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In this study, we assessed distinct types of social 

support potentially afforded from Facebook use. 

Survey data was collected from students enrolled at 

a large Midwestern university (N = 245). Our results 

indicated that frequency of using certain features on 

Facebook, e.g., Facebook Messenger and status 

updates, had positive and statistically significant 

associations with specific types of Facebook social 

support (e.g., belonging support). Our findings also 

showed that Facebook intensity was positively 

associated with perceived social support afforded 

from Facebook use. However, we did not expect 

Facebook intensity to be positively associated with 

Facebook esteem-support. The counter finding could 

suggest that we underestimated the potential 

esteem boosting functions afforded by Facebook use 

and perhaps overestimated the effect of negative 

social comparisons. Furthermore, we found that 

interpersonal mattering was inversely associated 

with Facebook belonging support. Interpersonal 

mattering was positively associated with each of the 

other three Facebook social support sub-scales – net 

of the positive effect of Facebook intensity. Our 

study therefore provides evidence that belonging 

support is potentially one of the more prevalent 

forms of social support derived from Facebook use, 

among college students that have a low sense of 

interpersonal mattering. Implications, data 

limitations, and suggestions for future research are 

discussed.  
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erceived social support refers to one’s perceptions of “general support or 

specific supportive behaviors (available or acted on) from people in their social 

network, which enhances their functioning or may buffer them from adverse 

outcomes” (Malecki & Demaray, 2003, p. 232). Perceived social support is known to be 

associated with important indicators of personal well-being, health, and adjustment to 

stress (e.g., Kendler, 1997; Shensa, Sidani, Lin, Bowman & Primack, 2016; Wallston, 

Alagna, DeVellis & DeVellis, 1983). Individuals who report greater perceptions of support 

availability from friends and family also report higher levels of self-esteem and tend to 

believe that other individuals view them positively (e.g., Sarason, Sarason & Pierce, 1990). 
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Moreover, the use of social networking sites such as Facebook may have positive 

associations with perceptions of social support, particularly among college students who 

report using the site most frequently – potentially because of Facebook affordances (e.g., 

visibility and connectivity).  

Conflicting findings exist, however, regarding the relationship between social 

support and Facebook use (e.g., Leung, 2015; Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012; 

Petersen, 2014). The incongruent findings are possibly due to inconsistent measurement of 

Facebook use and perceptions of social support within the extant literature. The present 

study aims to address these discrepancies by examining the solicitation of specific types of 

social support on Facebook. Our approach is guided by Gibson’s (1979) affordance theory 

as well as Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory. We hope to understand (1) if and 

how individuals go about accessing the social resources available to them on Facebook, 

and (2) the potential interpersonal benefits they derive in the process, rather than simply 

assessing whether individuals believe these resources to exist hypothetically. In doing so, 

we contribute to the extant literature by examining aspects of the intra-and interpersonal 

value of Facebook use. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Social Support on Facebook  

            Studies examining perceived social support on social networking sites such as 

Facebook have yielded mixed results (Blight, Jagiello & Ruppel, 2015; Leung, 2015; 

Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012; Petersen, 2014). While several studies have detected 

an inverse relationship between various types of Facebook use and perceived social 

support (Petersen, 2014; Shensa, Sidani, Lin, Bowman & Primack, 2016) others have 

pointed to Facebook use as being positively associated with perceived social support (e.g., 

Best, Manktelow & Taylor, 2014). In addition, people that report using Facebook more 

frequently have been shown to score higher levels of perceived social support than those 

reporting less frequent Facebook use (Asbury & Hall, 2013). Conversely, Petersen (2014) 

found that posting frequently on Facebook shared no relationship with perceived social 

support, and that responding to others’ posts on Facebook was associated with less 

perceived social support. Notably, in each of these studies, Facebook use was measured 
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differently (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007; Lynch, 2012). Evidence suggests that 

findings may vary if researchers account for a greater variety of Facebook uses and 

presumed affordances (e.g., connectivity and visibility) (Asbury & Hall, 2013; Baker, 2016; 

Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007; Marshall, 2012). Facebook has features that allow for 

online behaviors that can enhance users’ sense of connectivity to others (e.g., via computer 

mediated communication) and visibility (both in terms of being seen by others as well as 

visibility of information) (Evans, Pearce, Vitak, & Treem, 2016).   

 Though existing research has examined general levels of perceived social support 

alongside various types of Facebook use, to date fewer studies assess specific support 

seeking behaviors on Facebook. We aim to contribute to existing efforts by examining 

the solicitation of social support on Facebook. We address conflicting findings regarding 

the value of Facebook as a platform for social support solicitation. Following evidence 

pointing to the use of social networking sites as a partially positive predictor of support 

and personal well-being (Baker, 2016; Best, Manktelow & Taylor, 2014), the present study 

posits that Facebook use will be positively associated with measures of perceived social 

support. 

 H1. Facebook intensity will be positively associated with perceptions of Facebook as 

 a platform for the successful solicitation of social support. 

