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Abstract: Online communities change the way people interact. Due to the high diversity of online communities, how to 

maintain and increase user participation is an important issue for the administrators of those sites. This study first examines 

propensity to trust, need for affiliation, and exhibitionism as antecedents to self-disclosure and relationship maintenance and 

further explores the effects of self-disclosure and relationship maintenance on intimacy as well as the relation of intimacy to 

stickiness. By convenience and snowball sampling, 503 valid responses to an online questionnaire were collected. Data was 

analyzed using SPSS 20.0 and AMOS 7.0. Results indicate that need for affiliation and exhibitionism have positive effects on 

self-disclosure, that propensity to trust and need for affiliation are antecedents to relationship maintenance, that self-disclosure 

and relationship maintenance contribute to intimacy, and that intimacy reinforces stickiness to online communities. 

Keywords: Propensity to Trust, Need for Affiliation, Exhibitionism, Self-Disclosure, Relationship Maintenance, Intimacy, 

Stickiness 

 

1. Introduction 

Browsing the Internet has become a regular activity of 

daily living for many people. Among the various types of 

Web sites, online communities are novel Web sites which 

enable users to interact with one another and to establish and 

maintain interpersonal relationships in a virtual environment. 

The prevalence of mobile devices and wireless Internet has 

allowed people to share information without being 

constrained by temporal or spatial boundaries. Consequently, 

people become heavily reliant on online communities, and 

tend to spend an extensive amount of time using such 

platforms [1]. 

According to the Market Intelligence and Consulting 

Institute [2], as of May 21, 2013, approximately 17.98 

million people in Taiwan use the Internet regularly, which is 

approximately 79% of the national population. Specifically, 

Web portals were the most frequently visited, followed by 

online communities. Generally, one-third of people in Taiwan 

are frequent users of online communities. The Market 

Intelligence and Consulting Institute [3] also reported that 

84.6% of students in Taiwan use online communities to 

contact real-life friends, and 82.8% of people most frequently 

use online communities to contact friends and relatives. 

Stickiness is a crucial factor that influences Web site 

sustainability [4]. Because the switching cost is low, users 

can easily shift between online communities [5]. Thus, 

understanding how the stickiness of online community users 

can be increased is a critical research topic. Accordingly, this 

study was conducted to investigate how such factors as 

personal traits, self-disclosure, relationship maintenance 

behavior, and intimacy influence user stickiness. The 

examined personal traits were propensity to trust, need for 

affiliation, and exhibitionism. 

2. Principal Constructs 

McKnight and Chervany [6] defined propensity to trust as 

a human psychological trait and an inherent quality that 

generates trust in other people under any situations. Online 

community users with high trust propensity experience no 

difficulty communicating and interacting with other members 

[7], which has a positive influence on their ability to develop 

interpersonal relationships [8]. 

McClelland [9] considered affiliation as a need to engage 
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in friendly and intimate relationships. Jha [10] argued that 

establishing interpersonal relationships is a basic human need. 

Generally, people who have great needs for affiliation tend to 

spend more time than others on participating in communities 

and maintaining their social relations. Casciaro [11] assumed 

that the need for affiliation increases a person’s attention to 

their informal friendship networks, prompting him or her to 

engage in building and maintaining harmonious 

relationships. 

In the context of online communities, narcissistic 

personality traits manifest as frequently posting recent 

activities, updating statuses, and other forms of 

self-disclosure [12]. Rose and Campbell [13] indicated that 

people having a quality of exhibitionism tend to demonstrate 

their superiority over others. Moreover, Ryan and Xenos [14] 

showed that exhibitionistic Facebook users update their 

activities more frequently than other users. 

In the virtual environment, people can present their ideal 

self through selective self-disclosure, thereby engaging in 

further communications [15]. Park et al. [16] argued that 

self-disclosure can be investigated through quantity and 

quality aspects, where quantity and quality respectively 

represent the breadth and depth of disclosed information. 

Interpersonal relationships develop through socialization 

processes. Bippus and Rollin [17] indicated that relationship 

maintenance facilitates pro-social behavior. Online 

communities are platforms where people interact with one 

another to build new, maintain existing [18], and strengthen 

weakened interpersonal relationships [19]. 

