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Abstract

Rapid growth of the Internet has led to the
proliferation of technology, including the use of social
network sites (SNS). Social network sites facilitate
communications between online users with shared
interests and enable users to share content seamlessly.
Accordingly, the rapid growth of social network site
usage necessitates analysis of factors affecting usage of
SNS and the creation of social networks on the social
network sites. A research model that focuses on social
capital in SNS and the development of community in
SNS is proposed in this paper. The model suggests how
the configuration of SNS and the diversity of SNS users
influence different relational facets of social capital
such as trust, reciprocity and identification needs in SNS
and the sense of community in SNS. We conducted a
web-based survey to collect the data to test our
hypotheses. We find that SNS users interaction needs
and trust in interaction have positive relationships with
reciprocity in SNS interactions. We also find that the
development of the sense of community promotes
effective communication in SNS.

1. Introduction

Social network sites (SNS) are becoming popular
and we find tremendous growth in the formation of
groups and communities in these sites. These groups or
communities have common interests and/or common
sources of relationships. While some of these
groups/communities do not grow over time, there are
many groups/communities that become popular and
grow very rapidly [39]. Some common examples are
book clubs, academic researchers, software developers,
cultural groups, business executives and more. Given
that SNS in general and SNS communities in particular
are becoming very popular, their rapid growth inspire us
to conduct a study to understand the factors that foster a
continuing sense of communities in SNS. In addition,
we want to examine if the development of the sense of
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community  facilitates  the  effectiveness  of
communication in SNS.

Social network sites offer settings where users can
share ideas, texts, photographs, videos and more with
individuals of the same backgrounds and interests.
Typically, social network sites avail privacy settings to
allow users to choose ‘friends’ that can view or add
content to their personal pages on the networks [35].
Accordingly, privacy control settings are crucial,
because, if left un-activated, a user’s personal web page
is available to the online universe to make changes [35].

Additionally, the ubiquity of wireless telephony
devices has led to the rapid growth of mobile
applications related to social network sites [25]. This
extraordinary growth of wireless devices leads to
increased usage of social networks. Online users from
different regions and countries are increasingly forging
relationships in internet-related social networks and
communities. Participation in social networks sites is
regional, global and can be between individuals from
diverse social and cultural backgrounds. Accordingly,
cultural belonging among users may affect aspects of
group interaction including trust and reciprocity [24].

Although, social networks sites attract new entrants
at a rapid rate, there are numerous drawbacks related to
SNS usage. Occasionally social network users freely
divulge personal information leading to the potential of
exploitation of personal information by devious SNS
users [35]. This poses threat to the having continued
interactions via SNS.

Prior studies on SNS have examined the
relationships between self-esteem and social capital
[36]; between cultural differences and the motivations
for using SNS [16]; between certain kinds of Facebook
use and formation of social capital [8]; asymmetric
communication in Facebook and bridging social capital
i.e. access to new information through a diverse set of
acquaintances [4]; directed communication and the
feelings of bonding social capital i.e. emotional support
from close friends [5]. Thus, prior studies on SNS
indicate that social capital is an important construct.
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However, there is no comprehensive framework on
various facets of social capital in SNS and the
relationship between social capital and the development
of community in SNS. We attempt to address this gap
by building a theoretical model that links the
configuration of SNS and various sources of diversity of
SNS users with different relational facets of social
capital (i.e. trust, reciprocity, and identification needs)
in SNS and the sense of community in SNS. We focus
on the following research questions in this paper:

1. Does diversity (cultural and native language)
affects trust and reciprocity in SNS
interactions?

2. Does the configuration of social networks
affect trust and reciprocity in SNS
interactions?

3. Does identification need affect reciprocity in
SNS interactions?

4. Do reciprocity and trust in SNS interaction
reinforce affect the development of the sense
of community in SNS?

5. Does the sense of community affect the
effectiveness of communication in SNS?

The theoretical model proposed in this paper is
presented in the figure 1.
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Figure 1: Research Model