 However, a rigorous application of the affordance perspective to social networking 

site research requires the assessment of a potential link between specific uses of the 

platform and a specific outcome (Burke & Kraut, 2016; Evans, Pearce, Vitak, & Treem, 

2016). As such, we maintain that the instant messaging and status update features on 

Facebook provide affordances for visibility and connectivity and therefore can be used to 

facilitate supportive exchanges. We pose the research question:  

 RQ1. What is the relationship between frequency of specific feature use (status 

 updates and Facebook Messenger) and Facebook social support?   

 

Social Support Subtypes  

           Several social support subtypes have been identified in previous literature. Our 

study, which integrates the Interpersonal Support Evaluation List (ISEL) to examine 
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perceptions of social support associated with Facebook use, focuses on four specific 

subtypes: tangible support, belonging support, appraisal support, and self-esteem support.  

 Tangible Support. The act of offering help to another in material or instrumental 

form is referred to as tangible support (Delistamati, Samakouri, Davis, Vorvolakos, 

Xenitidis & Livaditis, 2006). This subtype is also commonly referred to as instrumental 

support, involving the exchange of resources where one party offers time, materials, or 

money to another (e.g., House, 1981). Tangible support is typically measured by assessing 

the type and number of supportive actions, involving the exchange of goods or services, 

performed by a support provider (Brown, Nesse, Vinokur, & Smith, 2003). Tangible 

support may be especially salient on Facebook due to the range of Facebook affordances 

that may assist users in securing tangible assistance in various facets of life. For instance, 

Facebook Messenger allows users to send and receive money through the platform. In 

addition, many community-based groups exist where Facebook users can connect with 

local classmates, colleagues, acquaintances, neighbors and other associates to inquire 

about resources, processes, and other matters relevant to shared domains. From an 

affordance perspective, Facebook features not only allow for the direct exchange of 

tangible goods (i.e., financial resources), but also serve as an access point to valuable social 

information and resources. Accordingly, we propose the following hypothesis:  

  H2. Facebook intensity will be positively associated with perceived tangible support 

 afforded from Facebook use.  

 RQ2. What is the relationship between frequency of specific feature use (status 

 updates and Facebook Messenger) and Facebook tangible support?    

 

Belonging Support. Belonging support is another subtype of social support involving one’s 

perceptions regarding the availability of people to perform activities with (Bauman, 

Haaga, Kaltman, & Dutton, 2012), such as eating, studying, exercising, and any other 

behaviors that involve companionship (Delistamati, Samakouri, Davis, Vorvolakos, 

Xenitidis & Livaditis, 2006). Feelings of belonging may have crucial impacts on wellbeing. 

Many studies point to the potential protective functions that a sense of belongingness can 

have on well-being (e.g., Beekman, Stock, & Marcus, 2016; Begen & Turner-Cobb, 2015; 

Cohen & McKay, 1984; Thoits, 2011). 



Facebook as a Social Support Access Point 
 

 

22   | Fall 2018                                                   thejsms.org  

 Facebook offers many affordances that may positively contribute to users’ 

perceptions of belongingness and companionship. In constructing a public profile on 

Facebook, users are asked to list their interests and hobbies – a function that ideally helps 

users to identify and connect with others who share similar interests and hobbies. In this 

sense, Facebook is a platform that assists individuals in finding compatible relationship 

partners – platonic or non-platonic. However, existing literature suggests that although 

Facebook may assist users in making new friends, its role in the context of strengthening 

ties between acquaintances (i.e., people who already know each other) is more pronounced. 

Nonetheless, this also points to Facebook as a tool for increasing one’s perceptions of 

companionship and belonging. We therefore propose the following hypothesis:  

 H3. Facebook intensity will be positively associated with perceived belonging 

 support afforded from Facebook use. 

  RQ3. What is the relationship between frequency of specific feature use (status 

 updates and Facebook Messenger) and Facebook belonging support?     

 

Appraisal Support. Appraisal support, also often referred to as a type of informational 

support, is a subtype of social support that describes one’s perceived availability of others 

with whom to discuss one’s problems (Bauman, Haaga, Kaltman, & Dutton, 2012). 

Specifically, this type of support involves access to others that can offer evaluative 

feedback (House, 1981), advice, and cognitive guidance (Delistamati, Samakouri, Davis, 

Vorvolakos, Xenitidis & Livaditis, 2006). Facebook’s ‘What’s on your mind?’ function (also 

referred to as status updates) serves as an ideal place for the exchange of such support, as 

users habitually use this feature to share their recent hardships, struggles, or urgent 

questions with their online networks (Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012). 

 Facebook users (i.e., one’s network/audience) typically respond to this type of 

content with words of encouragement or advice. For example, a student struggling with 

her first year of graduate studies may express her exhaustion to her Facebook friends, and 

in return receive feedback including words of mood-related encouragement (e.g., Hang in 

there and stay positive! You’re one year closer to the finish line!), positive feedback and 

reinforcement (e.g., Your hard work is paying off – just remember how much you’ve 

achieved this past year!), or advice (e.g., Everyone goes through burnout, remember to 
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take care of your mind and body with plenty of rest and exercise!).  In this sense, both the 

Facebook Messenger and the ‘What’s on your mind?’ function (i.e., status updates) may 

allow for the solicitation of appraisal support. However, the Facebook Messenger feature 

affords direct one-on-one communication – which may be more ideal for self-disclosure and 

supportive exchanges if the support seeker is dealing with a stressful event that is 

particularly face-threating. On the other hand, posting a status update is a broadcasting 

behavior that provides the affordance of visibility, which may be less conducive for 

relationship maintenance behaviors, such as intimate supportive exchanges (Burke, Kraut 

& Marlow, 2011). Thus, we propose:  

  H4. Facebook intensity will be positively associated with perceived appraisal 

 support afforded from Facebook use.  

