
Issues in Information Systems 
Volume 22, Issue 2, pp. 157-167, 2021 

157 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.48009/2_iis_2021_162-174 

Dependence on social network site: a multidimensional approach to 
benefits, trust, and use 

Edgardo Bravo, Universidad del Pacífico, er.bravoo@up.edu.pe  
Ana Gabriela Cuentas, Universidad del Pacífico, ag.cuentasr@up.edu.pe 

Abstract 

Facebook has emerged as the most popular social networking site (SNS). The literature has extensively 
studied factors that explain the continued use of Facebook. However, less attention has been paid to the 
dependence on SNS. Previous literature focuses on the study of dependence as an addiction. However, for 
most users, the social network does not become problematic but rather a feeling of the intense hook but 
not troublesome. Based on the smartphone literature, a model is proposed that explains dependence based 
on the benefits it provides, trust with the platform, and frequency of use. Data was collected from 240 
users and analyzed using the partial least squares technique (PLS). The results empirically support the 
model. These findings allow us to become aware of the causes that can make users dependent, albeit not 
in a dysfunctional way. 
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Introduction 

Facebook has emerged as the most popular social networking site (SNS) with over 2.6 billion users (Statista, 
2019a). As of the third quarter of 2020, 73% of Facebook users in the United States were reported to use 
this SNS daily (Statista, 2020). This SNS offers its users a unique value proposition through benefits, which 
become a crucial concept in competitive strategy (Hu et al., 2015).  However, nine percent of U.S. Internet 
users considered themselves addicted to social networks, while 30% said they were somewhat dependent 
on this SNS (Statista, 2019b). These facts show us the relevance to study and understand why people depend 
on an SNS. 

The literature on social network dependence has focused on two strands. Media Dependency Theory (MDT) 
conceive dependence as a relationship where the user relies on an SNS to accomplish goals or obtain 
benefits (Jung et al., 2012).  This research considers mainly dependence as an independent variable to 
explain phenomena such as continuance intention (Chiu & Huang, 2015) or online shopping (Bianchi et al., 
2017). The second strand conceives dependence as addiction or problematic use. This research highlights 
the negative effect of dependence on people's lives (i.e. Burnell & Kuther, 2016; Gerhart, 2017; Lin et al., 
2019).  

However, social network dependence cannot be, for the bulk of the population, problematic or addictive 
(Lin et al., 2019). A similar conception exists in the cell phone use arena, where dependence is a hooked 
feeling on SNSs (Hooi Ting et al., 2011; Suki, 2013).  This gap offers an opportunity to investigate the 
dependence under the latter yet unexplored stream. Based on models of smartphone dependence (Aslam et 
al., 2018; Fan et al., 2017; Rosaline & Johnson, 2020), this study proposes and empirically evaluates a 
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model where expected benefits, trust, and frequency of use contribute to form an individual's dependence. 
The theoretical contribution of the study focuses on introducing a model that explains dependence 
understood as a sense of high engagement. In practice, the model can be used to design strategies that 
encourage engagement with the social network and discourage its abandonment.  
 

Literature Review 
 

Table 1 summarizes representative articles that explain dependence (under different conceptualizations) in 
the SNS context. The last column synthesizes the factors that trigger direct or indirectly this variable. 
 

Table 1. Empirical studies explaining dependence on SNS 
Study Theoretical 

background  
Dependence 
definition 

Main findings regarding the topic 

(Burnell & 
Kuther, 2016) 

Impulsiveness 
Social factors 

Problematic use SNS dependence impacts dependence 
mediated by social comparison, SNS support, 
and impulsivity.  

(Kim & Jung, 
2017) 

Medium Dependence 
Theory (MDT) 

Goals achievement   SNS dependence has direct effects on user’s 
engagement levels with interactive activities 
in SNS. 

(Chiu & Huang, 
2015) 

MDT 
Uses and 
gratifications theory 

Goals achievement   SNS dependence positively affects the 
continuance intention mediated by parasocial 
interaction and gratifications. 