2. Literature Review

The theoretical model presented in figure 1, has its
roots in prior studies on social capital [31]; [29]. Social
capital is “the ability of actors to secure benefits by
virtue of membership in social networks or other social
structures” [10]. Nahapiet and Ghosal [29] suggest three
dimensions of social capital, which are the structural,
the relational, and the cognitive dimensions. Structural
dimensions are the “properties of the social system and
the network of relations as a whole” [29]. The focus is
on “impersonal configuration of linkages.” The
relational dimension refers to the “personal

relationships” that people develop in a social system.
The cognitive dimension refers to “shared
representations, interpretations, and systems of
meaning” [29]. The structural dimension includes the
facets like, network ties and network configuration
while the relational dimension is characterized by trust,
norms, obligation, and identification needs of the actors
in a social system. Shared language, codes, and
narratives constitute the cognitive dimension of social
capital [29]. Nahapiet and Ghoshal [29] focused only on
the group level factors of social capital. However,
individual level interactions contribute to form a larger
network. The individual level interactions are the basic
source to determine how an individual behaves in
relation to another [40]. Furthermore, in study [29], the
electronic networks are considered in relation to the
organizational advantages, without evaluating these
factors in terms of large communities on SNS.

We consider the aforementioned dimensions of
social capital to extend the concept interactions in SNS.
We focus on the configuration of SNS, the relational
issues (trust, reciprocity in SNS interaction, and
identification needs), and the existence of shared
language and narratives as the primary dimensions of
social capital in SNS-based interactions. We link these
dimensions to the development of the sense of
community. We consider some interrelationships
among these facets of SNS social capital and include the
construct diversity, which is important for SNS. We
present the literature review and build the theory in the
subsequent sub-sections of this paper.

2.1 Cultural Belonging

The six initial culture dimensions of the GLOBE
program originated from Hofstede’s cultural model
[13]. GLOBE and other frameworks updated Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions based on the evolving global
cultures and economic environments [38]. GLOBE
underscores culture as shared values amongst
individuals with common experiences [14]. Users that
join social network sites may initially seek out SNS
familiar members with similar cultures or values [9].
Accordingly, the author proposed that -cultural
belonging could have an effect on trust, because, trust is
most likely higher in social networks where members
are culturally similar and less where members are
culturally diverse [28].

Alternatively, there are studies about the effect of
motivation of SNS usage based on cultural difference
[15]. Researchers posit that it is difficult to utilize
Hofstede’s theory into current studies, because of the
perpetual dynamic change in cultural dimension, in that
past culture was characterized as immobile and this does
not reflect the current phenomenon of rapid cultural
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change [17]. In addition, the expansion of the Internet
provides opportunities for users to transact on a global
scale, whereby the influences of the Internet are
affecting the homogenization of cultural components in
online environments such as SNS [32]. It is quite
possible that members from divergent backgrounds can
eventually develop trusting relationships with others,
once all parties become familiar with one another to
form social networks in SNS.

2.2 Native Language Variation

Native language variation refers to the differences in
linguistic influences mainly tied to ethnicity. Language
variation entails the different languages spoken and the
various people who speak the languages [33]. Language
has a critical purpose in social relations, because it is the
channel used by people to confer and share information,
shared language facilitates interaction between people
as they that interrelate. When people share a common
language, it increases their ability to gain access to
people that speak that language [29]. On the other hand,
when language and social codes differ, people could
stay apart, and this could restrict their access to each
other’s information [28].

Melitz and Touba [27] found that linguistic factors
have an impact on social interactions in that individuals
communicating in a common language gravitate
towards each other. Interestingly, the researchers in the
same study found that ease of communication is more
significant than ethnicity and trust in social interactions
[27]. Individuals that speak the same language are more
apt to easily communicate, form societal bonds and
reciprocate each other’s actions.

2.3 Configuration of SNS

Configuration of SNS refers to the architectural and
technical design of the SNS that typically, entails
availing privacy settings to allow users to choose
‘friends’ that can view or add content to their personal
pages on the networks [35]. Social network sites as
online forums enable users to create profiles, connect
and share information with other users that have similar
interests [3]. Typically, SNS users set their privacy
settings prudently, favoring users that they trust or have
reciprocal relationships with. Accordingly,
configuration of the SNS is a key component of the SNS
experience.

Once users create the networks, other users in their
online cliques can show approval by ‘faving’ or ‘liking’
uploaded content. In addition, users can expand lists of
their ‘favorites’ contacts via inter—connections between
the web of online social networks [20]. The ‘faving’
element is a key component of content sharing as it

propagates content and facilitates user participation
[20]. Favoring or “faving” facilitates approval by
content consumers who are typically users in a given
network. In order to show their gratitude and stimulate
further communications, at times users reciprocate by
sharing their own content, as a token of their
appreciation [20].