 RQ4. What is the relationship between frequency of specific feature use (status 

 updates and Facebook Messenger) and Facebook appraisal support?     

 

Self-Esteem Support. Esteem support involves interactions that contribute to one’s belief 

that he or she compares positively to others. Essentially, this refers to forms of support 

that assist in boosting one’s self-esteem. Esteem support is achieved through social 

comparisons (Bauman, Haaga, Kaltman, & Dutton, 2012), where one’s abilities and beliefs 

are compared to the abilities and beliefs of others and evaluated accordingly (Festinger, 

1954). Positive social comparisons occur when one evaluates his or her beliefs and abilities 

as being superior to those of others, while negative comparisons occur when one believes 

his or her own attributes to be inferior to those of others (Festinger, 1954). Consistent with 

Gibson’s (1979) original conceptualization of affordance theory – we maintain that the 

presumed Facebook affordance of visibility can lead to both positive and negative 

outcomes. In other words, Facebook provides a range of features that can allow users to 

perform a multitude of online behaviors. The types of online behaviors that users enact 

through the platform shapes their Facebook usage related outcomes and effects. 

Specifically, Facebook use affords unique visibility and access to others’ photos, 

information, and accomplishments, and thus facilitates social comparisons at an 

unprecedented rate.  
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 Although Facebook is equipped with presumably esteem-boosting functions through 

its many opportunities for the exchange of positive feedback, e.g., likes, loves, comments, 

shares, status updates, and Facebook Messenger use, the consideration of social 

comparisons in this domain points to Facebook use as a negative predictor of self-esteem. 

Intensity of Facebook use may promote social comparison process and lead to negative 

outcomes (Lee, 2014). Specifically, time spent on Facebook, Facebook intensity, and both 

passive and active Facebook use were found to predict decreases in self-esteem as well as 

declines in mental health through social comparison (Zuo, 2014). Facebook use was also 

found to predict greater degrees of negative social comparison and negative self-

perceptions (i.e., diminished perceptions of social competence and physical attractiveness) 

(de Vries & Kühne, 2015). Stemming from these findings, we predict that Facebook 

intensity will be negatively associated with self-esteem support, and accordingly propose 

the following hypothesis:  

  H5. Facebook intensity will be negatively associated with perceived esteem support 

 afforded from Facebook use.  

   RQ5. What is the relationship between frequency of specific feature use (status 

 updates and Facebook Messenger) and Facebook esteem support? 

 

METHODS 

           Cross sectional data was collected via an online survey during November of 2015. 

Participants were recruited through the SONA student participant pool, which allows 

university researchers to recruit students to participate in studies that are approved by 

the institutional review board (IRB). Students participating through SONA receive course 

credit in exchange for their participation. Study participants were mostly undergraduate 

students from a large university, located in central Michigan. The analytical sample 

consisted of 245 total respondents. The sample was 65% female and 35% male, 79% white, 

15% Asian, 6% African American and 4% other. In addition, 40% of participants were 

enrolled as seniors, 34% juniors, 11% sophomore, 10% freshman and 3% graduate 

students. Participants responded to survey questions regarding psychological and 

interpersonal indicators as well as measures on Facebook attitudes and use. Participants 
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were compensated for their involvement by receiving 0.5 points of extra credit for a 

specified undergraduate course.  

Dependent variable. The dependent variable assessed in our analysis was an 

adapted version of the 40-item Interpersonal Support Evaluation List (ISEL) (Cohen & 

Hoberman, 1983). The ISEL assesses four dimensions of perceived social support – 

tangible, esteem, appraisal and belonging support. Each sub-scale consists of 10 items. All 

scale items were edited to include “Facebook [use].” Example items include: “If I were sick, 

I could easily find someone on Facebook to help me with my daily chores,” and “When I 

need suggestions on how to deal with a personal problem, I know someone I can turn to on 

Facebook.” Response options ranged from 1 (definitely false) to 4 (definitely true). 

Reliability analysis showed that each of the social support subscales had acceptable 

Cronbach alpha scores, except for the esteem support scale (α = 0.58). The tangible (α = 

0.79), appraisal (α = 0.84) and belonging support (α = 0.78) subscales as well as the 

aggregated Facebook social support (FSS) index (α = 0.70) had Cronbach alpha scores 

equal to or above the 0.7 level.  