(Gerhart, 2017) Social influence 
Distraction 
Satisfaction 
Diminished impulse 
control 

Addiction Facebook addiction correlates with four 
factors: social influence, distraction, 
satisfaction, and impulse control. 

(Lin et al., 2019) Uses and 
gratifications theory 

Addiction Facebook addiction is associated with 
searched gratification and relationship 
maintenance. 

(Ferris & 
Hollenbaugh, 
2018) 

MDT Goals achievement   High motivation for the virtual community has 
a direct effect on SNS dependence. 

(Sanz-Blas et 
al., 2017) 

MDT 
Parasocial interaction 
theory 

Goals achievement   SNS dependence is influenced by “Fanpages” 
en Facebook. 

(Bianchi et al., 
2017) 

MDT Goals achievement   SNS dependence has a direct effect on the 
intention to purchase. 

(Huang et al., 
2017) 

MDT Goals achievement   SNS dependence affects continuance 
intention, mediated by satisfaction and social 
presence.  

(Turel & 
Serenko, 2012) 

Habit 
Perceived enjoyment 

Addiction 
(pathological) 
High engagement (not 
pathological) 

Habit has a direct effect on Facebook 
addiction. Enjoyment impacts positively on 
high engagement.  

 
The review identifies two principal paths. While MDT studies dependence as a constant seeking to achieve 
goals, the studies centered on addiction aim to understand the dysfunctional factors that provoke this 
problematic behavior. 
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Theoretical development 
 
Dependence 
  
Dependence in the field of technology and especially SNS is defined in different ways. MDT explains 
dependence as that relationship where the individual relies on the SNS to reach their goals (Jung et al., 
2012). Therefore, it is the perceived usefulness of a means and its resources to achieve those goals (Jung, 
2017). By contrast, some authors define dependence as an equivalent to addiction or problematic use, where 
dependence is an impediment to develop daily activities and external help is needed for its control (Burnell 
& Kuther, 2016; Turel & Serenko, 2012).  
 
Authors studying intelligent phones understand dependence as the need for cell phone use and a strong 
propensity for continuous usage (Li & Lin, 2016; Suki, 2013). However, this dependence is distinct from 
problematic use or addiction because it does not involve dysfunctional use of the technology. Dysfunctional 
use reflects uncontrolled behavior that involves consequences in daily user life (Billieux et al., 2015). These 
effects could be overuse, financial problems, sleep disturbances, dangerous use, or prohibited use (Billieux 
et al., 2015; Middleton & Cukier, 2006). Dependence as a not dysfunctional issue is conceived as feeling 
engaged and presenting resistance to detachment from the technology, in which the individual can function 
without external help (Hooi Ting et al., 2011; Tian et al., 2009). 
 
For the present research, the focus will be on studying dependence as defined by the latter authors. 
The studies mentioned in the literature review do not explain dependence as an engagement, so exploring 
new theoretical bases to understand this phenomenon is necessary. The smartphone literature suggests that 
expected benefits (Hooi Ting et al., 2011; Suki, 2013) would play a relevant role. Likewise, other fields 
indicate that trust and frequency of use could influence dependence. Figure 1 summarizes the research 
model, which is developed in the following paragraphs. 
 

 

Figure 1: Research Mode 

 
Benefits 
 
SNSs -like Facebook- provide different types of benefits to their users. On the one hand, utilitarian benefits 
are those instrumental gains that the individual deliberately seeks when using the social network (Gan & 
Wang, 2017). These types of benefits are relational and informational (Hu et al., 2015). Relational refers to 
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when individuals create and maintain their social capital (Ellemers et al., 1999; Hu et al., 2015). 
Informational refers to when users exchange and share personal and general information (Hu et al., 2015). 
 
On the other hand, hedonic benefits are oriented towards obtaining enjoyment and fun (Gan & Wang, 2017). 
When the individual is immersed in an environment of pleasant experiences, he or she obtains two types of 
benefits: enjoyment and curiosity (Hu et al., 2015). Enjoyment comprises pleasurable experiences just for 
the sake of using the platform, while curiosity reflects individuals' cognitive exploration in the search for 
new experiences (Agarwal & Karahanna, 2000; Hu et al., 2015). 
 
