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IS Soclal Media like an Onion?

Exploring the Social Penetration Theory as an explanation for viral responses to intimate self-disclosures.

GEORGE Fox Kristina M. Kays, Rebekah E. Miles, Christopher J. Koch
. George Fox University
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NVetheds Table 2: Pew Research

Technology users are aware of more stressful events in the lives of their close
friends and more distant acquaintances

DIScCuUSSIon

This research used a follow up survey in response to

Social Penetration Theory (SPT) suggests there is a pattern of sharing that

viewing a recent Facebook post about a personal Ihe average gu_mtbher I(')f strefstifu_l eiventfs_(oudt of adtotal ofdl_ztpotssible) that peop_leth allows for increasingly intimate self-disclosures. Social media may alter the
experience with depression which went viral p';i\tlvlgcﬁ%r;fhsm € IVes OTIEIr close Trends ant more distant acquaintances inthe typical trajectory of self-disclosure and, in some situations, may provide a

potential for acceleration to more intimate affective disclosures (STP affective
CLOSE FRIENDS MORE DISTANT AQUAINTANCES stage 3).

Table 1 Subjects

The findings in this current study suggest that talking about mental health

Table 1: 3.7 5 Issues prompts others to disclose their own personal information. This is
. intemet Internet consistent with approaches to group therapy, where the risky sharing of
Facebook follow up survey 29 3 | PP group therapy, y g
73.68% female potentially sham_eful personal mformatlon t_)y one group member has. the power
20 Countries represented to prove the environment safe and beneficial for other members to disclose
US=48 UK=14 their own storl_es (Lear, 1990). Thus, thereis a po.tentlal for certain engagement
3.9 5.4 on social media platforms (e.g. Facebook) to provide a form of group therapy.
Mean age 32.58 Facebook Facebook In the original FB post cited by this current study, this appears to have been the
SD 12.09 2.6 3.7 case. The vast majority of comments in the 40,000+ posted within the first two

weeks were positive and personal self-disclosures.

Comment examples:

_ 4.4 | 5.9
Twitter Twitter fl suffer from depression and other mental illnesses. | \fYou are so brave and courageous to post this. | think )
3.2 44 recently tried to end my life but GOD was not ready for your brave declaration is going to help many start to
. . . me to come home. Not sure what I'm trying to say here have their own conversations.. Helping others is part of
A recent pUb“C FB pOSt about a peI’SOna| experience with ...but thank you for sharing your story. | still struggle on a my routine to manage depression. Bravo darling. Bravo!
depression went viral within a week. Within a week this post was Ca"Y basis but you give me hope. Adult ferale A Adult fem“’ej
reposted on numerous media outlets, and shared by others nearly Resu ItS 47 59
500,000 times. This post skipped to the third, aifective stage, of Instagram 39 Instagram 44 As is clear from recent Pew research (see Table 2), greater awareness of
the Social Penetration Theory. L stressful events in the lives of those connected through social media is present.
The follow up survey results indicate a general This connection can be part of valuable interactions that provide essential
increase in openness to interacting with others about support and encouragement. However, limitations of the social media venue
_ 4.7 6.1 relate to access and tendency for usage. Higher income and education status
mental health issues. Pinterest Pinterest is associated with greater social media usage (Perrin, 2015). Thus, the use of

I ntrOd u Ctl O n 51 4.3 social media as a potential resource for mental health concern awareness is

going to have greater impact with a restricted section of society.

. . . N . - . - .
According to recent Pew research, roughly 2/3 of adults are currently active users of Chart 1: Su rvey question # 1 41 - There is a growing trend that social media is a venue for starting conversations
social media (Perrin, 2015). Level of perceived loneliness influence levels of self- LinkedIn LinkedIn about intimate affective content. While this study is a preliminary review of a

disclosure on social networking sites (SNS) (Al-Saggaf & Nielsen, 2014). Increased . . 3.2 4.4 social media post that was not explicitly intended to test these hypotheses, this
ourt r perptonof pegaive s podivs ol diacours fercs e sace When you viewed my post did you s an example of he potential for using he growing rends (o ncrease he

I b ’ 1 . L4 . . . . . .
News feed features in social media such as FB allow participants to be alerted to (CI ick all that apply) . sharing of hlgh_quallty Interactions. The chgllenge fpr mental _h_ealth prOVIde_rS
current activity of those they know (Cheung, Chiu, & Lee, 2011).. This possible 00 and educators is to assess how to utilize this potential for positive and effective
exposure plays an active role in the potential for a post to gather increasing attention. it St . . Photo sharing 4.1 Photo sharing 5.6 Interactions.

