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Abstract 

 

The intent of this study was to explore to what extent loneliness, need for belonging, and 

parent-child relationships relate to time spent communicating via social media. The study also 

focused on predicting social media integration and vaguebooking, an attention seeking behavior 

on social media. Results from a sample of 471 college students indicated that need for belonging 

was related to more time spent communicating with friends online. Parent-child relationship, 

social anxiety, and loneliness were not significantly correlated with social media use. Need for 

belonging predicted social media integration and loneliness predicted vaguebooking. Histrionic 

symptoms significantly predicted both social media integration and vaguebooking behaviors, 

indicating that for those with histrionic traits, social media may reinforce attention seeking 

behaviors.
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Introduction 

 Social media are virtual networks and communities that allow for content creation, 

exchange, and sharing (Ahlqvist, Bäck, Halonen, & Heinonen, 2008). Content could be anything 

from uploading a picture to sharing a text post. Over the last several years, the usage of social 

networking sites has increased. In fact, 73% of all internet-using adults use social networking 

sites, with Facebook being the most common (Duggan & Smith, 2013). Among teenagers ages 

12-17, 81% used social networking sites in 2012, up from only 55% in 2006 (Madden, 2013). 

Further, 67% of all teen social media users are reported to visit social media websites at least 

once daily (Madden, 2013). Among teens, Facebook is also the most popular. The intent of this 

study is to explore whether personality characteristics and parent-child relationship relate to 

social media use among emerging adults. 

Benefits of Social Media 

 Social media appears to make people feel better about themselves. In one study, 

participants who spent time editing their Facebook page before taking a self-esteem survey 

typically reported higher self-esteem than a control group that did not access their Facebook 

pages (Gentile, Twenge, Freeman, & Campbell, 2012).  Having more Facebook friends was 

associated with increased self-efficacy (Krämer & Winter, 2008) and subjective well-being (Kim 

& Lee, 2011). Kim and Lee determined that a visualization of the amount of Facebook friends a 

person has affirmed their self-worth by providing a way to view their social connections.  Among 

extroverts, increased internet use was associated with increased self-esteem as well as decreased 

perceptions of loneliness (Kraut & Winter, 2002).  Those with adequate social support 

demonstrated that the internet can serve as a tool for enhancing their relationships (Kraut & 

Winter, 2002). 
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 Among adults, it was found that social media can be used to answer questions or solve 

problems by posting to an entire network of acquaintances (Vitak & Ellison, 2013). This was 

considered a benefit because it yielded faster answers from a network of people with a variety of 

experiences and knowledge (Vitak & Ellison, 2013). This type of information exchange can be 

found in adolescents as well. 

Drawbacks of Social Media 

 Although social interactions on the internet have their benefits, web communication is a 

double edged sword. Social media predicted peer competition on a small scale (Ferguson, 

Muñoz, Garza, & Galindo, 2014). In the same study, peer competition was associated negatively 

with life satisfaction. Ferguson et al. suggested that social media may facilitate this competition 

in some cases.  An increase in peer competitiveness as well as a desire to be accepted by peers 

can lead to “Facebook depression,” in which users exhibited symptoms of clinical depression 

after spending time on social media (O’Keeffe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011). This peer 

competitiveness may cause some users of social media to selectively present more positive 

emotions over negative ones (Qiu, Lin, Leung, & Tov, 2012). A study of college students by 

Davila et al. (2012) indicated that those who spent their time on social networking participating 

in negative interactions, such as discussing polemic topics, were more likely to experience a 

greater depressed mood.  
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Review of Literature 

Face to Face Interactions and Social Media 

 Despite the omnipresence of social media in adolescent life, it seems that face-to-face 

interactions remain a highly important mode of communication.  In a survey of pre-adolescent 

girls, almost 90% of participants rated their physical, in-person friends as more important than 

their online friends (Pea et al., 2012).  Many adolescents used social networking sites in order to 

maintain contact with in-person friends, among other social motives. (Reich, Subrahmanyan, & 

Espinoza, 2012). When asked to list up to ten social networking site friends and ten face-to-face 

friends, over half the friends listed were both in person and online friends, with respondents 

claiming to personally know 95% of their social network friends personally. Among adolescent 

girls, in-person friendships were viewed more positively, even by those who spent more time 

interacting with media (Pea et al., 2012). 

 More face-to-face interactions with friends possibly indicates a better adjusted child or 

adolescent. Pea et al. (2012) found that more face-to-face interactions were associated with a 

higher degree of social success.  In their study of adolescents aged 12 to 15, Smahel, Brown, and 

Blinka (2012) found that having more face-to-face interactions with friends predicted higher self-

esteem and seemed to curb time spent online and even signs of compulsive internet usage. 