The level of intimacy represents the strength of an online 

interpersonal relationship. Rau et al. [20] indicated that 

online communities not only function as a communication 

channel, but they also facilitate establishing trustworthy and 

intimate social relationships. In computer-mediated 

communication, intimacy mitigates the uncertainty people 

experience when interacting with others [21, 22]. 

3. Research Model and Hypotheses 

Figure 1 depicts the research model. This study 

investigated how personal traits (i.e., propensity to trust, need 

for affiliation, and exhibitionism) influence the development 

of interpersonal relationships (i.e., self-disclosure, 

relationship maintenance, and intimacy). Subsequently, it 

examined the effect of intimacy on stickiness. 

 

Figure 1. Research model. 

3.1. Propensity to Trust 

Gefen [23] argued that consumer propensity to trust affects 

their trust in e-commerce. Propensity to trust also affects the 

manner in which people share knowledge. Ridings et al. [24] 

reported that propensity to trust can be used to predict 

whether people in the virtual environment engage in 

interaction and information acquisition. Since propensity to 

trust is a factor influencing people’s willingness to trust 

others, online community users with higher propensity to 

trust are more inclined to exhibit self-disclosure behaviors. 

Accordingly, we proposed the following hypothesis: 

H1: Propensity to trust exerts a positive effect on 

self-disclosure. 

Propensity to trust affects the development of interpersonal 

relationships. Hsu et al. [25] indicated that from a 

psychological perspective, trust can be regarded as a motive 

that stimulates people to maintain relationships. According to 

Hwang [26], correctly applying communication vehicles to 

relationship maintenance can produce a satisfactory result. 

On the basis of trust, people are generally more willing to 

share their experiences and feelings [27]. Therefore, we 

asserted that online community users with high propensity to 

trust are willing to interact and communicate with other users 

to maintain their relationships. Accordingly, we proposed the 

following hypothesis: 

H2: Propensity to trust exerts a positive effect on 

relationship maintenance. 

3.2. Need for Affiliation 

Peter and Valkenburg [28] indicated that in the online 

environment, a great need for affiliation is related to a 

person’s behaviors of intimate communication and 

self-disclosure. People with great needs for affiliation tend to 

exhibit a broad scope of authentic self-disclosure behaviors 

[16]. Technological advancements allow people with strong 
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needs for affiliation to contact and communicate with other 

people on online communities and to maintain their 

relationships through self-disclosure. Therefore, we proposed 

the following hypothesis: 

H3: Need for affiliation has a positive effect on 

self-disclosure. 

Tsai et al. [29] confirmed that needs for affiliation have a 

positive impact on member interaction in brand communities. 

Regarding the factors motivating people to use Facebook, 

Park et al. [16] found that Facebook users’ needs for 

affiliation have positive influence on their relationship 

maintenance behaviors. In the present study, we considered 

online communities to be communication channels through 

which users who have strong needs for affiliation are more 

willing to establish and maintain relationships with other 

users. Accordingly, we proposed the following hypothesis: 

H4: Need for affiliation has a positive effect on 

relationship maintenance. 

3.3. Exhibitionism 

Hollenbaugh [30] identified exhibitionism as an 

underlying factor motivating blog authors to maintain their 

blogs, implying that they want to enhance their reputation by 

sharing stories about their life experiences. Hollenbaugh and 

Ferris [31] targeted Facebook users and confirmed that 

exhibitionism significantly influenced the amount of 

self-disclosure. Therefore, we proposed the following 

hypothesis: 

H5: Exhibitionism has a positive effect on self-disclosure. 

3.4. Self-Disclosure 

Valkenburg and Peter [32] argued that the Internet 

stimulates people to increase intimate self-disclosure, thereby 

facilitating forming and maintaining relationships. Online 

communities provide means for users to build and maintain 

meaningful relationships, which can be reinforced by the 

users’ self-disclosure behaviors. Thus, self-disclosure 

behavior is a pivotal element for successful relationship 

maintenance in an online community [33]. Accordingly, we 

proposed the following hypothesis: 

H6: Self-disclosure has a positive effect on relationship 

maintenance. 