Altman and Taylor (1973) introduced the Social Penetration Theory (SPT) in 1973 as a
model for understanding how information sharing and relationship intimacy interact as 70
disclosure increases in interpersonal relationships. The SPT can be used to evaluate
levels of self-disclosure. SPT (Griffin, 2011) suggests that communication transitions
from a more surface level to levels of increasing intimacy. There are five stages

. . . Limitations of this study include the convenience of the survey and self-report
v 2> w = = bias from the participants. There are no ways to accurately conclude why

, - | participants chose to take the survey. Our findings suggest that adults respond
49.47 ‘ 3.7 9.1 to mental health social media posts more than teens and young adults, unlike

60

outlined in the SPT including, 1) orientation, 2) exploratory affective, 3) affective, 4) >0 Text message 24 Text message 33 recent research suggests (Chang & Heo, 2014; Christofides, Muise, &

stable, to an optional 4) depenetration stage (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Altman, Vinsel, & 40 | | Desmarias, 2012.). This could be due to the respondents of the survey and not
Brown, 1981). Most casual relationships will remain in the first two stages. In the . . .

deconstruction of a relationship there can be either a long or abbreviated time spent in 20 2842 . the respondents of the original viral post, but the data was not available.

the depenetration stage. Stage three, the affective stage, is exemplified by sharing « « > 54, 0 1 2 3 4 5 o 1+ 2z 3 4 5 6 7

private and personal matters. 20 A _ _ User of this technology  Non-user User of this technology Non-user Further research is recommended to address the benefits of using social media
In recent research (Chang & Heo, 2014; Christofides, Muise, & Desmatrias, 2012.) 10 inincreasing global and personal awareness of mental health concerns.

more teens and young adults respond to mental health FB posts than middle-aged : : ‘ Note: Based on responses to Q4: "... Please tell me if you know someone—other than yourself— Additionally, educators and mental health providers must take into account that
adults. However,_ado.lescents and adults are more similar than dlsthct in what they do 0 . who has experlen_ced any o_f the following in the past 12 months. Do you know someone who has not all social media users have positive connections with their networks.

share on FB (Christofides et al., 2012). Users who more frequently like and post on Liked Comment Shared Messaged ..." followed by a list of 12 different stressful events. R hinto h 0| inato b ficial for th t
others' pages are more likely to self-disclose in response to the initial FB post Source: August 2013 survey. N=1,801 adults. esearc _m O _ O_W O Improve aCCESS'_ng O _ene ICla resqurc_es orthose a
(Hollenbaugh & Ferris, 2015). Individuals with low self-esteem consider FB an greatest risk will improve the use of this trending communication platform.
appealing place for self-disclosure (Forest & Wood, 2012). However, due to the low . PEW RESEARCH CENTER \_ -/
positivity and high negativity of their disclosures, frequently these posts elicit unwanted Cha rt 2: Su rvey q u EStIO n #2

responses from others. Greater self-disclosure on social media such as FB has been
found to enhance confidence in interactions (Palmeria, Prestano, Gandley, Overton, &