Independent variable. The primary independent variable used in our analysis was 

Facebook Intensity Scale, which was developed by Ellison, Steinfield, Lampe (2007). Upon 

completing data collection, we performed reliability analysis on the scale and received an α 

= 0.81. The Facebook Intensity scale included 6-items each measured by a 4-point 

response options, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Example items 

included “I use Facebook daily,” “I feel out of touch when I have not logged onto Facebook 

for a while,” and “Facebook has become part of my daily routine.” In addition, frequency of 

Facebook Messenger use was assessed by a single-item measure which asked participants 

to indicate how often they use the instant messaging feature on Facebook, with response 

options ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). In addition, frequency of using the “What’s on 

your mind” feature, referred to as “status updates,” was assessed by a single item which 

asked participants “How often do you update your status?,” with response options ranging 

from 1 (never) to 5 (always).  

Controls. The control variables included sex, class standing (Freshman, Sophomore, 

etc.) and interpersonal mattering, defined as one’s perceived sense of feeling important to 

and depended upon by other people (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981). Perceptions of 
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interpersonal mattering are shaped by how one view’s their interpersonal relationships as 

well as the sense of purpose that one derives from their social roles (Dixon, 2004; Thoits, 

2011). By controlling for interpersonal mattering, we assess the effect of Facebook 

intensity on perceived social support afforded from Facebook use - among students with an 

equivalent sense of mattering to others, which could otherwise influence perceptions of 

available social support (Rayle & Chung, 2007). Interpersonal mattering was measured 

using a 5-item scale (α = 0.88) with a 4-point response option, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 

4 (very much). Example items included “How important do you feel you are to other 

people,” “How much do you feel other people pay attention to you,” and “How much do 

other people depend upon you?”  

Analytical Procedure. A series of OLS regression analyses were used to test our 

hypotheses using our cross-sectional survey data. Bivariate correlation analysis was 

conducted to assess for potential multicollinearity, among the independent and control 

variables. Our descriptive analysis showed that the summed composite scales were 

normally distributed and absent of kurtosis. The descriptive statistics are shown in Table 

1. In addition, factor analysis was conducted to assess construct validity for each of the 

scale variables.  

 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Results  

The descriptive findings are shown in Table 1. Most of our analytical sample 

consisted of junior (34%) and senior (41%) undergraduate students. In addition, 35% of the 

sample was Male (65% Female). The mean age of the sample was 21 (Min = 18, Max = 30, 

SD = 1.76). Our factor analysis included Principal Component extraction with the 

Varimax-Kaiser Normalization Rotation Method. For each scale, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

test of sampling adequacy (KMO) and Bartlett’s test of sphericity were statistically 

significant (p < .001), however, the esteem support scale was the only scale that had a 

KMO < .80, which indicates that patterned responses were observed in the other three 

Facebook support subscales as well as with the mattering and Facebook intensity scale 

(FBI) - but the Facebook esteem support measure had less construct validity compared to 

the other scales (Tables 2a-f).    
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 Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Dependent and Independent Variables 

           Mean  S.D.             Min     Max 
 

    
 

 

Full Facebook Social 

Support index 

27.02       2.98      18.0 35.3 

Facebook Appraisal 

Support   

28.42  5.05       11.0 40.0  

Facebook Tangible Support   27.92  4.66       10.0  40.0  

Facebook Belonging 

Support  

23.84  3.19       12.0  38.0   

Facebook Esteem Support 27.91 3.17      20.0 38.0 

Facebook Messenger 3.35 1.03      1.00 5.00 

Facebook Status Update 2.13 0.96      1.00 5.00 

Facebook Intensity   20.02       4.06  7.00  28.0 

Interpersonal Mattering    3.21  0.60       1.20    4.0 

Sex (male = 1)   0.35  - 0.00    1.0 

Class Standing    3.16  1.02  1.00    5.0  

 Note: N = 245  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2a. Component Factor Matrix for FBI 

  
 

Component 1 
 

Item 1            0.76      

Item 2  0.69     

Item 3           0.84     

Item 4  0.80     

Item 5  0.78     

Item 6  0.74     

Note: Extraction Method - Principal Component Analysis 

with Varimax-Kaiser Normalization Rotation Method. KMO = 

0.84, p < .001. Please see Appendix A for “Item” description 
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Table 2b. Component Factor Matrix for Mattering 

  
 

Component 1 
 

Item 1                 0.84      

Item 2   0.86     

Item 3                0.84     

Item 4   0.83     

Item 5   0.75     

Note: Extraction Method - Principal Component Analysis 

with Varimax-Kaiser Normalization Rotation Method. KMO = 

0.87, p < .001. Please see Appendix A for “Item” description 

Table 2c. Component Factor Matrix for Facebook Belonging 

Support 

  
 

Component 

1 

 

Item 1         0.70      

Item 2  0.59     

Item 3        0.37     

Item 4  0.59     

Item 5  0.35     

Item 6   0.74  

Item 7  0.49  

Item 8  0.67  

Item 9  0.68  

Item 10  0.63     

Note: Extraction Method - Principal Component Analysis 

with Varimax-Kaiser Normalization Rotation Method. KMO = 

0.82, p < .001. Please see Appendix A for “Item” description 
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Table 2d. Component Factor Matrix for Facebook Esteem 