Privacy control settings when activated, enable a
user to share the personal web page to a selected
audience in the online universe [35]. In order to control
the unmitigated access to personal pages , SNS users
typically set their privacy settings prudently, favoring
users that they trust or have reciprocal relationships
with. Accordingly, the configuration of SNS could have
an influence on trust and reciprocity among SNS users.

2.4 ldentification Needs

Identification is as a mode of social influence that
refers to the self-consciousness of one’s affiliation to a
group, as well as the emotional importance of this
affiliation [37]. Identification occurs when a person
consents to influence of a group because they want to
ascertain a relationship with that group. Identification is
also defined as a process where people perceive
themselves as one with another person or group of
people, because of their membership in the group or as
a reference to the group, through the group's operations
[29]. Group identification can increase the perceived
opportunities for exchange and enhance the actual
frequency of collaboration between interacting parties
[22]. Accordingly, identification acts as a resource
influencing both the anticipation of value to be attained
through interaction and the motivation to exchange
information by individuals and groups [29].

Consequently, the psychological status belonging to
a community in an online social network can be stem
from affective social identity, evaluative social identity
and cognitive social identity [6]. Affective social
identity is a sense of emotional connection with the
community, evaluative social is an assessment of self-
worth based on one’s belonging to a specific group and
cognitive social identity is a sense of awareness of an
individual being part of a community [6]. We expect
that these three components of social identity will
influence a person’s likelihood of use a social
networking site. Essentially, if a user holds strong social
identity toward an SNS their intention to use the SNS
should increase. A stronger social identity leads to a
stronger sense of belonging and higher likelihood of
participating in an online SNS.
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2.5 Trust in SNS interactions

Trust is the inclination of a person to be receptive to
and expect certain actions of another person, regardless
of the ability of the trustor to monitor the actions other
party [11]. Social network sites’ members
characteristically join sites if they are interested in the
social online events or obtain a level of trustworthiness
in the SNS. Trustworthiness in SNS depends on various
factors, such as privacy and perceptions of trust of the
SNS [7]. Accordingly, trust eventually grows in social
network sites, if group members and users believe in the
safety and privacy procedures implemented on the
social network site [9]. Researchers have posited that the
greater the trust levels in a social network site, the higher
the likelihood of new users joining the site [9]. SNS
users’ willingness to disclose personal information and
nurture new online relationships is influenced by
perceptions of trust and privacy [7]. Trust is an essential
component in the facilitating information exchange and
providing valuable information in SNS. Existence of
high levels of trust, typically translates to people being
more willing to provide support to other SNS members
[18].

2.6 Reciprocity in SNS interactions

Reciprocity is defined as a user’s strategy to return
favors received from others, in a manner comparable to
the receiving method [20]. Reciprocity is a notion where
people aid others, because others have assisted them in
the past and they expect the same treatment in the future
[19]. Researchers have found that reciprocity can lead to
more trust, connectivity and cohesion within a group
[1].

The concept of reciprocity includes content rating or
faving and reciprocity actions discerned in Flickr and
Twitter and more. Lee, Antoniadis and Salamatian [20]
found that reciprocity is a fundamental aspect of the
human psychology and online behavior. Lee,
Antoniadis and Salamatian [20] argue that two SNS
users could favor each other’s photos because they like
them. Alternatively, the faving deed could generate
gratification for the receiver, who in turn could feel
obligated to reciprocate. Additionally, Lee, Antoniadis
and Salamatian [20] found in their research that faving
reciprocity plays a significant role in social networks in
that the more the outgoing favorites of a user, the more
chances that the user will obtain favorites on their
content.

Trust, social interaction and reciprocity are mutually
reinforcing constructs, because trust facilitates
knowledge sharing and fosters reciprocal actions.
Accordingly, the ability to achieve reciprocity is crucial
to building social networks in SNS.

2.7 Sense of Community and Effective
Communication in SNS

Sense of community entails four separate
dimensions: membership, influence, integration and
shared emotional connection [26]. Membership refers to
the consciousness of being part of a group; influence
refers to the feeling that an individual is relevant to the
group, and the group can influence its members;
integration indicates that the wishes of members are met
by the resources received through their affiliation to the
group and shared emotional connection refers to the
sense of shared history of a community [26].

