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With the multimodal nature of relationships today, 

assessing the extension of core interpersonal 

theories within online contexts is essential. This 

research considers Social Penetration Theory’s (SPT) 

applicability in a digital age using self-reported 

survey and content analyzed data on friendships 

maintained through Facebook (N = 103). The results 

suggest that communication through Facebook, as 

illustrated on the Friendship Page, can be used to 

identify relationship stages consistent with SPT. 

Also discussed is the maintenance of lapsed ties in 

relation to SPT’s depenetration process. Implications 

of results both in terms of theory and practice are 

discussed. 
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he availability of social networking sites (SNSs) for relational development, 

maintenance, and even dissolution is well documented (Craig & Wright, 2012; 

Ellison et al., 2014; Pennington, 2020; Orben & Dunbar, 2017; Sosik & 

Bazarova, 2014). Facebook, in particular, has been touted for its ability to 

connect friends and loved ones across distances (Johnson & Becker, 2011; Koban & 

Krüger, 2018). Research has demonstrated that communication through the site is related 

to core interpersonal concepts like self-disclosure (Park et al., 2011; Sheldon, 2013), social 

capital (Ellison et al., 2011; 2014), social support (High & Buehler, 2019; Rozzell et al., 

2014), and relational closeness (Burke & Kraut, 2014; McEwan, 2013). Research has also 

explored the dissolution of ties through Facebook related to issues such as oversharing 

and context collapse (Pennington, 2020; Sibona, 2014). Even so, the focus on technology 

can at times come at the expense of evaluating relationships as multimodal, existing both 

online and offline (Hall, 2020). Indeed, in recent years, calls have increased for research to 

tie interpersonal theory to the study of communication technologies to understand better 

how existing relational perspectives may inform mediated interactions (e.g., Hall, 2020; 

High, 2019; Mason & Carr, 2021). As Facebook and other SNSs continue to serve as 

everyday maintenance tools for a wide array of relationships, it is important to consider 
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the effect communication through these sites may have on theoretical assumptions 

surrounding interpersonal communication practices today. 

The present study embraces this need by placing the central focus on Social 

Penetration Theory (SPT) as a lens to view communication and relationships maintained 

through Facebook. Mason and Carr (2021) argue for SPT as an ideal lens for extending 

and thinking about relational maintenance that is mediated, citing the theory’s focus on 

communication (disclosure) as it relates to relational closeness. From a theoretical point of 

view, SPT explains the importance of self-disclosure in developing and maintaining 

relationships. The basis of the theory argues self-disclosure is integral to relationships, 

creating the potential for common ground and increased feelings of closeness between 

relational partners over time (Altman & Taylor, 1973). SPT also discusses how a decrease 

in disclosures and communication can explain how relationships dissolve (Altman & 

Taylor, 1973). In assessing self-disclosure, SPT presents stages of increased closeness 

(penetration) and decreased closeness (depenetration) to understand better the 

development, maintenance, and dissolution of interpersonal ties over time (Altman & 

Taylor, 1973). Importantly, SPT was established long before the regular use of SNSs, 

making it particularly useful to apply to interpersonal communication online, given its 

long-standing in the field. The present study seeks to build on existing literature about 

relational development, maintenance, and dissolution through SNSs by testing key 

assumptions within SPT and their applicability today. In particular, the study focuses on 

the depth and breadth of communication through Facebook for development and 

maintenance and how users engage with lapsed ties through the site, as a discussion of 

relational dissolution and the depenetration process of SPT. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Developed by Altman and Taylor (1973), SPT argues that in weighing the costs and 

benefits of maintaining a connection over time, individuals make conscious decisions to 

increase or decrease self-disclosure both in terms of depth and breadth. Depth refers to the 

degree of intimacy in a disclosure ranging from surface-level to central details about one’s 

life. For example, someone may disclose where they grew up as a surface-level detail but 

only talk about their feelings related to their home and upbringing with closer ties. 
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Breadth refers to the range of categories (facets) that one can share about. For example, 

peers may often discuss a class or school together but never stray into other topics, while 

stronger ties may connect on a wide array of topics. 