Loneliness, Social Anxiety, and Need for Belonging 

 Those whose in-person relationships suffer may seek comfort in social media. In a survey 

of 300 adults, face-to-face communication was a strong predictor of feelings of connectedness 

(Ahn & Shin, 2013). In this regard, relationships on social media mirrored those that exist in 
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person. University students who spent more time on Facebook cultivated more Facebook friends 

(Sheldon, 2008). In a study of interactions between types of Facebook use and loneliness, Jin 

(2013) found that adult participants were less likely to be lonely when they had a larger number 

of Facebook friends and these online friends overlapped with face-to-face friends. Those who 

were less likely to want to communicate in person are prone to having fewer Facebook friends 

and are more likely to use Facebook to curb loneliness (Sheldon, 2008).  These people were less 

inclined to use Facebook in order to make new friends (2008). Moreover, those who experienced 

more social loneliness did not have as many friends as those who do not experience social 

loneliness, whether they were face-to-face or online (Sheldon, 2013).  

 The quality of a person's interaction with social media also has an influence on loneliness. 

Jin (2013) found that the more communicating activities individuals participated in, the less 

likely they were to experience loneliness. Examples of communicating activities on social media 

were responding to comments or initiating communication with someone else. The 

communicating activities of individuals experiencing social loneliness were less likely to include 

self-disclosure, especially to an online only friend (Sheldon, 2013). However, communication 

activities on social media were not essential to decreasing loneliness. When asked to post more 

Facebook statuses than usual, participants reported a decrease in loneliness in comparison to 

their baseline. Curiously, regardless whether or not friends liked or commented on the status, the 

participants felt more connected to their friends (Deters & Mehl 2012). 

 Caplan (2007) found that those who were lonely were more likely to participate in 

problematic internet use, including gambling. However, once social anxiety was taken into 

account, the association with loneliness became insignificant, suggesting that loneliness may be a 

symptom of social anxiety rather than a predictor in itself. As with lonely individuals, those with 
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social anxiety also had fewer friends. In a study of 62 university students, social anxiety did not 

predict frequency of Facebook use (Fernandez, Levison & Rodebaugh, 2012). Instead, there 

were profile page differences between participants with social anxiety and those without. Those 

who scored higher on social anxiety included more information about interests and activities in 

their profile, suggesting that their lack of social relationships may result in a greater number of 

individual interests more easily displayed online than spoken about in person (Fernandez et al., 

2012).  Perhaps their increased divulgence of personal information reflected their greater desire 

to reach out to others.  

 The need to belong also is related to loneliness. In a study of 531 Korean adults, 

participants who felt a strong sense of belonging were less likely to feel lonely, potentially 

because of a greater degree of perceived social support (Johnston, Tanner, Lalla & Kowalski, 

2014).  Koreans who blogged more were more likely to feel these benefits. Similarly, first year 

college students who felt a low sense of belonging in their new environment were more likely to 

turn to social networking sites in order to maintain previously existing connections such as 

family or high school friends (Strayhorn, 2012).  

Empathy 

 Facebook is a complement to face to face interactions when used moderately. Chan 

(2014), found that, in small quantities, Facebook use decreased some of the detrimental effects of 

neuroticism on empathy in social situations. On the other hand, when Facebook was used in 

larger amounts, empathetic responses to others were weakened (Chan, 2014). Textual 

information is enough to illicit an empathetic reaction from social media users (Kramer, Guillory, 

& Hancock, 2014). When news feed content in Facebook was altered by a researcher, those with 

more negative posts on their news feed posted fewer positive words to their profiles (Kramer et 
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a., 2014). When witnessing cyberbullying, extraverted users scoring higher on empathy were 

more likely to come to the defense of the victim (Freis and Gurung, 2013).  

Histrionic Personality Disorder 

 Individuals with histrionic characteristics tend to have more Facebook friends. Those who 

used Facebook more frequently, and those who used Facebook for impression management, were 

more likely to show signs of histrionic personality disorder (Rosen et al., 2013). In addition, 

believing that emotional support is available online predicted more histrionic symptoms (Rosen 

et al., 2013).   

Parent-Child Relationships  

 Research suggested that an adolescent's problematic relationship with one or both parents 

could indicate loneliness. When Eleventh Grade students felt that their parents were positive and 

accepting of them, they were less likely to suffer from parent-related and peer-related loneliness 

(Scharf, Wiseman, & Farah 2011). de Minzi (2006) found similar results in a sample of 8 to 12 

year old children. When children felt more accepted from both parents, they were less likely to 

experience loneliness (de Minzi, 2006).  

 Research suggests that there is a relation between the relationship adolescents share with 

their parents and the quality of the relationships that they have with their friends. The parent-

child relationship had more of an impact on friendships in early adolescence, and decreased in 

influence over time, signifying the growing importance of friendships in later adolescence (de 

Goede, Branje, Delsing, & Meeus 2009). Research on mother-adolescent pairs suggested that a 

deficiency in the relationship with a parent could be offset by a stronger relationship with a 

friend (Sentse & Laird, 2010). This finding may suggest that adolescents who experienced a poor 

relationship with parents may turn to face-to-face friends or online friends for support. However, 
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those with a higher quality relationship with their parent also had more satisfaction within their 

network of friends (Riggio, 2004). Apparently, feeling disconnected from parents may lead some 

adolescents to increase; however, the perceived quality of online relationships may be enhanced 

by positive parent-child relationships. 