Effective communication refers to articulateness or
the ability of individuals to express popular and or
unpopular  dissenting  opinions [23].  Effective
communication within a SNS entails the fluency,
eloquence and nature of expression between the
members of the SNS. Effective communicators should
be able to express popular and dissenting views
coherently, without being offensive to other members of
a SNS.

Community activities and their development require
entities around which joint interests can be organized,
which lead to sense of community [29]. A great deal of
social capital is entrenched within networks of shared
acquaintance and recognition, where users feel a sense
of community [29]. Accordingly, since meaningful
communication is an essential component of social
interaction, development of sense of community
facilitates effective communication in a SNS.

3. Theory Development

The theoretical model in this paper links the various
relational facets of social capital in SNS and the sense
of community in SNS. The model examines how the
multiplicity of SNS users influence different relational
facets of social capital such as trust, reciprocity and
identification needs in SNS and the sense of community
in SNS. The network-based theory of social capital
identifies key aspects of patterns of social relations,
where people with social ties participate in reciprocal
interactions [23].

Although new members of SNS may eventually
“friend’ individuals with dissimilar cultures or values as
initial trust maybe non-existent, users that join social
network sites, typically seek out SNS familiar members
that have similar cultures or values [10]. Generally,
cultural belonging has an effect on trust, because, trust
is most likely higher in social networks where members
are culturally similar and less where members are
culturally diverse. Accordingly, we hypothesized that:
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H1: Cultural belonging has a positive effect on trust in
SNS interactions.

People with the same native language background will
understand each other’s messages easily and will feel
comfortable  responding to these  messages.
Accordingly, people that communicate in the same
native language tend to gravitate towards each other.
Conversely, users of a SNS that have different
backgrounds in terms of native language may decipher
messages from other SNS users differently and the
exchange of messages between these divergent users
may not be very smooth. Therefore, we hypothesized
that:

H2: Native language variation has a negative effect on
reciprocity in SNS interactions.

SNS users set their privacy settings favoring users that
they trust or have reciprocal relationships with; SNS
enable users to create profiles, connect and share
information with other users that have similar interests.
In addition, social network sites avail faving and privacy
settings to allow users to choose ‘friends’ that can view
or add content to their personal pages on the networks
[35]. Because unmitigated access can lead to security
and privacy violations, SNS users typically set their
privacy settings favoring users that they trust or have
reciprocal relationships  with.  Accordingly, the
configuration of SNS could have an influence on trust
and reciprocity among SNS users. Therefore, we
hypothesized that:

H3a: Configuration of SNS has a positive effect on trust
in SNS interactions

H3b: Configuration of SNS has a positive effect on
reciprocity in SNS interactions

Groups in SNS provide users with a sense of
belonging, which enhances their identification needs
with the social network in the SNS. A stronger social
identity leads to a stronger sense of belonging and
higher likelihood of participating in an online SNS.
Accordingly, sense of belonging could potentially
facilitate reciprocal actions in SNS interactions, as users
in the same group would most like perform reciprocal
actions. Therefore, we hypothesized that:

H4: ldentification needs have a positive effect on
reciprocity in SNS interactions.

Trust is a key component in the facilitation of
information exchange in SNS. In addition, trust is both
a precursor and result of effective collaboration. High
levels of trust typically translate to people being more
willing to provide support to other SNS members [23].
Accordingly, the greater the trust levels in a social
network site, the higher the likelihood of new users
joining the site. Therefore, we hypothesized that:

H5: Trust in SNS interactions has a positive effect on
sense of community.

The ability to achieve reciprocity is crucial to
building social networks in SNS. A network with
numerous reciprocal linkages is likely to be more robust
than one with fewer links of this nature. Prior research
on games and economics suggest that reciprocity is a
basic element of human behavior and it accounts for
trust in anonymous counterparts [2]. Therefore, we
hypothesized that:

H6: Trust in SNS interactions increases with increased
reciprocity in SNS interactions.