Over time, relational partners have the opportunity to move closer together through 

the “stages” of a relationship. As they weigh the reward (or cost) of disclosures, increased 

sharing creates the potential to reach a new layer (depth) and type (breadth) of disclosure 

that is central to who each person in the relationship is as an individual (Altman & 

Taylor, 1973). The four stages of relational development that correlate with increased 

depth and breadth of interactions are orientation, exploratory affective exchange, affective 

exchange, and stable exchange (Taylor & Altman, 1987). The orientation stage is often 

public and is the shortest stage (Altman & Taylor, 1973). This stage will not be addressed 

in-depth, as the act of friending on Facebook would suggest users have already met and 

desire to move past this stage (see Fox et al., 2013). As individuals become more 

comfortable, they enter the exploratory affective exchange stage. At this stage, relational 

partners determine whether to maintain their current level of disclosure: no longer 

strangers but not close friends whom they would call on for support (Altman & Taylor, 

1973). Those who make it to the third stage, affective exchange, experience a greater 

breadth of communication through different facets, and see the depth of interaction begin 

to reach the central layer of disclosure, though inconsistently, as there is still a perceived 

risk in sharing (Taylor & Altman, 1987). It is not until the stable-exchange stage where 

the greatest depth and breadth are achieved. According to Altman and Taylor (1973), few 

relationships reach this stage; it is reserved for only one’s closest relationships. Indeed, 

most ties never make it past the exploratory affective-exchange stage. 

In addition to depth and breadth, SPT also argues that time is a crucial component. 

Individuals may disclose more and at a greater frequency as partners weigh the cost-

benefit analysis in getting to know someone; this often consists of surface and peripheral 

disclosures that make up the first two stages of SPT. Relationships that move past the 

first two stages begin to slow down with disclosure, taking more time to reach the final 

stage (Taylor & Altman, 1987). SPT also assumes communication occurs in person and 

that disclosures made are directed to one’s relational partner.  
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These same assumptions regarding communication and self-disclosure may also 

hold true for the dissolution of relationships. Altman and Taylor (1973) briefly outlined a 

process of depenetration, wherein individuals pull back from a relational partner, 

decreasing both the breadth and depth of disclosures over time, until a connection ceases 

to exist. While the development of relationships is well-outlined in the theory, the 

dissolution side of SPT is less developed, and, as a result, studied less. Taking each of 

SPT’s assumptions about relationships into account, the present study looked at 

communication practices through Facebook in assessing how individuals build, maintain, 

and potentially dissolve relationships. Literature related to Facebook and the development 

and maintenance of relationships is considered first, followed by research on relational 

dissolution and Facebook. 

Relational Development & Maintenance through Facebook 

Facebook and similar SNSs provide the opportunity to develop and maintain a wide 

range of relationships from weak to strong ties (Bryant et al., 2011; Burke & Kraut, 2014; 

Johnson & Becker, 2011). For example, in a series of focus groups, Fox et al. (2013) found 

that individuals often turn to Facebook after an initial offline encounter to learn more 

about someone and communicate further (Fox et al., 2013). Once users become “friends” on 

the site, the SNS can become an additional medium for self-disclosure and relational 

development. SNSs are also a space where individuals can reconnect with old friends or 

maintain relationship developed before relational partners were regular users (Bryant et 

al., 2011; Johnson & Becker, 2011).  

Notably, much of the past research on Facebook has found that self-disclosure and 

communication are related to greater intimacy and connection; Sosik and Bazarova (2014) 

analyzed API data from Facebook alongside a self-report survey, finding a correlation 

between frequency of communication on the site and greater closeness. Similarly, Burke 

and Kraut (2014) assessed log data from Facebook. They found communication was 

related to increased relational closeness, with what they call “composed” messages (e.g., 

comments, posts) having a stronger relationship than one-click interactions (e.g., liking). 

Conversely, McEwan (2013) noted that broadcasting messages (i.e., sharing) through the 

site negatively correlated with satisfaction and liking, although it did not affect closeness. 

McEwan argues that because some disclosures through Facebook may be more general 
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and not focused on a single person (e.g., posting a status to one’s entire network) that this 

may be why differences arose in terms of how self-disclosure were connected with 

relational outcomes. The lack of effect on closeness in particular could point to Facebook 

interactions as illustrative of relationship state, rather than predictive. 