Devotion to School 

 For some students, social networking sites can be distracting. In a study of American and 

European university students, participants who spent more time on social networking sites spent 

less time studying and have lower GPAs (Karpinski, Kirschner, Ozer, Mellott, & Ochwo 2013). 

Rosen, Carrier, and Cheever (2013) observed middle, high school, and university students in a 

simulated study session lasting for 15 minutes. Participants were on task an average of ten 

minutes (2013). Multi-tasking was more common in cases where distracting technology was 

readily available. American students who did not multitask with social networking sites while 

studying were more likely to perform well in school (Karpinski, Kirschner, Ozer, Mellott, & 

Ochwo 2013). Even without multitasking, more time and frequency of checking Facebook was 

predictive of college students' overall GPA (Junco, 2011). Specifically, using Facebook chat was 

predictive of a lower GPA, potentially because of the amount of attention required for this task. 

 That said, was some cases, social media is associated with positive student outcomes. 

Among first generation college applicants, appropriate support from Facebook friends as well as 

college related information gathered from social media were related to higher confidence in the 

college application process. For these adolescents, having Facebook friends who were currently 

enrolled in college courses or graduated from college increased their expectation for college 

success (Wohn, Ellison, Khan, Fewins-Bliss, & Gray, 2013). Among college students using 

Facebook, those who were more likely to use it to check on friends or share links also were more 
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likely to have a higher overall GPA than those using Facebook for chat (Junco, 2011). 
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The Current Study 

 Numerous studies examined the relationships among loneliness, social anxiety, need to 

belong, school performance and social media, however, little research was conducted on the 

relationship between social networking usage and parent-child relationship. My specific research 

questions were: 

 Does quality of parent-child relationship predict time spent communicating online?  

 Do loneliness, social anxiety, and need for belonging predict time spent communicating 

online? 

 Do social media integration and vaguebooking predict school performance? 

 Will a larger range of personality variables, along with parent-child relationship, predict 

social media integration and vaguebooking?  

Because logically, problematic relationships with parents may serve as a catalyst for young 

adults to seek relationships outside the family (deMinzi, 2006; Sentse & Laird, 2010), it was 

hypothesized that parent-child conflict would correlate significantly and positively with 

increased time spent on-line communicating with friends and acquaintances. Also, 

communicating via social networking was shown to reduce feelings of loneliness (Jin, 2013) and 

increase feelings of belonging (Strayhorn, 2012) in adults. Thus, it also was hypothesized that 

higher levels of loneliness, social anxiety, and need for belonging would correlate positively with 

time spent on-line with friends and acquaintances. A third hypothesis was that engagement with 

social media and vaguebook would correlate negatively with school performance (as measured 

by grade-point-average [GPA]). This last hypothesis was made as past research suggests that 

students who spent more time social networking had lower GPAs and study for less time 

(Karpinski, Kirschner, Ozer, Mellott, & Ochwo 2013). 
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Finally, it was expected, but not formally hypothesized, that the study variables taken 

together would significantly predict both social media integration and vaguebooking.



 

 

Methods 

Participants 

 Participants were 471 undergraduates from the University of Central Florida who 

completed questionnaires for this study in exchange for SONA credit for class. Participants 

included 131 males and 338 females who were between the ages of 18 and 46 years old. 

However, participants were most often 18 year olds, who comprising 59.3% of the participant 

population. This group was followed by participants who were between the ages of 19 and 23 

(32.8%), and 24 and up (7.9%). Participants were predominantly freshmen (n = 286; 60.7%), 

followed by sophomores (n = 72; 15.3%), then juniors (n = 64; 13.6%), and then seniors (n = 46; 

9.8%). The sample was 59.9% White, 16.6 % Latino or Hispanic, 10.2% African American or 

Black, 6.6% Asian American, and 6.2% Other. 

Measures 

Demographics 

 Participants were asked their age, gender, ethnicity, religion, highest level of education, 

grade point average, and parents' highest level of education. 

Vaguebooking 

 “Vaguebooking” was a term used to describe a type of status update or post on social 

media that is reassurance-seeking.  It is defined in the Urban Dictionary as “An intentionally 

vague Facebook status update that prompts friends to ask what's going on, or is possibly a cry for 

help” (2009). Participants were asked three questions developed by the researcher to determine 

whether or not they participated in “vaguebooking” behaviors (e.g. 'I post vague updates that 

allude to something else on my social networking account'). Participants could select an answer 

between 1 (never) and 4 (frequently). The higher the average score, the higher the degree to 
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which the participant participated in “vaguebooking”.  

Online and In-Person Friendships 

 Participants were asked four questions developed by the researcher regarding their in 

person and online friends in order to determine whether a preference for online social interaction 

over face-to-face interaction exists. Two required a numeric answer (‘How many hours do you 

spend communicating with friends online?’) and two were True-False ('I know most of my 

online friends in person'). These questions were scored individually. 