Effective communication is an essential part of
social exchange and meaningful communication is an
essential component of social interaction. A great deal
of social capital is entrenched within networks of shared
acquaintance and recognition, where users feel a sense
of community [29]. Accordingly, since meaningful
communication is an essential component of social
interaction, development of sense of community
facilitates effective communication in a SNS. Therefore,
we hypothesized that:

H7: Sense of community has a positive effect on effective
communication in SNS.

4. Research Method

This section discuss our research method, subjects,
identification of the variables and a description of the
study.

4.1 Research Design and Subjects

A web-based survey was deemed as suitable method
for this study. The target participants were current SNS
users that are adults and reside in the United States. The
participants were identified and targeted based on
criteria configured in web-based survey and distributed
via email. For the purposes of this study, the active users
of SNS are targeted to evaluate the presented
hypothesis. The survey was sent to the participants in
the month of November of 2018. Respondents
completed the survey in a period of two weeks. The
subjects in the study were adults in the U.S. that use
SNS. The survey instrument was created using a Web-
based survey format. The survey was sent to 467 adults
and there were 259 complete responses to the survey.
Overall, the response rate was 55%. Of the respondents
with complete responses, 124, or 47.9%, were male,
while 135, or 52.1%, were female. Over 70% of the
respondents had been member of a SNS for over 3 years.
The age groups varied with most respondents falling
between 30-44.
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4.2 Operationalization of Variables

We calculated reliability of the instrument using
Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient for each if the variables in
the study. An alpha of 0.831 was found for configuration
of SNS, 0.897 for identification needs, 0.908 for trust,
0.851 for reciprocity, 0.937 for sense of community, and
0.894 for effective communication. This analysis
established that all the items were reliable as the
estimates for reliability for all constructs were above
0.8, which exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70
[10].

In order to validate the constructs, we conducted
exploratory factor analysis using Varimax orthogonal
rotation for the instrument. The researcher performed
factor analysis with principal component analysis and
varimax rotation as presented in Table 1. A Kaiser
Meyer—Olkin test for constructs was run and the results
were above 0.70, signifying adequate sampling for
factorability of the items. The factor analysis of four
items representing sense of community loaded on a
single factor and resulted in factor loadings ranging
from 0.825 to 0.864. The factor analysis of three items
representing effective communication loaded on a
single factor and resulted in factor loadings ranging
from 0.809 to 0.849. The factor analysis of four items

representing identification needs loaded on a single
factor and resulted in factor loadings ranging from 0.629
to 0.779. The factor analysis of four items representing
configuration of SNS loaded on a single factor and
resulted in factor loadings ranging from 0.760 to 0.847.
The factor analysis of six items representing trust and
reciprocity loaded on two factors and resulted in factor
loadings ranging from 0.542 to 0.836.

Discriminant validity is extent to which a construct
is truly distinct from other constructs. Discriminant
validity tests that constructs that should have no
relationship do, in fact, not have any relationship [21].
We examined discriminant validity by analyzing the
indicator items measuring configuration of SNS,
identification needs, trust, reciprocity, sense of
community, effective communication. We performed
factor analysis with VARIMAX rotation involving a
joint set of 22 indicator items that produced five
different factors that we identified as “trust and
reciprocal interactions” “sense of community”,
“effective communication” “identification needs” and
“configuration of SNS”. The results exhibit reasonable

discriminant validity. The researcher noted the
distinguishable constructs had items that load
effectively on their respective constructs for

identification needs, configuration of SNS and effective
communication.

Table 1: Rotated component matrix?*

Component

1

2

3

TR1 - Take advantage .836

TR3 - Knowingly disrupt .826

TR5 -Truthful dealing .804

TR4 - Behave consistently 773

TR2 - Keep promises .765

RP2 - Reciprocity Group 577

SC3 - Enrich knowledge

.864

SC1 - Successful functioning

.836

SC2 - Continue operation

.828

SC4 - Community growth

.825

RP1 - Reciprocity Myself 542

EC3 - Time interacting

.849

EC1 - Frequent communication

.834

EC2 - Close relationships

.809

ID1 - Belonging

779

ID2 - Closeness

.755

ID3 - Positive feeling

.706

ID4 - Proud member

.629

CG4 -Privacy settings

.847

CG2 - Create groups

.814

CG3 - Hide friends

773

CGS5 - Privacy controls

.760

! Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser (5 components extracted, and the rotation converged

in 6 iterations) Normalization
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The researcher noted that KMO Measure of
Sampling Adequacy for all items were above 0.7 and
Bartlett’s test of Sphericity score were less than 0.05. In
addition, the researcher noted that the factors loadings
for all items after rotation, loaded significantly on their
respective constructs and invariably loaded above 0.500
[9]. This meets the convergent validity requirement.