Support 

  
 

Component 

1 

 

Item 1         0.16      

Item 2  0.39     

Item 3        0.23     

Item 4  0.09     

Item 5  0.29     

Item 6  0.36  

Item 7  0.32  

Item 8  0.07  

Item 9  0.06  

Item 10   0.25     

Note: Extraction Method - Principal Component Analysis  

with Varimax-Kaiser Normalization Rotation Method. KMO = 

0.67, p < .001.  Please see Appendix A for “Item” description 

 

Table 2e. Component Factor Matrix for Facebook Tangible 

Support 

  
 

Component 

1 

 

Item 1         0.48      

Item 2  0.15     

Item 3        0.09     

Item 4  0.48     

Item 5  0.46     

Item 6  0.42  

Item 7  0.43  

Item 8  0.44  

Item 9  0.32  

Item 10  0.42     

Note: Extraction Method - Principal Component Analysis 

with Varimax-Kaiser Normalization Rotation Method. KMO = 

0.85, p < .001. Please see Appendix A for “Item” description 
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Regression Results with the Full 40-item Facebook Social Support index 

The nested OLS regression results with the full 40-item Facebook social support 

index as the dependent variable are shown in Table 3. In step one, regression results show 

that frequency of Facebook Messenger use was positively associated with Facebook social 

support (b = 0.68, SE = 0.18, p < .001), while Facebook status update (b = 0.28, SE = 0.20, 

p > .05) did not have a statistically significant association with the full Facebook social 

support index. In model 2, Facebook Messenger (b = 0.67, SE = 0.17, p < .001) and 

interpersonal mattering (b = 1.57, SE = 0.29, p < .001) had statistically significant and 

positive associations with Facebook social support. In addition, status update was 

positively and statistically significantly associated with Facebook social support (b = 0.45, 

SE = 0.19, p < .05), net of the effect of interpersonal mattering and Facebook Messenger 

use. Both Facebook Messenger (b = 0.46, SE = 0.17, p < .01) and interpersonal mattering 

(b = 1.15, SE = 0.29, p < .001) remained statistically significant in model 3.  

 Facebook intensity was positively associated with Facebook social support (b = 0.26, 

SE = 0.05, p < .001). Model 3 had an adjusted R-square of 0.26, which suggests that the 

three independent variables associated with 26% of the total variance in Facebook social 

support. The final step (model 4) showed that Facebook Messenger (b = 0.42, SE = 0.17, p 

< .01), interpersonal mattering (b = 1.11, SE = 0.29, p < .001), and Facebook intensity (b = 

Table 2f. Component Factor Matrix for Facebook Appraisal 

Support 

  
 

Component 

1 

 

Item 1         0.43      

Item 2  0.33     

Item 3        0.33     

Item 4  0.42     

Item 5  0.49     

Item 6  0.53  

Item 7  0.47  

Item 8  0.31  

Item 9  0.30  

Item 10  0.40     

Note: Extraction Method - Principal Component Analysis 

with Varimax-Kaiser Normalization Rotation Method. KMO = 

0.83, p < .001. Please see Appendix A for “Item” description 
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0.25, SE = 0.05, p < .001) remained statistically significant. However, significant 

differences for sex and class standing were not observed. The independent variables in 

model 4 associated with 27% of the total variance in the full Facebook social support 

index.   

 

Table 3. OLS Regression Results with Full Facebook Social Support Index as the 

Dependent Variable 

   

      Model 1 

 

Model 2 

     

Model 3    

  

Model 4 

 

Facebook Messenger      0.68***     

(0.18) 

     0.67*** 

(0.17)  

 0.46** 

(0.17)  

 0.42* 

(0.17) 

Facebook Status 

Update 

0.38 

(0.20) 

0.45* 

(0.19) 

 

 0.17 

(0.18) 

 0.18 

(0.18) 

Interpersonal 

Mattering 

   

      1.57*** 

(0.29)      

 1.15*** 

(0.29)  

1.11*** 

(0.29) 

Facebook Intensity     0.26*** 

(0.05) 

 0.25*** 

(0.05) 

 

Sex (male = 1)                                -0.42 

(0.36) 

 

Class Standing   
 

        0.31 

(0.17) 

 

Adj. R-square .07 .17 .26    .27 

 Note: N = 245, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, Standard Errors are in 

parentheses  

 

Regression Results with Sub-Dimensions of the Facebook Social Support Index   

Our regression results indicated that Facebook intensity (b = 0.25, SE = 0.08, p < .01) and 

interpersonal mattering (b = 1.98, SE = 0.51, p < .001) were positively associated with 

Facebook appraisal support (Table 4). However, Facebook Messenger (b = 0.53, SE = 0.30, 

p > .05) and status update (b = 0.34, SE = 0.33, p > .05) did not have a statistically 

significant association with Facebook appraisal support. The independent variables 
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associated with about 16% of the total variance in Facebook appraisal support (Adj. R-

Square = 0.16).  