Higher dependence implies that the individual has experiences how the SNS meets their needs (Keaveney 
& Parthasarathy, 2001). To the extent that individuals perceive that the social network enables them to 
obtain benefits (fulfillment of needs and goals), users will reinforce their dependence on the platform (Chan 
et al., 2016).  
 
Studies on smartphones (Park et al., 2013; Rosaline & Johnson, 2020; Suki, 2013) showed that different 
benefits-social needs, access convenience, performance expectancy, perceived enjoyment - were predictors 
of cell phone dependence. As such, obtaining these benefits results in dependence on SNS. Therefore: 
 
H1: Benefits positively impact dependence. 
 
Trust 
 
According to (Jackob, 2010), trust plays a vital role in almost all human interactions, including relationships 
with media such as SNS. Trust in SNS is the individual's expectation that the platform will act predictably, 
fulfilling its obligations while interacting with it (Kourouthanassis et al., 2015). Thus, people use Facebook 
to the extent that they perceive the SNS as safe and trustworthy (Lankton & McKnight, 2011). 
 
The perception of credibility, benevolence, and responsibility that users develop in the SNS enables trust 
(Kim & Min, 2015; Wu et al., 2014). Also, SNSs allow having open and spontaneous interactions, which 
give way to the process of being connected (Bouman et al., 2007). This process helps build trust and 
strengthen relationships (Chiu et al., 2006; Ou et al., 2016; Sledgianowski & Kulviwat, 2009). 
 
In this context, the trust would imply a certain level of dependence on the SNS (Wells & Kipnis, 2001). 
Thus, studies in media support the idea that trust is a relevant factor in the user's dependence. For example, 
(Jackob, 2010) suggests that people depend more on the medium when they present higher levels of trust 
towards it. (Len-Ríos et al., 2010) found that individuals who trusted alternative media more than 
conventional media were more dependent on the former than the latter in the context of health information. 
Thus: 
 
H2. Trust has a positive impact on dependence. 

Usage 
 
Usage is the frequency of current activity a user has on the SNS. The experience gained through the frequent 
usage modifies individuals' cognitions, guiding their future behaviors (Neal et al., 2006; Turel & Serenko, 
2012). High engagement in the same behavior can aid learning processes that establish links between the 
behavior and the expected outcome. This pattern could be the basis upon which dependence is formed 
(Turel & Serenko, 2012). Even though, if a person obtains substantial intrinsic rewards using a technology, 
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further use would be more pleasurable or beneficial, facilitating the growth of dependence (Turel, 2015). 
Therefore:  

H3. Usage positively influences dependence. 

Method  
 

The evaluation of the model was performed by collecting data using an online questionnaire and analyzing 
it through the partial least squares (PLS) technique. 
The scales were adapted from previous studies. Table 2 summarizes the variables, sources, and examples 
of items. A 7-point Likert scale (1= totally disagree; 7=totally agree) was used for all seven variables. 
 

Table 2: Measurement scales 

Construct Source Item example 

Relational (Hu et al., 2015) Staying in touch with people is a great benefit of 
using Facebook 

Informational (Hu et al., 2015) Searching for information about people and social 
activities is an excellent benefit of using Facebook. 

Enjoy (Hu et al., 2015) It is fun to use Facebook 

Curiosity (Hu et al., 2015) Using Facebook satisfies my curiosity about people 
and social activities 

Trust (Chang & Heo, 2014) Facebook is a trustworthy social network 

Usage  (Park, 2014) Currently, how often do you use Facebook? 

Dependence (Ellison et al., 2007) I feel out of touch when I haven't logged onto 
Facebook for a while 

 
Data was collected from English-speaking Facebook users. The data collection platform was Amazon 
Mechanical Turk, which is effective for this purpose. Previous studies have reported that samples collected 
on this site produce similar results to those based on students and consumer panels (Steelman et al., 2014). 
Once incomplete cases were eliminated, 240 eligible questionnaires were obtained, which with the PLS 
technique, it is adequate to achieve high levels of statistical power according to the literature (Hair et al., 
2011). 
 