The survey was designed with questions related to
each of the variables. The variables were measured
based on attributes selected by the participants. The
survey contained a total of 28 questions denoting the
attributes presented to the participants and 7 questions
related to demographics.

The survey was broken up to into five sections. The
first section of the survey instrument addressed
configuration of SNS sites, identification needs, trust is
SNS interactions and reciprocity is SNS interactions and
consisted of 16 items on a seven-point Likert scale. The
second section of the survey instrument addressed sense
of community and effective communication and
consisted of 8 items on a seven-point Likert scale. The
third section of the survey instrument addressed cultural
belonging and native language variation and consisted
of 4 items on a yes/no scale. The final section consisted
of variables related to the demographics, including
gender, age, education level, country of residence and
years of SNS use.

Table 2. Regression results [Hypotheses Test 1-7]

Dependent Trust
Regressor

Reciprocity

Effective
Communicat
ion

Sense of
community

Cultural 0.436
Belonging (0.178)

Configuration of 0 .856
SNS (0.057)

0.000™
(0.046)

Reciprocity

Configuration of 0.730
SNS (0.075)

Native
Language

0.067"
(0.253)

Identification
Needs

0.000™"
(0.055)

Trust

0.000"
(0.053)

Sense of
Community

0.000""
(0.061)

R? 0.460

0.375 0.273 0.165

F 72.334

50.911 96.570 50.669

N 259

259 259 259

Hypothesis H1: No | H3: No
Supported

H6: Yes

H3: No

H2: No H4: Yes H5: Yes H7: Yes

*p<0.10 **p<0.05 ***p<0.01 **p<0.001

Standard errors in parentheses

5. Results
5.1 Hypothesis Testing

We conducted multiple regressions to test our
hypotheses using a level of significance of 0.05. The
results of hypotheses test are presented in Table 2.

The first regression was used to assess the
relationship that trust, sense of community and cultural
belonging have with effective communication. In the
second regressions was used to examine the relationship
that configuration of SNS and reciprocity have with

trust in SNS interactions. We also regressed reciprocity
in SNS interactions on native language variation,
configuration of SNS, and identification needs. Finally,
we regressed trust in SNS interactions on cultural
belonging, configuration of SNS, and reciprocity of
SNS.

The analyses supported hypothesis 4, 5, 6 and 7. We
found that identification needs had a significant effect
on reciprocity in SNS interactions. In addition, we found
support that trust in SNS interactions had a significant
effect on sense of community We also found support for
hypothesis 6 which suggests that reciprocity in SNS
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interactions is positively related to trust in SNS
interactions. Finally, we found that the sense of
community had a significant effect on effective
communication. However, hypotheses 1, 2, 3, were not
supported, as the researcher determined that cultural
belonging has no significant effect on trust in SNS
interactions and that native language has no significant
effect on reciprocity in SNS interactions. In addition, the
researcher found that configuration of SNS has no
significant effect on trust or reciprocity in SNS
interactions.

6. Discussion

The main goal of this study was to determine the
effects of cultural belonging, native language variation,
configuration of SNS, trust, reciprocity, sense of
community and effective communication on the
activities of social network sites. The study addressed
the proposed hypothesis statements. The findings
indicated that native language variation has no negative
effect on reciprocity in SNS interactions, configuration
of SNS has no effect on trust and reciprocity in SNS
interactions. This finding deviates from literature
indicating that SNS users typically set their SNS privacy
settings favoring users that they trust or have reciprocal
relationships with [35]. Privacy settings are a subset of
configuration of SNS, this could possibly explain the
deviation, and as such as the area of security and privacy
with the configuration of SNS needs further research.
Further the findings indicated that identification needs
have a positive effect on reciprocity in SNS interactions.
This finding is consistent with literature, which
suggested that psychological status of belonging to a
community in an online social network can be stem from
affective, evaluative and cognitive social identity [6]. In
addition, the findings indicated that trust in SNS
interactions has an effect on sense of community. These
findings are consistent with prior studies that suggest
that high levels of trust typically translate to people
being more willing to provide support to other SNS
members [18].