Bazarova & Choi [34] argued that disclosure for relational 

development promotes intimacy and closeness with others. 

Bauminger et al. [35] investigated how self-disclosure 

influences intimacy in adolescent friendships and identified 

the direct influence of self-disclosure on intimacy. Park et al. 

[16] also indicated that in online communities, the amount of 

self-disclosure affects the level of intimacy among site 

members. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis: 

H7: Self-disclosure has a positive effect on intimacy. 

3.5. Relationship Maintenance 

By using communication tools, people can expand their 

social networks and strengthen their intimate relationships 

[36]. Ledbetter [37] studied relationship maintenance 

behaviors and found that such behaviors are associated with 

friendship closeness. Therefore, we proposed the following 

hypothesis: 

H8: Relationship maintenance has a positive effect on 

intimacy. 

3.6. Intimacy 

Lee and Kwon [38] found that affective factors influence 

whether people continue to use online services. In online 

communities, users who develop a high level of intimacy 

with others frequently engage in online activities [39, 40, 41]. 

Based on this position, we considered that affective factors 

increase the frequency at which people use the Internet. 

Hence, we hypothesized that online community users who 

develop a high level of intimacy have a high level of 

stickiness toward their preferred online communities. 

Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis: 

H9: Intimacy has a positive effect on stickiness. 

4. Methodology 

A questionnaire survey was conducted to collect data. The 

questionnaire comprised two parts: six items for acquiring 

demographic information and 34 items for measuring 

research constructs. The measurement items of research 

constructs were adapted from previous studies and were 

evaluated using a seven-point Likert-type scale with values 

ranging from 7 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree) (see 

Table 1). 

Table 1. Measurement items of research constructs. 

Propensity to trust [23] 

TRU1 Generally, participants in online communities are reliable. 

TRU2 I tend to rely on participants in online communities. 

TRU3 Generally, I have trust in humanity. 

TRU4 I will trust participants in online communities unless given a good reason not to. 

Need for affiliation [16] 

NEE1 I spend a lot of time having talks (or chatting) with others. 

NEE2 I am an easy-going person. 

NEE3 I like to work with others. 

NEE4 I prefer learning and working with a group of people. 
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Exhibitionism [31] 

EXH1 My behaviors in online communities (e.g. posting, sharing or liking) are motivated by social approval. 

EXH2 My behaviors in online communities (e.g. posting, sharing or liking) are intended to draw attention from others. 

EXH3 Because of my behaviors in online communities (e.g. posting, sharing or liking), I feel that I am a cool person. 

EXH4 My behaviors in online communities (e.g. posting, sharing or liking) are intended to gain popularity for myself. 

EXH5 I like when my behaviors in online communities (e.g. posting, sharing or liking) are noticed by others. 

Self-disclosure – amount [16, 42] 

SE-AM1 I often mention about myself in online communities. 

SE-AM2 I usually write about myself in online communities. 

SE-AM3 I usually express my perceptions in online communities. 

SE-AM4 I often express my beliefs and opinions in online communities. 

SE-AM5 My statements of my feelings are usually brief 

Self-disclosure – honesty [16, 42] 

SE-HO1 I am always honest when I disclose myself in online communities. 

SE-HO2 Most of the personal perceptions, affections, and experiences that I mention in online communities are correct. 

SE-HO3 What I mention about myself in online communities can accurately reflect myself. 

SE-HO4 I always disclose my true perceptions and experiences in online communities. 

Relationship maintenance [16, 37] 

REL1 I like to interact with friends in online communities. 

REL2 I use online communities as a means to maintain my friendships. 

REL3 I use online communities as a means to express my concerns for those who know me. 

REL4 I use online communities as a means to keep in touch with my friends. 

Intimacy [20, 38] 

INT1 My discussions with friends in online communities cover a variety of topics. 

INT2 I use various means to keep in touch with my friends in online communities. 

INT3 I share my true perceptions with friends in online communities. 

INT4 I maintain a close relationship with friends in online communities. 

INT5 Interacting with friends in online communities is an important part of my life. 

Stickiness [43] 

STI1 I plan to extend the duration of time I spend in online communities. 