Family Environment Scale (FES; Moos, 1974; Moos & Moos, 1994) 

 The FES is comprised of 90 True-False self-report questions that assessed socio-

environmental family characteristics. The FES incorporates ten subscales that assess three basic 

dimensions related to the social climate of the participant's family. For the current study, the 9-

item Cohesion subscale and the 9-item Conflict subscale were administered to participants. The 

Cohesion subscale assessed the degree to which family members provide help and support to 

each other. The conflict subscale evaluated the degree of conflict that the family was 

experiencing. A larger sum of scores in each subscale indicated a higher degree of perceived 

family cohesion and conflict individually. The total sum of scores could range from 0 to 9. 

Parent-Child Relationship 

 To measure participants’ perceptions of the quality of their relationship with their parents, 

participants completed the nine items of the Parent-Child Conflict component of the Family 

Dysfunction subscale from the Personality Inventory for Youth (PIY; Lachar & Gruber, 1995). 

Participants indicated whether the statements of the Parent-Child Conflict were True or False. An 

example item was, “I often wonder if my parents love me.” The total sum of scores could range 

from 0 to 9. A larger sum of scores indicated a greater degree of perceived dysfunction. 
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The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS; Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, & 

Farley, 1988) 

 The MSPSS measured the perceived support that participants receive from family, 

friends, and significant others. Participants were assessed on 12 items using a 7-point Likert-type 

scale with response options ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). 

The individual scores were averaged into a total score for analysis purposes, with higher scores 

reflecting a higher degree of perceived support. 

Short Form Social Interaction Anxiety Scale and Social Phobia Scale (SIAS-6 and SPS-6; Peters, 

Sunderland, Andrews, Rapee, & Mattick, 2012) 

 The SIAS-6 and the SPS-6 are short form versions of the SIAS and SPS. These scales are 

set of companion measures that assessed social interaction anxieties and scrutiny fears. Each 

scale consists of six items that assesses the degree of social anxiety or social phobia experienced 

using a 5-point Likert-type scale. Response options range from 0 (not at all characteristic or true 

of me) to 4 (extremely characteristic or true of me). Scores from both scales were averaged 

together for one composite social anxiety/social phobia score. Total scores ranged from 0 to 4 

with higher scores reflecting a greater degree of social anxiety and social phobia collectively.  

Brief Histrionic Personality Scale (BPHS; Ferguson & Negy, 2014) 

 To assess symptoms consistent with Histrionic Personality Disorder, the BPHS was 

included in the set of questionnaires. The BPHS consisted of 11 items related conceptually to 

Histrionic Personality Disorder symptoms.  Two subscales were incorporated to assess 

seductiveness and attention seeking. The measure used a 4-point Likert-like scale with response 

options ranging from 1 (never true) to 4 (always true). Possible average scores ranged from 0 to 

4 with a higher average reflecting more histrionic symptoms. 
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Need to Belong Scale (NTB; Leary, Kelly, Cottrell, & Schreindorfer, 2005) 

 To assess participants’ need for belonging, they completed the NTB, which is a 10-item 

questionnaire that measures participants' need to belong to different social groups. The measure 

used a 5-point Likert-like scale, with response options ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 

(strongly disagree). Possible average scores ranged from 1 to 5 with higher scores reflecting a 

stronger need to belong. 

UCLA Loneliness Scale- 3 (Russell, 1996) 

 The UCLA Loneliness Scale consisted of 20 items that assessed the level of loneliness 

experienced by the participant, characterized by a disparity between actual and desired social 

interaction. Participants responded to items using a 4-point Likert-type scale that offered 

responses ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). Possible average scores ranged from 1 to 4 with 

higher scored indicating a greater degree of loneliness. 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; Davis, 1983) 

 The IRI was a measure of empathy composed of four scales that measure the cognitive 

and affective aspects of empathy. Each subscale contained seven items that participants were 

asked to rate using a five item Likert-type scale in with responses ranging from 0 (does not 

describe me well) to 4 (describes me very well). Only the seven item empathy-concern subscale 

was used in this study because it was deemed the most applicable to this study’s goals. This 

subscale measured the tendency to express “other-oriented” feelings of compassion, concern, and 

sympathy. Average total scores could range from 0 to 4. A higher average score indicated greater 

empathy.  

Social Media Use Integration Scale (SMUIS; Jenkins-Guarnieri, Wright, & Johnson 2012) 

 The SMIUS consisted of ten items divided into two subscales that concentrated on the 
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degree to which social media was embedded into participants' routines and social behaviors as 

well as the degree to which participants are emotionally connected to social media use (the 

current study collectively referred to these components as ‘social media integration’) . This 

measure used a 6-point Likert-type scale, with response options ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Questions from this scale were adapted for the current study to 

refer to any social networking site. Total average scores could range from 0 to 6, with higher 

scores indicating a higher degree of social media integration. 

Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale – Short Form (M-C SDS-SF; Reynolds, 1982) 

 The 13-item M-C SDS-SF was an abbreviated version of the M-C SDS. The True-False 

questionnaire measures the participants' need to be perceived as desirable to others. Total scores 

could range from 0 to 13. The items were summed with a higher score reflecting a greater 

tendency to respond to questions in a manner that casts the participant in a positive light. 
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Results 

Hypothesis Testing 

Table 1 shows the demographic information for all participants. Table 2 shows the means 

and standard deviations for all study variables.  To test the hypotheses, a series of zero-order 

correlations were performed on the data.  It was hypothesized that higher parent-child conflict 

would be correlated with time spent interacting with friends on-line. The data did not support the 

hypothesis.  Parent-child conflict did not correlate significantly with time spent communicating 

with friends on-line (r [441] = -.01, ns).  

Table 1: Demographic Characterizes of Participants 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Characteristic                                                                                                                      N (%) 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Gender 

Females                                                                                                                      338 (71.8%) 

Males                                                                                                                         131 (27.8%) 

Missing data                                                                                                                  2 (< 1%) 

Age* 

18-19 years                                                                                                                352 (74.4%) 

20-21 years                                                                                                                  56 (11.9%) 

22-23 years                                                                                                                  24 (5.1%) 

24-25 years                                                                                                                  14 (3%) 

26 years and up                                                                                                            23 (4.9%) 

Missing data                                                                                                                   2 (< 1%) 

Class standing 

Freshman                                                                                                                    286 (60.7%) 

Sophomore                                                                                                                   72 (15.3) 

Junior                                                                                                                            64 (13.6)  

Senior                                                                                                                            46 (9.8) 

Missing data                                                                                                                    3 (< 1%) 

Race/ethnicity  

White                                                                                                                          282 (59.9%)                               

Latino                                                                                                                           78 (16.6%) 

African American                                                                                                         48 (10.2) 

Asian American                                                                                                            31 (6.6%) 

Other                                                                                                                             29 (6.2%) 

Missing data                                                                                                                   3 (< 1%) 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

*Mean age of all participants = 19.66 (SD = 3.91) 
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Table 2: Basic Descriptive Statistics of Cronbach Alpha 

Variable M SD  α            Possible 

range 

Observed 

range 

Online Communication (in hours) 2.20 2.26    - - 0-15 

Social Media Integration (SMUIS) 3.05 0.80 .89 1-5 1-5 

Vaguebooking 1.83 0.75 .79 1-4 1-4 

Need for Belonging 3.36 0.70 .80 1-5 1.3-5 

Social Anxiety 0.68 0.64 .90 0-4 0-3.4 

Loneliness 2.18 0.51 .93 1-4 1.1-3.6 

Family Dysfunction (PIY) 2.08 2.35 .84 0-9 0-9 

Family Environment Cohesion 6.42 2.47 .80 0-9 0-9 

Family Environment Conflict 3.42 2.47 .79 0-9 0-9 

Histrionic Symptoms 2.14 0.49 .81 1-4 1.00-3.73 

Social Support 5.40 1.18 .93 1-7 1.00-7.00 

Empathy (IRI) 3.97 0.65 .80 1-5 1.71-5.00 

 

It also was hypothesized that loneliness, social anxiety, and need to belong would 

correlate positively with spending more time interacting with friends on-line.  The data partially 

supported the hypothesis.  Time spent on-line correlated significantly with need to belong 

(supported (r [455] = .25, p < .001). However, time spent on-line did not correlate significantly 

with loneliness or social anxiety (r [448] = -.02 and r [457] -.08, ns, respectively). 

The third hypothesis was not supported. Neither social media integration nor 

vaguebooking correlated significantly with academic grade-point-average (GPA) (rs = [460] = -

.01 and -.06, ns, respectively). 
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Table 3: Intercorrelations of Study Variables (N=471) 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

VARIABLE (1)        (2)        (3)        (4)        (5)        (6)        (7)        (8)        (9)        (10)        (11)        (12)    

 

(1) SMTime         ---          

(2) SMUIS         .38c       --- 

(3) VBS              .25c      .43c       --- 

(4) NTB              .15b      .27c      .11a        --- 

(5) SocAnxPho  -.08       .03        .03         .23c      --- 

(6) UCLA-L       -.02       .05       .14b        .20c      .44c        --- 

(7) PIY               -.01      -.01      -.00         .06       .18c       .33c       --- 

(8) FESCOH       .02        .01       .00        -.04      -.18c     -.29c     -.69c        --- 

(9) FESCON       .05        .05       .10a        .08       .11b       .25c      .54c       .55c      --- 

(10) BHPS            .19c      .28c       .27c       .17c      -.15b     -.11a     -.01        .05      .20c       --- 

(11) MSPSS          .10a      .05      -.05         .11a      -.19c     -.49c     -.33c       .36c    -.26c     .02         --- 

(12) IRI                -.06      -.04      -.07        .12a      -.16c     -.17c     -.01        .09      -.08     -.08        .28c         --- 

Mean                      2.20    3.05      1.83      3.36      0.68      2.18      2.08     6.42     3.42     2.14      5.40        3.97 

Standard deviation 2.26    0.80      0.75      0.70      0.64      0.51      2.35     2.47     2.47     0.49      1.18        0.65 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________                        
Notes:   
a p < .05.  b p < .01.  c p < .001. 