The findings also indicated that trust in SNS
interactions increases with increased reciprocity in SNS
interactions. This finding is consistent with literature
that suggests that trust and reciprocity have a synergistic
relationship, where reciprocity entails two users trusting
each other in a two-way trust relationship. A network
with numerous reciprocal linkages is likely to be more
robust than one with fewer links of this nature [30]. The
findings also indicated that sense of community has a
positive effect on effective communication in SNS.
These findings are consistent with prior research that
suggests that where users feel a sense of community
social interaction and effective communication is

facilitated [29]. Finally, the findings indicated that
cultural belonging had no statistically significant effect
on trust in SNS interactions. These findings were
somewhat consistent with prior research suggesting
that, although new members of SNS typically seek out
SNS familiar members with similar cultures or values,
they eventually “friend” individuals with dissimilar
cultures or values [10]. As SNS use proliferates
globally, cultural belonging may no longer have an
effect on trust in SNS interactions. The research in this
study has implications for the information systems
practice. The results of this study expound on the
perspectives of the effects of trust in SNS interactions,
reciprocity in SNS interactions and sense of community
and effective communication on the activities of social
network sites. This will enable the information systems
field to appreciate how SNS users can communicate
more effectively, once a level of trust, reciprocal
collaboration and a sense of community is established
on an SNS. This is essential for information systems
field to understand, especially for developers as the
tenets of SNS mirror the behavior traits of people in real
life networks. Another implication for practice is related
to how configuration of SNS, specifically configuration
of security and privacy settings affect activities of social
network sites. Security breaches and privacy violations
of personal identifiable information (PII) are a current
and prevalent topic in information technology.
Consideration of SNS users’ perception of security risks
of sharing private and personal information is key in
improving SNS use. Accordingly, analyzing the
mechanisms necessary to incorporate better personal
information sharing practices into the options available
in configuration settings of a SNS is imperative for SNS
developers and the information systems practice.

An implication for research concerns the
identification of how configuration of SNS, specifically
configuration of security and privacy settings could
influence the activities of social network sites. Security
breaches and privacy violations of personal identifiable
information (PIl) are prevalent, hence, this is a timely
topic. While the results of this study did not support the
hypothesis that stated that configuration of SNS has a
positive effect on trust and reciprocity in SNS
interactions, the finding deviates from literature
indicating that SNS users typically set their SNS privacy
settings favoring users that they trust or have reciprocal
relationships with [35]. Further research will help the
information system field to evaluate SNS users’
perception of security risks of sharing their private and
personal information and the effect of those perceptions
on configuration of SNS. Accordingly, this study
provides a basis for additional research necessary on
various facets that affect interactions in SNS.
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7. Limitations

The first limitation in the study was that an automated
survey was utilized to obtain responses from
participants. Automated responses on SNS use that are
self-reporting in nature may present certain limitations,
as participants may be susceptible to providing socially
acceptable answers. To alleviate this limitation, the
researcher used a consent form with the participants,
assuring the participants that their participation was
voluntary and confidential. The second limitation was
that the study was restricted to participants in the United
States. Although the survey was only conducted in
English language, approximately 10% of the
participants that had an alternative native language and
culture. Accordingly, in a globally based survey, the
results may vary based on the geographic location of the
participants.

8. Conclusions and Future Research

The study examined the factors that influence the
development of the sense of community and effective
communication in SNS interactions. This study expands
upon prior studies on SNS interactions and recommends
additional areas to consider in future research. The study
found that identification needs, trust, reciprocity sense
of community and effective communication all have an
effect on SNS interactions. However, the study found
that configuration of SNS did not have a significant
effect on trust and reciprocity in SNS interactions,
indicating that as the users’ ability to configure SNS
based on their preferences of security, privacy and other
aspects evolving and need to be researched further.
Accordingly, additional studies need to be performed to
examine the effects of configuration of SNS on other
constructs.

Considering the pervasive adoption and budding
influence of SNS in the personal and professional lives
of people globally, it is an emergent domain that has
various opportunities for future studies. Research in the
future ought to be conducted on a more global scale with
participants drawn from a worldwide geographical area.
In addition, future research could be conducted focusing
on participants from specific age groups to determine
the influence of SNS use at various life stages.
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