Our regression results revealed that Facebook Messenger use (b = 0.64, SE = 0.28, p 

< .05), Facebook intensity (b = 0.29, SE = 0.08, p < .001), and interpersonal mattering (b = 

1.86, SE = 0.47, p < .001) had statistically significant associations with Facebook tangible 

support. The predictors associated with 19% of the total variance in Facebook tangible 

support (Adj. R-square = 0.19). In addition, Facebook Messenger (b = 0.40, SE = 0.19, p < 

.05), status updates (b = 0.46, SE = 0.21, p < .05), Facebook intensity (b = 0.20, SE = 0.05, 

p < .001), and interpersonal mattering (b = -0.97, SE = 0.33, p < .01) had statistically 

significant associations with Facebook belonging support. Interpersonal mattering had an 

inverse association with Facebook belonging support – which suggests that on average, 

students that reported higher levels of interpersonal mattering were more likely to report 

lower levels of Facebook belonging support. These three predictors associated with 12% of 

the total variance in Facebook belonging support.  

In the final model, our results suggested that Facebook intensity (b = 0.25, SE = 

0.05, p < .001) and interpersonal mattering (b = 1.55, SE = 0.31, p < .001) were positively 

associated with Facebook esteem support, however Facebook Messenger and status 

updates did not have statistically significant associations with Facebook esteem support. 

The positive association between Facebook intensity and Facebook esteem support was 

counter to our prediction of an inverse association. The independent variables associated 

with 24% of the total variance in Facebook esteem support.   

 

Table 4. OLS Regression Results with Dimensions of Facebook Social Support 

as the Dependent Variable 

  
 

     Unstandardized 

B Coefficient 

       
 

Facebook Appraisal 

Support (DV) 

   

Facebook Messenger  0.53 

(0.30) 

 

FB Status Update   0.34 

(0.33) 

 

Facebook Intensity          

   

    0.25** 

(0.08) 

   

Interpersonal Mattering           1.98***    
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(0.52) 

Adj. R-Square        0.16  

Facebook Tangible Support 

(DV) 

   

Facebook Messenger                0.64*    

             (0.28) 

 

FB Status Update               -0.02 

             (0.30) 

 

Facebook Intensity             0.29*** 

(0.08) 

 

Interpersonal Mattering      1.86*** 

(0.47) 

 

Adj. R-Square  0.19  

Facebook Belonging 

Support (DV) 

   

Facebook Messenger   0.40* 

(0.19) 

 

FB Status Update  0.46* 

(0.21) 

 

Facebook Intensity        

 

     0.20*** 

(0.05) 

 

Interpersonal Mattering    -0.97** 

 (0.33) 

 

Adj. R-Square  0.14  

Facebook Esteem Support 

(DV) 

   

Facebook Messenger  0.10 

(0.18) 

 

FB Status Update                -0.06 

              (0.20) 

 

Facebook Intensity       

 

      0.25***  

 (0.05) 

 

Interpersonal Mattering         1.55*** 

 (0.31) 

 

Adj. R-Square   0.24  

Note: N = 245, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, Standard Errors are in 
parentheses. In each model we controlled for sex and class standing – 

however, none of the coefficients were statistically significant (p >.05). A 

correlation matrix for all variables used in the analysis is shown below (Table 

5).    
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Table 5    Correlation Matrix for Independent and Dependent Variables 

  X1 X2 X3  X4 X5 X6 X7 X8 
 

          

FB Messenger 1.0 0.26** -0.002 0.19** 0.22** 0.22** 0.12 0.20** 

FB Intensity  1.0 0.23** 0.32** 0.36** 0.28** 0.41** 0.28** 

Interpersonal 

Mattering 

  1.0 0.29** 0.31** -0.14* 0.38** -0.06 

FB Appraisal Support            1.0  0.73** 0.19** 0.53** 0.13* 

FB Tangible Support               1.0 0.11 0.51** 0.08 

FB Belonging Support                1.0 -0.01 0.25** 

FB Esteem Support             1.0 0.06 

FB status update        1.0 

Note:  
N = 245 

   *p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

           In this study, we sought to examine the relationship between Facebook use and 

perceived social support derived from specific types of Facebook use. In line with Gibson’s 

(1979) affordance theory – we posited that Facebook affords users a variety of distinct 

types of online behaviors and that the types of online behaviors that users enact can 

influence their likelihood of perceiving Facebook as an access point to solicit specific types 

of social support. Our findings highlight the socio-technical affordances of Facebook use – 

such as, enhanced connectivity and visibility. Users take advantage of Facebook features, 

such as Facebook messenger and status updates, which can allow users to engage in the 

solicitation of social support. More specifically, our results suggest that Facebook use is 

positively associated with each of the four adapted ISEL sub-scales. Our findings also 

point to a positive relationship between Facebook intensity and users’ perceptions of 

Facebook esteem support, thereby disconfirming our prediction that Facebook intensity 

would be negatively associated with perceptions of esteem support. The counter finding 

might suggest that we underestimated the potential esteem-boosting functions on 

Facebook and perhaps overestimated the effect of negative social comparison in this 

particular domain.     