How has seeing the post effected your conversations

Zhang, 2012). This higher level of self-disclosure appears to compensate for the non- .
verbal cues normally appearing in face-to-face interactions. If this enhanced about mental health issues (C|ICk all that apply)? R e e re n CeS
confldgnce mcreaises Interactions th_at allow fqr greater affective expression, there is 68.42% responses
potential for physical and psychological benefits (MacReady, Cheung, Kelly, & Wang, 50
2011). ~ A
on mbole of a hiah level of self-disclosure on EB is seen in Eiqure 1. In this 45 : Al-Saggaf, Y. & Nielsen, S. (2014). Self-disclosure on Facebook among female users and its relationship to feelings of loneliness. Computers in Human Behavior, 36, 460-468. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2014.04.014
€ exampie o a_ g _ u gu . Altman, I., & Taylor, D. A. (1973). Social penetration:The development of interpersonal relationships. NewYork: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston.
example the post included a narrative of mental health concern (depression) and an 20 - g g Altman, I., Vinsel, A., & Brown, B. (1981). Dialectic conceptions in social psychology: An application to social penetration and privacy regulation. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology 14,
image that demonstrated the individual’s intent to take positive action about the mental = . - . - . Bonetti, L., Campbell, M. A., & Gilmore, L. (2010). The relationship of loneliness and social anxiety with children's and adolescents" online communication. CyberPsychology, Behavior, and Social
health concern. While unintended, this FB post received over 452,000 likes, over = | | | | | | (N:EtWOFK(i:ng, 13(3), 279-(22805- ) ) ) ; " . i o cebook C . - 10, 70-86. doi10. 1016/l chb 2013.07 056
P ang, C-W, & Heo, J. 14). Visiting theories that predict college students' self-disclosure on Facebook. Computers in Human Behavior, 30, 79-86. doi:10. J.chb. .07.
358’.000 Shares, and over 42,500 F:o_mments. The majority of these_ Were garnered 3082 i P18 i Christofides, E., Muise, A., & Desmarias, S. (2012). Hey Mom, what's on your Facebook? Comparing Facebook disclosure and privacy in adolescent and adults. Social Psychological and Personality
within the first two weeks of the original post, however, there are still likes, comments, 20 ' ' Science, 3(1), 48-54.
and shares each week. Because greater levels of self-disclosure are associated with Cheung, C. M. K., Chiu, P-Y., & Lee, M. K. O. (2011). Online social networks: Why do students use facebook? Computers in Human Behavior, 27, 1337-1343.
improvement in mental health recovery (Lear, 1990; Rabinor & Nye, 2003), one 25 Forest, A., L., & Wood, J. V. (2012). When social networking is not working: Individuals with low self-esteem recognize but do not reap the benefits of self-disclosure on Facebook. Psychological Science,
question worth exploring is whether social media may be a viable option in supporting - - 23(3), 295-302. o . |
tal health improvements - - - : : Griffin, E. (2011). A firstlook at communication theory, (8" edition). New York, McGraw-Hill.
men P ' Hollenbaugh, E. E. & Ferris, A. L. (2015). Predictors of honesty, intent, and valence of Facebook self-disclosure. Computers in Human Behavior, 50, 456-464. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2015.04.030
. - - W : Lear, T. E. (1990). Shameful encounters, alienation, and healing restitution in the group. Group Analysis, 23, 155-161.
15 MacReady, D. E., Cheung, R. M., Kelly, A. E., & Wang, L. (2011). Can public versus private disclosure cause greater psychological symptom reduction? Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 30(10),
\ / : : , : 1015-1042. doi:101521jscp201130101015
10 ' ' Nye, S. (2003). Healing through connection: Self-disclosure in psychotherapy. Rabinor, J. R (Ed). Eating Disorders, 11, 235-240.
Perrin, A. (2015). Social networking usage: 2005-2015. Pew Research Center.
s Palmeria, C., Prestano, K., Gandley, R., Overton, E., & Zhang, Q. (2012). The Facebook phenomenon: Online self-disclosure and uncertainty reduction. China Media Research, 8(1), 48-52.
o " Park, N., Jin, B., & Jin, S. A. (2011). Effects of self-disclosrue on relational intimacy in Facebook. Computers in Human Behavior, 27, 1974-1983.
3 3 Utz, S. (2015). The function of self-disclosure on social network sites: Not only intimate, but also positive and entertaining self-disclosures increase the feeling of connection. Computers in Human Behavior,
0 .
45, 1-10. doi:
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