(1) = Time spent communicating with friends online.  (2) = Social Media Use Integration Scale.  (3) = 

Vaguebooking.  (4) = Need to Belong Scale.  (5) = Short Form Social Interaction Anxiety Scale and Social Phobia 

Scale.  (6) = UCLA Loneliness Scale.  (7) = Personality Inventory for Youth - Family Dysfunction Subscale.  (8) = 

Family Environment Scale - Cohesion.  (9) = Family Environment Scale - Conflict.  (10) = Brief Histrionic 

Personality Scale.  (11) = Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support.  (12) = Interpersonal Reactivity 

Index 

 

Exploratory Analyses 

 To explore participants’ usage and attachment to social media and vaguebooking, two 

multiple regressions were performed.  In both regressions, predictor variables were all relevant 

study variables (family cohesion, family conflict, parent-child conflict, loneliness, social support, 

need for belonging, social anxiety, histrionic symptoms, and empathy). Social media integration 

was the criterion for the first regression (see Table 3); vaguebooking was the criterion for the 

second regression (see Table 4). The response set of social desirability was force-entered at step 

one in both regression analyses as a means to control for social desirability. 

 Taken together, the study variables significantly predicted social media integration 

(Multiple R2 =16, F (10, 370) = 7.21, p < .001). The two predictor variables that achieved 

significance were histrionic symptoms (B = .207, t = 3.90, p < .001) and need for belonging (B = 
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.174, t = 3.23, p < .01). 

 Taken together, the study variables significantly predicted vaguebooking (Multiple R2 = 

.13, F (10, 366) = 5.64, p < .001). The two predictor variables that achieved significance were 

histrionic symptoms (B = .205, t = 3.74, p < .001) and loneliness (B = .147, t = 2.19, p < .05).



 

 

Table 4: Predicting Social Media Integration (N=471) 

Variable R2 Adjusted 
R2 

R B SE B           ß t 

   Step 1 .07 .07 .27***     

Social Desirability    -0.08 0.01 -.27 -5.50*** 

   Step 2 .16 .14 .41***     

Social Desirability    -0.06 0.02 -.20 -3.48*** 

Loneliness    0.37 0.10 .02 0.36 

Social Anxiety    -0.07 0.07 -.06 -1.01 

Need for Belonging    0.21 0.06 .17 3.23*** 

Histrionic Symptoms    0.35 0.09 .21 3.89*** 

Empathy    -0.03 0.07 -.02 -0.45 

Parent-Child Conflict    0.00 0.02 .00 0.01 

Family Conflict    -0.01 0.02 -.03 -0.59 

Family Cohesion    0.00 0.02 .01 0.14 

Social Support    0.06 0.04 .09 1.40 

    * p < .05 

  ** p < .01 

*** p < .001 
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Table 5: Predicting Vaguebooking (N=471) 

Variable R2 Adjusted 
R2 

R B SE B           ß t 

   Step 1 .07 .07 .27***     

Social Desirability    -0.07 0.01 -.27 -5.42*** 

   Step 2 .13 .11 .37***     

Social Desirability    -0.05 0.02 -.19 -3.18** 

Loneliness    0.21 0.10 .15 2.19* 

Social Anxiety    -0.10 0.07 -.09 -1.50 

Need for Belonging    0.03 0.06 .03 0.47 

Histrionic Symptoms    0.31 0.08 .21 3.74*** 

Empathy    0.03 0.06 .03 0.49 

Parent-Child Conflict    -0.03 0.02 -.09 1.25 

Family Conflict    0.02 0.02 0.05 0.84 

Family Cohesion    -0.00 0.02 -.01 -0.13 

Social Support    0.01 0.04 .02 0.38 

    * p < .05 

  ** p < .01 

*** p < .001 



 

 

Discussion 

Social Media Integration and Vaguebooking 

 Histrionic symptoms and need for belonging predicted both social media integration and 

vaguebooking. Since those who had a higher need for belonging spent more time communicating 

with friends online, these participants had a strong emotional connection and attachment to social 

media because of the greater perceived social support it may have provided (Johnston et al, 

2013). Since histrionic symptoms only were related to social media integration and 

vaguebooking and not time spent interacting with friends online, it seems that the quality, in 

addition to quantity, of social media use is important to consider. 

 There was very little research on how histrionic symptoms and social media use were 

related. One existing study indicated that histrionic symptoms were predicted by more social 

media use and those who believed that emotional support is available online were more likely to 

report histrionic symptoms. (Rosen, Whaling, Rab, Carrier, & Cheever, 2013). In addition, those 

with histrionic symptoms spent more time managing their impression on social media (Rosen et 

al., 2013). Taken with the results of the current study, it seems plausible that histrionic symptoms 

and extensive social media use may reinforce each other.  