Another unexpected finding was that interpersonal mattering was inversely 

associated with Facebook belonging support. Interpersonal mattering was positively 
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associated with each of the other three adapted ISEL sub-scales – net of the positive effect 

of Facebook intensity. The inverse association between mattering and Facebook belonging 

support suggests, however, that on average, students with a lower sense of mattering may 

garner more Facebook belonging support than students with a greater sense of 

interpersonal mattering. From a socio-technical affordance perspective, this finding could 

suggest that students that feel they matter less to others are able to take advantage of the 

Facebook affordances of connectivity and visibility and subsequently they are more likely 

to use Facebook to develop a sense of belonging. On the other hand, the positive 

association between interpersonal mattering and each of the other three adapted ISEL 

sub-scales suggests that, holding constant Facebook intensity as well as participants’ self-

reported frequency of using specific features (e.g., Facebook Messenger and status 

updates), students with a greater sense of mattering were more likely to garner support 

through Facebook than those with a lower sense of mattering.  

Our study, therefore, provides evidence that belonging support may be one of the 

most prevalent forms of social support derived from Facebook use among college students 

with a low sense of mattering. Given the importance of social support and interpersonal 

mattering for student retention, stress buffering, and personal well-being (Rayle & Chung, 

2007), we recommend that future research could be aimed at understanding the relations 

between Facebook use, mattering, and belonging support. In addition, we acknowledge the 

importance of considering other individual level factors, such as the types of activities and 

habits involved in routine Facebook use, personality traits, sex, and romantic relationship 

status (e.g., Baker, 2016; Marshall, 2012; Sheldon, 2016), because previous research 

suggests that these, among other factors, are associated with social support and 

interpersonal communication processes.   

Our study also provides evidence that frequency of both Facebook Messenger and 

status updates have positive associations with perceptions of social support afforded from 

Facebook use. Though frequency of status updates was not significantly associated with 

Facebook appraisal support (Table 4), frequency of status updates did have a positive and 

statistically significant association in the OLS regression model (which held constant the 

effect of interpersonal mattering) and had the full Facebook social support index as the 

dependent variable (Table 3). This may suggest that using Facebook status updates can 
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afford greater visibility as well as opportunities to connect with others to solicit specific 

types of social support. In addition, frequency of status updates had statistically 

significant and positive bi-variate correlations with Facebook appraisal support and 

belonging support (Table 5). Moreover, frequency of Facebook Messenger use was 

positively associated with Facebook belonging and tangible support – net of all other 

variables.  

Taken together, we conclude that our findings are consistent with prior social media 

affordance research (e.g., Burke & Kraut, 2016; Makki et al., 2018), in that Facebook 

features may be used differentially to facilitate specific types of interpersonal 

communication and social support (and perhaps more so belonging support than other 

types). Future research could also benefit from going beyond measuring frequency of use 

and instead assessing qualitative differences in actual usage behavior of specific features – 

which could help build socio-technical affordance theory by examining potential 

affordances, e.g., behaviors related to connectivity and perceived visibility, in the context 

of online social support and interpersonal communication. 

The present study serves to address existing discrepancies in the literature 

regarding the relations between Facebook use and perceived social support. Though 

studies have varied in their conclusions regarding the value of Facebook as a platform for 

the solicitation of social support (Blight, Jagiello & Ruppel, 2015; Leung, 2015; Manago, 

Taylor, Greenfield, 2012; Petersen, 2014; Tromholt, 2016), our findings support existing 

research that points to Facebook as being positively associated with perceptions of social 

support. For example, our results contrast previous research by Shensa et al. (2015) who 

found that frequency of Facebook use was inversely associated with perceived emotional 

support. However, Shensa and colleagues measured emotional support differently than 

the present study by not examining emotional support separately from self-esteem 

support, nor did they assess perceptions of emotional support specifically stemming from 

Facebook use, which may be a potential reason for our observed differences.  

Our study has several limitations. The cross-sectional non-experimental design of 

our study did not allow us to assess potential causal relationships. As such, we cannot rule 

out the possibility that the causal arrows could be reversed between Facebook use, 

interpersonal mattering, and social support derived from Facebook use. Future research 



                        Kadylak & Makki 
 

 

The Journal of Social Media in Society, Vol. 7, No. 2   

could aim to reexamine the relations assessed by this study using longitudinal and 

experimental data – which, coupled with cross-lagged statistical modeling would allow for 

a more accurate assessment of potential causal relationships. In addition, we manipulated 

each of the original items in the ISEL by adding the word “Facebook” or “Facebook use.” 

This adjustment may have been the cause behind the limited internal reliability found in 

our adapted esteem support subscale (KMO = 0.67). However, the esteem support subscale 

had a KMO > 0.5, which indicates that the items shared a common factor and were fit for 

analysis (Cerny & Kaiser, 1977). Though, future research could benefit from potentially 

revising our esteem support measure. Moreover, the external validity of our study is 

limited in scope due to the homogeneous nature of our sample. Specifically, the analytical 

sample was based on a convenience sample of undergraduate university students in the 

U.S. Therefore, findings may differ among other undergraduate student samples as well 

as among more diverse non-student samples.    