STI2 I will visit online communities when I am available. 

STI3 I always visit online communities when I connect to the Internet. 

 

In the pretest of questionnaire, two professors, one in the 

field of information management and the other one in the 

field of applied mathematics, and two graduate students 

majoring in information management evaluated all items. 

Based on their assessments, we removed one item (SE-AM5) 

that was considered confusing. To prevent common method 

bias, the questionnaire items were arranged in a random order 

for the subsequent pilot test. 

In the pilot test, 100 questionnaires were distributed 

among a researcher’s friends and relatives. Subsequently, we 

analyzed the reliability and validity of the items by 

conducting item analysis, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), 

and reliability analysis. The item analysis showed that the 

item-to-total correlations of the items ranged from 0.350 to 

0.755, which are all higher than the recommended value of 

0.3 [44, 45]. The CFA revealed that three items (i.e., NEE1, 

INT3, and STI1) had standardized factor loadings below the 

threshold value of 0.5 [46], and therefore were removed from 

the final questionnaire. Regarding the reliability analysis, all 

the constructs had values of Cronbach’s α and composite 

reliability larger than the recommended value of 0.7 [46], 

indicating that all constructs achieved satisfactory reliability. 

We used an online questionnaire design service, mySurvey 

(www.mysurvey.tw), to construct the official questionnaire. 

Research participants were users of online communities, who 

were selected by performing convenience sampling and 

snowball sampling. We invited such users to complete the 

survey by posting a link to the questionnaire on various 

social media, including Facebook, Google+, Plurk, and 

Twitter. We also asked those users to assist with distributing 

the questionnaire to members of their social circles. To 

encourage users to respond to the questionnaire, we 

implemented a lottery system and awarded prizes to 10 

respondents. Each winner received a NT$100 coupon that 

could be used at 7-Eleven convenience stores. The 

questionnaire survey was conducted from February 27 to 
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March 13, 2014. Among the 527 responses obtained, only 14 

were invalid, yielding a total of 503 valid responses (valid 

response rate = 99.2%). Table 2 shows the demographic 

information of the respondents. 

Table 2. Sample profile. 

  n % 

Gender 
Male 295 58.6 

Female 208 41.4 

Age 

< 20 231 45.9 

21-30 237 47.1 

31-40 20 4.0 

41-50 12 2.4 

> 50 3 0.6 

Education 

Junior high 2 0.4 

Senior high 201 40.0 

Undergraduate 192 38.2 

Graduate 108 21.5 

Experience of participating in online communities 

< 1 year 9 1.8 

1-3 years 178 35.4 

4-5 years 215 42.7 

> 5 years 101 20.1 

Frequency of use online communities 

once a week (or less) 21 4.2 

2-3 times a week 42 8.3 

2-3 times a week 31 6.2 

once a day 107 21.3 

Several times a day 302 60.0 

Number of friends in online communities 

< 100 68 13.5 

101-200 141 28.0 

201-300 106 21.1 

301-400 55 10.9 

401-500 40 8.0 

> 500 93 18.5 

 

5. Results 

The reliability analysis demonstrated that the values of 

Cronbach’s α and composite reliability for each construct 

ranged from 0.728 to 0.894 and from 0.734 to 0.925, 

respectively, indicating that the reliability of the official 

questionnaire was acceptable. 

CFA was used to test the convergent validity. The results 

show that the standardized factor loadings of the items 

ranged from 0.559 to 0.871, and the squared multiple 

correlation coefficient of each item was higher than 0.2, 

indicating acceptable convergent validity. The discriminant 

validity was tested using a bootstrap confidence interval 

method. We used Amos Version 7.0 and set the confidence 

intervals to be 95% and bootstrapping to be 200. The 

bootstrap confidence interval method compares the 

confidence intervals of the correlations between the research 

constructs. If the confidence intervals do not include 1, the 

null hypothesis will be rejected, signifying that the constructs 

possess acceptable discriminant validity [47]. In this study, 

the confidence intervals we obtained by using the 

bias-corrected method and the percentile method did not 

include 1, implying favorable discriminant validity among 

the constructs. 