Vaguebooking was a measure of reassurance-seeking behaviors on social media. Those 

who sought reassurance on Facebook more frequently increased their likelihood of feeling that 

they were a burden to others (Clerkin, Smith, & Hames, 2013). This type of response may 

increase loneliness. This hypothesis, taken with the results of the current study, indicated that 

those with histrionic symptoms may participate in reassurance seeking behaviors online in order 

to feel less isolated. However, a lack of response or rebuffs from friends may only worsen 

feelings of social isolation (Feinstein, Hershenberg, Bhatia, Latack, Meuwly, & Davila, 2013). 
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A primary element of histrionic personality disorder is a need to draw attention to oneself 

(Bakkevig, 2010). Vaguebooking is an easily executed method of doing this. Vaguebooking by 

nature can facilitate these attention seeking needs by inviting others to ask more about a personal 

situation the user is alluding to. The finding of the current study that histrionic personality traits 

also predicted routine social media and integration was more surprising. Communication via 

social media in general differs from other modes of interacting with people in that instead of 

having an interaction one on one, users have the ability to post to an entire audience of people. 

Social media users can share details such as location, thoughts, and activities, which offers 

information that an audience can follow, comment on, or admire (Wang & Stefanone, 2013). 

Typically, users only share locations that would seem more interesting or impressive to their 

network, such as restaurants (Wang, et al., 2013).  Since histrionic individuals have exhibitionist 

behaviors and draw attention to themselves by demanding admiration (Bakkevig & Karterud, 

2010), it is reasonable to imagine that elements of social media, including location sharing, 

would be appealing to those with histrionic personality traits, predicting more routine social 

media use in general.  

Social media use is partially motivated by the need to fulfill social needs, however it is 

not a need that is immediately gratified by using it (Wang, Tchernev, & Solloway, 2012). This 

could lead to gradual integration of social media use into a user’s routine (Wang et al., 2012). 

Internet users who use blogs to share personal experiences are offered validation as a social 

support from their audience (Ko, Wang, & Xu, 2013). Having an audience to provide support 

may feed into a histrionic individual’s need to be the center of attention. Histrionic users may 

become dependent on social media in their attempts to gratify this need. In the same study, 

bloggers who disclosed personal frustrations or adversity were more likely to receive 
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encouraging messages from readers (Ko, et al., 2013). This feedback may motivate internet users 

to share more of their problems online, and eventually solicit support. This could also lead to 

vaguebooking. It is possible that social media use encourages users to adopt more attention-

seeking behaviors by rewarding posts with praise or support from an entire audience of 

followers.  

Personality Characteristics 

 Participants who reported more loneliness, social anxiety and need to belong were 

expected to spend more time communicating with friends online. Need to belong was the only 

variable that significantly correlated with social media use. This finding can be explained 

partially by the composition of the participants. The majority of the participants of this study 

were first-year college students who may be experiencing social disconnection. Facebook can be 

an effective means for combatting this (Sheldon, Abad, & Hinsch, 2011). When new college 

students experience a low sense of belonging they more frequently use social media in order to 

maintain connections with existing friends whom they may no longer be able to easily interact 

with in person (Strayhorn, 2012). 

 Need to belong also may be related significantly to the amount of time spent 

communicating online because certain types of social media use may increases feelings of 

belonging. Although there was not much existing research on social media’s effects on a person’s 

feelings of belonging, Johnston, Tanner, Lalla and Kowalski (2014) found that Koreans who 

spent more time blogging perceived greater social support and belonging. Students who may be 

struggling to make meaningful connections in person may take to online communication in order 

to feel like they belong. On the other hand, Strayhorn (2012) found that college students who 

used social media less frequently were more likely to report feelings of belongingness. However, 
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this relationship was relatively weak.  

It was hypothesized that participants with high social anxiety would communicate with 

friends more online because of the indirect nature of the communication (Sheldon, 2008). 

However, social anxiety was unrelated to time spent communicating with friends online. There 

were conflicting results in the literature with regard to how social media use and social anxiety 

were related. The findings of the current study contradicted some existing research that 

suggested social media may provide more of an opportunity for socially anxious individuals to 

interact when face to face interactions were too stressful (Leary & Kowalski, 1995; McCord, 

Rodebaugh, & Levinson, 2014). Yet, other research suggested that social anxiety did not predict 

the frequency of Facebook use (Fernandez, Levison & Rodebaugh, 2012). One study found that, 

although there was no significant difference in social media use between those with versus 

without social anxiety, there was a significant difference among those with social anxiety. 

Specifically, among those with social anxiety, those reporting higher anxiety used Facebook 

more frequently (McCord et al., 2014). I speculate that the statistical nonsignificance of this 

study’s results could be an interaction between different features of social anxiety and coping 

mechanisms. It is possible that individuals with higher social anxiety may be more motivated to 

use social media as a method of social interaction in order to compensate for uncomfortable and 

unsatisfying face-to-face interactions, even if social media usage increased feelings of social 

anxiety (McCord et al., 2014). 