Notwithstanding the limitations of our study, we contribute to the extant literature 

on Facebook use and perceived social support by highlighting the importance of 

investigating specific aspects of perceived social support afforded from Facebook use. In 

doing so, we provide a roadmap for beginning to explain the inconsistent findings of 

previous research on this topic. Given the widespread acceptance of social networking 

sites, such as Facebook among college students, as well as the potential for social support 

to influence academic performance, student retention rates and personal well-being, this 

line of research may lead to a multitude of practical implications and is thus worthy of 

future research attention. 
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Appendix A  

Facebook Messenger 

Please indicate how often do you perform the following activity on Facebook?  

1. I use an instant messaging feature.  

Response: 1 (never) to 5 (always) 

 

Facebook Status Update 

Please indicate how often do you perform the following activity on Facebook?  

1. I update my status.  

Response: 1 (never) to 5 (always) 

 

Facebook Intensity 

1. I use Facebook daily  

2. I am proud to tell people I'm on Facebook 

3. Facebook has become part of my daily routine 

4. I feel out of touch when I haven't logged onto Facebook for a while 

5. I feel I am part of the Facebook community 

6. I would be sorry if Facebook shut down  

Response: 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) 

 
Interpersonal Mattering  

a. How important do you feel you are to other people?  

b. How much do you feel other people pay attention to you?  

c. How much would other people miss you if you went away? 

d. How interested are people generally in what you have to say? 

e. How much do other people depend on you? 

Response: 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much) 

 

Facebook Social Support  

Appraisal 

1. On Facebook, there are several people that I trust to help solve my problems. 

2. There is no one that I feel comfortable talking to about intimate personal problems on Facebook (R). 

3. There really is no one on Facebook who can give me an objective view of how I’m handling my problems 

(R). 

4. I feel that there is no one I can share my most private worries and fears with on Facebook (R). 

5. On Facebook, there is someone I can turn to for advice about handling problems with my family. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146510395592
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2016.0259
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6. When I need suggestions on how to deal with a personal problem, I know someone I can 

turn to on Facebook. 

7. On social media, there is someone I could turn to for advice about making career plans or changing my 

job. 

8. On Facebook, there really is no one I can trust to give me good financial advice (R). 

9. If a family crisis arose, it would be difficult to find someone on Facebook who could give me good advice 

about how to handle it (R). 

10. On Facebook, there is at least one person I know whose advice I really trust. 

Tangible 

1. If I needed help fixing an appliance or repairing my car, there is someone who I might contact on 

Facebook that would help me. 

2. If I needed a ride to the airport very early in the morning, I would have a hard time 

finding someone on Facebook to take me (R). 

3. If I were sick and needed someone (friend, family member, or acquaintance) to take me 

to the doctor, I would have trouble finding someone on Facebook (R). 

4. If I needed a place to stay for a week because of an emergency (for example, water or 

electricity out in my apartment or house), I could easily find someone on Facebook who would put me up. 

5. If I were sick, I could easily find someone on Facebook to help me with my daily chores. 

6. If I needed an emergency loan of $100, there is someone (friend, relative, or 

acquaintance) I could get it from by using Facebook. 

7. If I had to go out of town for a few weeks, it would be difficult to find someone on Facebook who would look 

after my house or apartment (the plants, pets, garden, etc.) (R). 

8. If I was stranded 10 miles from home, there is someone I could contact through Facebook who would come 

and get me. 

9. It would be difficult to find someone on Facebook who would lend me their car for a few hours (R). 

10. If I needed some help in moving to a new house or apartment, I would have a hard time 

finding someone on Facebook to help me (R). 

Self-Esteem 

1. Most of my friends on Facebook are more interesting than I am (R). 

2. There is someone on Facebook who takes pride in my accomplishments 

3. Most people I know on Facebook think highly of me. 

4. I think that my friends feel that I’m not very good at helping them solve their problems on Facebook (R). 

5. I am as good at doing things as most other people are on Facebook. 

6. In general, people on Facebook do not have much confidence in me (R). 

7. Most of my friends on Facebook are more successful at making changes in their lives than I am (R). 

8. I am more satisfied with my life than most people are with theirs on Facebook. 

9. I am closer to my friends on Facebook than most other people are to theirs. 

10. I have a hard time keeping pace with my friends on Facebook (R). 

Belonging   

1. When I feel lonely, there are several people I can talk to on Facebook. 

2. I often talk with family or friends on Facebook. 

3. I feel like I’m not always included by my circle of friends on Facebook (R). 

4. There are several different people I enjoy spending time with on Facebook. 

5. If I wanted to go on a trip for a day (e.g., to the mountains, beach, or country), I would 

have a hard time finding someone on Facebook to go with me (R). 

6. If I decide one afternoon that I would like to go to a movie that evening, I could easily 

find someone to go with me by using Facebook. 

7. On Facebook, most people I know do not enjoy the same things that I do (R). 

8. On Facebook I don’t often get invited to do things with others (R). 

9. If I wanted to have lunch with someone, I could easily find someone to join me by using Facebook. 

10. No one I know on Facebook would throw a birthday party for me (R). 

Response: 1 (definitely false) to 4 (definitely true) 
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