customer learning 

value 

• Social integrative 

value 

• Hedonic value 

• Customers’ co-creation experience 

consists of value assessment 

components. 

• Customers’ co-creation experience 

has a significant positive effect on 

their intention of future 

participation in social media sites. 
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Table A-3: Illustrative Literature Review of Non-Rational Factors and Processing of IS Use 

 Literature Theory Methodology 

Non-Ratoinal 

Factor and 

Processing  

Findings 

Van der 

Heijden 

[2004] 

• TAM Quantitative 

field survey 
• Perceived 

enjoyment 

• Perceived enjoyment is a 

stronger determinant of 

intentions to use pleasure-

oriented IS than PU. 

Limayem et 

al. [2007] 
• TAM-based 

continuance 

model 

• Social 

psychology of 

habit 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Habit 

 

• Habit moderates the 

influence of intention such 

that its importance in 

determining behavior 

decreases. 

Lankton et al. 

[2010] 
• TAM-based 

continuance 

model 

• Learning 

theory 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Habit • Habit predicts continued IS 

use. 

Turel et al. 

[2011] 
• TAM 

• Technology 

Addiction 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Addiction • Users’ levels of online 

addiction influence their 

reasoned IS usage decisions 

by altering users’ belief 

systems. 

Polites & 

Karahanna 

[2012] 

• TAM 

• Status quo bias 

theory 

• Social 

psychology of 

habit 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Habit 

• Inertia 

• Habitual use of incumbent 

systems leads to the 

development of usage inertia. 

• Usage inertia plays a 

complicated role in 

intentions to use new IS.  

Venkatesh et 

al. [2012] 
• UTAUT  Quantitative 

field survey 
• Habit • Habit has a direct significant 

effect on usage behavior.  

Hu et al. 

[2018] 
• Social 

psychology of 

habit 

Quantitative 

field survey 
• Habit • Habit has a direct significant 

effect on future IS use. 
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APPENDIX B. THE INTERVIEW SCRIPT 

 

1. Describe in greater details how you have used social media (e.g., Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram, 

and Google+, etc.) to maintain relationships and keep connected with people. 

2. Describe in greater details how you have gained fun exciting experience in the use of social media. 

3. Describe how you are concerned about personal information risks for the use of social media. 

4. You probably spend some time and effort in using the social media, how are you concerned about the time and 

effort for its use?  

5. How do you assess the value of your use of the social media? In other words, given informational risk and effort 

you have put into the use of the social media, have you gained a great deal from using it? Is your use of the social 

media totally worthwhile? 

6. What attribute (usage activity) would you value most about the use of the social media, its fun exciting 

experience, or relationship development? What usage attribute (usage activity) is more valuable than the other?    

7. What attribute (usage activity) would make you value less your use of the social media, informational risk or 

effort? What attribute (usage activity) would make you dislike or even want to quit the social media? 

8. Given the great deal you have gained from the use of the social media, how are you concerned about the losses 

for its usage costs? Will you care more or less about the usage costs; or you just don’t care at all?  

9. You have used the social media for some while, has your use become a habit? Has your use become automatic 

to you?  

10. When you use social media as a matter of habit, how will you assess its value in building fun exciting usage 

experience? Will you place higher (or lower) value of social media use in building fun exciting usage experience?  

11. When you use the social media as a matter of habit, do you believe the usage fun still is an important reason for 

you to continue using it? 

12. When you use the social media as a matter of habit, how will you assess its value in relationship development? 

Will you place higher (or lower) value of social media use in this attribute?  

13. When you use the social media as a matter of habit, do you believe relationship development still is an important 

reason for you to continue using it? 

14. When you use the social media as a matter of habit, will you care more or less about informational risk for its 

use? Is informational risk still important for you to assess the value of the use?  

15. When you use the social media as a matter of habit, do you believe informational risk still is an important reason 

for you to dislike or even want to quit the use? 

16. When you use the social media as a matter of habit, will you care more or less about the usage effort? Is effort 

still important for you to assess its value?  

17. When you use the social media as a matter of habit, do you believe usage effort still is an important reason for 

you to dislike or even want to quit the use? 

 

 