It also was hypothesized that participants who experienced more loneliness would spend 

more time communicating with friends online as a means to decrease their loneliness (Deters & 

Mehl 2012). The current study found no significant relationship between online communication 

and loneliness. Although some research suggested that the more a person communicates online, 
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the less loneliness they were likely to feel (Jin, 2013), other research indicated that lonely people 

were more likely to use the internet (Song et al, 2014). Some participants may experience 

loneliness and may use social media in an attempt to feel companionship (Sheldon, 2008) given 

that it can be used as a means of compensating for deficiencies of in-person relationships (Song 

et al, 2014). The contradiction of the results in the existing literature suggested that there may be 

other variables that influence the relation between social media use and loneliness. 

Parent Child Relationship 

It was expected that participants with a poor relationship with their parents would spend 

more time communicating with friends online. However, results indicated that the parent-child 

relationship was not associated with social media use. Since poor parental relationships may be 

offset by a good relationship with friends (Sentse & Laird, 2010), participants with a poor 

relationship with their parents were expected to communicate more with friends online. 

However, past research also indicated that the quality of parent-child relationship was related to 

the quality of a person’s relationship with his or her peers (Riggio, 2004). Further, although it 

was expected that participants may use social media as a way to cope with loneliness brought 

about by a poor relationship with parents, the outcomes of the current study were consistent with 

those by Scharf, Wiseman, and Farah’s (2011), in that the effects of perceived acceptance from 

parents was not only related to lower parent-related loneliness, but also lower peer-loneliness. 

Stated differently, among adolescents, the quality of parent-child relationship tends to be similar 

to relationships with friends.  

Some participants with a poor relationship with their parents also were likely to have a 

poor relationship with their peers and would therefore not need to spend as much time 

communicating with friends online. On the other hand, some participants may use 
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communication with friends as a means to offset a poor relationship with parents. The possibility 

of having either enhanced friendships or diminished friendships due to parental relationship may 

explain why participants’ time spent communicating with friends online was not significantly 

correlated to the parent-child relationship.  

Academic Performance 

 Participants who spent more time communicating with friends online were expected to 

have lower academic performance; however, there was no significant correlation between the 

two. This finding conflicted with past research suggesting that students who spend more time 

social networking online had lower GPAs and spent less time studying (Karpinski, Kirschner, 

Ozer, Mellott, & Ochwo 2013). The specific use of Facebook chat to communicate with friends 

also was associated with a lower GPA (Junco, 2011). Most of the participants in the current study 

were first-year college students in their first semester. Participants who had not yet received 

grades in college were asked to report their most recent high school grades. Since first year 

students may use social media more in order to stay connected with existing friends (Strayhorn, 

2012), it is possible that participants were using social media to communicate with their friends 

more than they were at the time of their most recently reported grades. 

Limitations and Future Research 

There were limitations to the present study. First, the initial study was devised with 

adolescent participants in mind. The measurement of parent-child relationship may be less 

applicable to adolescents since the young adult is no longer living in the home or having first-

hand experience of the potential conflict. Thus, the results are more generalizable to emerging 

adults. 

When children are living in the home, parents have the capacity to control their children’s 
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ability to visit friends and socialize in person, which could impact time spent communicating 

with friends online to some extent. Once a child moves out, however, the parent has much less 

control over the amount of time the child spends socializing in person. This living arrangement 

has the potential to yield different results. Future studies should attempt to collect data from 

adolescents in order to get a more accurate picture of life at home. 

A related limitation is the use of college students as a population. Many of the 

participants in this study were first year, first semester college students. These students were in a 

new environment, which may have impacted their perceptions and reports of loneliness, need to 

belong, and social anxiety. Students may be using social media more in order to communicate 

with people that they used to interact with face-to-face, but no longer can because of 

geographical restraints. It was possible that the college students who participated in this study 

used the internet more than students that did not because the survey was hosted online. This 

could be remedied by administering a paper-based set of questionnaires. 

Another limitation was that the data were collected as self-reported responses on a 

survey. Therefore, there may be a disparity between what the participants see about themselves 

and what was actually true. In addition, selective memory may make people only remember what 

stood out from their childhood, making the parent-child relationship seem better or worse than 

reality in some cases. Social desirability was controlled for in order to create more accurate 

picture of the data. A future study may ask parents in addition to student participants about their 

perceptions of family conflict and parent-child relationship. 

 Future research is needed to develop an understanding for social media as it relates to 

reassurance-seeking behavior. Although vaguebooking may be a harmless form of soliciting 

attention on social media, there are much more severe reassurance-seeking behaviors online, 
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including posting pictures of self-inflicted injuries. Because histrionic symptoms were correlated 

strongly with vaguebooking, there is a possibility that vaguebooking and self-harm on social 

media are related. It is imaginable that the attention garnered from posting on social media could 

lead to an even greater likelihood of committing self-injurious acts. 

Implications 

 This study made some important contributions to existing literature. Findings from the 

current study highlighted a strong relation between needing to belong and social media use and 

attachment, an area that largely was unresearched. Additionally, the exploratory analyses were 

some of the first to investigate the relationship between histrionic personality traits and their 

impact on social media integration and reassurance-seeking behaviors online. Not only were 

histrionic individuals taking to social media to garner attention, but people experiencing 

loneliness were too. This finding could indicate a larger acceptance towards reassurance-seeking 

behaviors.  
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