We confirmed the goodness-of-fit of the data to the model 

before performing the structural model analysis. The results 

in Table 3 indicate that the goodness-of-fit indices were 

acceptable. 

Table 3. Goodness-of-fit indices. 

Indices 
Recommended 

values 
Sources Values 

χ2   1373.77 

df   392 

χ2/df <=5 Bollen [48] 3.51 

GFI >=0.8 Seyal et al. [49] 0.83 

AGFI >=0.8 Segars and Grover [50] 0.80 

PGFI >=0.5 Mulaik et al. [51] 0.70 

RMSEA <=0.08 Browne and Cudeck [52] 0.07 

For the structural model analysis, we used Amos Version 

7.0 to calculate the R2 for each dependent variable. Figure 2 

shows that the R2 of self-disclosure, relationship maintenance, 

intimacy, and stickiness were .762, .667, .934, and .558, 

respectively. Propensity to trust significantly influenced 

relationship maintenance (β = .396, t = 4.269, p < .001), but 

its effect on self-disclosure was insignificant (t = 1.472). 

Need for affiliation significantly affected both self-disclosure 

(β = .458, t = 5.559, p < .001) and relationship maintenance 

(β = 0.330, t = 3.932, p < .001), and exhibitionism 

significantly affected self-disclosure (β = .385, t = 5.031, p 

< .001). Self-disclosure exerted a significant effect on 

intimacy (β = .342, t = 5.614, p < .001), but no effect on 

relationship maintenance (t = 1.630). Finally, intimacy was 
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significantly affected by relationship maintenance (β = .689, t 

= 9.525, p < .001), and stickiness was significantly 

influenced by intimacy (β = .747, t = 11.755, p < .001). 

6. Discussions and Conclusions 

This study investigated whether propensity to trust, need 

for affiliation, and exhibitionism affect self-disclosure. The 

significant effect of need for affiliation on self-disclosure 

differs from results reported by Park et al. [16]. Furthermore, 

the significant effect of exhibitionism on self-disclosure 

supports the result obtained by Hollenbaugh and Ferris [31], 

implicating that exhibitionistic people have a higher tendency 

to exhibit self-disclosing behaviors. However, the 

insignificant effect of propensity to trust on self-disclosure 

could be explained by the anonymity associated with the 

Internet and by limited access to viewing others’ private 

statuses in online communities. Therefore, individuals’ 

propensity to trust does not influence their self-disclosure 

behaviors. 

 

Figure 2. Result of path analysis. 

The significant effects of propensity to trust and need for 

affiliation on relationship maintenance indicate that 

interpersonal relationships must be based on trust, and that 

users who desire to interact with other people may use online 

communities to maintain their interpersonal relationships 

[25]. 

The insignificant effect of self-disclosure on relationship 

maintenance may have occurred because people might 

engage in self-disclosure for reasons other than maintaining 

interpersonal relationships. In addition, the significant effects 

of self-disclosure and relationship maintenance on intimacy 

confirm the findings obtained by Bauminger et al. [35] and 

Ledbetter [37]. In online communities, when users disclose 

more personal information and constantly interact with other 

participants, the intimacy among them increases, which 

further causes users to use online communities more 

frequently. 

Regarding the practical implications of these findings, 

online community administrators and operators should 

consider the following suggestions: (a) provide incentives for 

users to engage in self-disclosure; (b) continually improve 

the authentication function of their services; and (c) develop 

new modules that provide functionalities to assist users with 

managing their contacts. 

The present study examined propensity to trust, need for 

affiliation, and exhibitionism as antecedents of 

self-disclosure. Future studies should consider investigating 

other factors that affect self-disclosure, as well as the 

behaviors and emotions that might be influenced by 

self-disclosure. 

Regarding the limitations encountered while conducting 

this study, only users of such social media as Facebook, 

Google+, Plurk, and Twitter were investigated. Given the 

wide variety of online communities, future studies should 

consider investigating users of commercial (e.g., LinkedIn) 

and thematic (e.g., PTT) online communities. Finally, we 

adopted convenience and snowball sampling strategies to 

collect the data; consequently, most survey participants were 

younger than 30 years of age. Therefore, the influence of age 

should be considered when interpreting the results of this 

study. 
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