Results 
 
The measurement model was evaluated through reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity 
according to the recommended values (Götz et al., 2010; Hair et al., 2011). Item reliability is shown since 
all item loadings were greater than the suggested cut-off 0.7 (Table 4). Internal consistency is observed as 
the CR and Cronbach alpha scores exceeded the recommended value of 0.7 (Table 4). Convergent validity 
is evidenced since the AVE values were greater than the suggested limit of 0.5 (Table 4). Finally, 
discriminant validity is established since the square root of the AVE is greater than the correlations between 
variables - Table 5 - (Chin, 1998).  
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Table 4: Cronbach's α, composite reliability (CR), average variance extracted (AVE), and range of 
factor loadings. 

Variable Cronbach’s α CR AVE Range of factor loadings 

Relational 0.958 0.969 0.887 0.936- 0.951 
Informational 0.918 0.942 0.803 0.866- 0.931 

Enjoy 0.960 0.971 0.894 0.889- 0.971 
Curiosity 0.884 0.929 0.813 0.861- 0.926 

Trust 0.957 0.969 0.887 0.897-0.957 
Usage 0.915 0.946 0.853 0.908-0.936 

Dependence 0.860 0.915 0.781 0.874-0.894 

Table 5: Correlations, reliability, and the square root of the AVE 

Variable 
Correlations and the square root of AVE (*) 

Relational Informational Enjoy Curiosity Trust Usage Dependence 
Relational 0.942       

Information
al 0.672 0.896      

Enjoy 0.657 0.582 0.945     
Curiosity 0.683 0.693 0.730 0.902    

Trust 0.353 0.352 0.623 0.468 0.942   
Usage 0.478 0.481 0.714 0.545 0.533 0.924  

Dependence 0.508 0.466 0.746 0.605 0.626 0.720 0.884 
Note (*): Diagonal numbers are the square root of the AVE for each construct. 

Regarding the structural model, Figure 2 shows the standardized coefficients (β), the significance level 
(all less than 0.01), and the explained variance of the latent variables. The variance explained for 
dependence is 64.3%. Moreover, if the evaluation of the hypotheses results are statically significant, 
they are not rejected. 

 

Figure 2: Results 
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Discussion 
 

The present study aimed to develop and empirically test a model that explains dependence on Facebook 
based on three factors: the benefits of SNS, trust, and the frequency of use. The main finding is that the 
model has empirical support for all these factors.  
 
The main contributions to the literature are mentioned. First, unlike previous studies that treat dependence 
as an addiction (problematic use), this study defines dependence as the feeling of being hooked on the social 
network, which would be considered non-problematic use and a more widespread phenomenon in the 
population. Second, unlike previous literature based on MDT that positions dependence as a dependent 
variable to explain other phenomena, this study focuses on exploring the factors that contribute to 
dependence. Third, while benefits have been considered antecedents of dependence in the smartphone field, 
the multidimensional structure of benefits is a novel contribution of this study in the social networking 
arena. Finally, the model incorporates factors (trust and usage) that have been considered as precursors of 
dependence in other fields into the social networks arena. 
Some practical implications are also mentioned. From the users' perspective, this study may warn them that 
their growing dependence stems mainly from the intensity and frequency of usage. Therefore, each 
individual must dose their use before becoming problematic. Likewise, users should be aware that, although 
this social network provides different benefits, the continuous attainment of these benefits may induce them 
to be more dependent. Individuals should seek alternative satisfiers to reduce extreme dependence. 
 
Regarding limitations, the data collected pertains to adults, and there may be differences according to 
different age groups. Dependency patterns may vary between adolescents and adults. Younger people have 
a greater challenge in developing and maintaining meaningful interpersonal relationships (Reid & Weigle, 
2014). SNSs provide adolescents with opportunities to strengthen existing friendships and create new ones 
(Reid & Weigle, 2014). 
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