In addition to framing Facebook communication as directed, broadcasted, or “one-

click," communication through the site can also be assessed as public or private, with the 

majority of Facebook communication public-facing (e.g., commenting on a status, writing 

on someone’s wall). While private interactions no doubt demonstrate relational closeness, 

the question becomes whether public-facing communication through Facebook is also 

indicative of relationship stage. Past research would support public-facing communication 

as indicative, with research suggesting use of tagged status updates or posting on a 

friend's wall were both related to greater feelings of closeness (Burke & Kraut, 2014; 

Koban & Krüger, 2018; McEwan et al., 2018), demonstrating how these forms of public 

communication may be able to assess SPT stages. At the same time, missing from the 

extant literature is a more nuanced look at types of disclosure (e.g., depth, breadth), with 

much of the work assessing the volume of communication through these sites, and not 

necessarily the content of disclosures. While increased communication can contribute to 

closeness, in assessing SPT’s applicability in a mediated world, the present study sought 

to foreground the content of posts as valuable while also accounting for nuances within the 

platform regarding communication frequency.  

In assessing public-facing communication, the present study identifies a feature of 

Facebook that documents shared content between two friends, called the “Friendship 

Page” as ideal for evaluating communication through the SNS. This page, viewable for any 

connection on Facebook, includes all shared and tagged status updates, wall posts, images 

both friends are tagged in, a list of mutual friends, and a list of shared interests which 

includes pages or groups “liked” or “followed” on the site (Constine, 2012). Importantly, 

these pages are only viewable to the relational partners and are created for all friendships. 

This page is ideal for assessing relational development, maintenance, and dissolution 

through Facebook for several reasons. First, the tagged updates, pictures, and wall posts 

represent a portion of the directed communication discussed in the literature related to 

closeness noted above. Second, mutual friends and shared interests may help to clarify the 
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role of similarities and network overlap within relationship development literature, with a 

particular emphasis on breadth (Taylor & Altman, 1987). Finally, the overall volume of 

interactions documented on the page also speaks to the SPT claim that frequency of 

communication is related to closeness (Altman & Taylor, 1973). This is also supported by 

research on multi-modal relationships (e.g., Hall, 2020; Parks, 2017), which suggests 

relationships are maintained across a wide range of media. This would support the idea 

that Facebook would be an additional location to see that variance in communication for 

close versus non-close partners in terms of volume of interactions and content (i.e., depth, 

breadth), acting as an extension of offline communication practices.  

Based on the existing literature related to the use of SNSs for relational 

development and maintenance and the core theoretical assumptions of SPT, the following 

hypothesis was offered regarding the relationship stage and communication through 

Facebook:   

H1: Relational partners in the stable exchange stage will have the greatest (a) 

depth, (b) breadth, and (c) volume of communication on the Friendship Page, 

followed by the affective exchange stage, and last the exploratory affective exchange 

stage. 

Relational Dissolution and Facebook 

While less studied, SPT also theorizes about the dissolution of ties and highlights 

the necessary conditions for sustaining a connection. In assessing how relationships end, 

SPT argues relationships slowly pull back, decreasing depth and breadth, until the tie 

ceases to exist (Taylor & Altman, 1987). Notably, SPT also points to continuous, in-person, 

directed communication between two ties to maintain a relationship and prevent 

dissolution. Absent these conditions, the theory suggests relationships end. Research to 

date regarding maintenance and dissolution through Facebook stands in opposition to 

these claims, suggesting a need to revisit the theory in light of the increased flexibility of 

ties that technology affords (Johnson & Becker, 2011). 

Mason and Carr (2021) suggest there are key features of technology that may alter 

the theoretical application of SPT, including the lightweight nature of some mediums, the 

masspersonal spaces created online, and the potential for “ambient awareness." To the 

first feature, many researchers have identified the low effort of sustaining connections 
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through SNSs. The potential benefits of keeping a digital connection outweigh the 

perceived costs of severing a tie (e.g., Pennington, 2020; Tong & Walther, 2011). Part of 

this is due to the masspersonal nature of SNSs, wherein users can disclose or share to 

their entire network through broadcasted messages. While Mason and Carr (2021) point to 

this as an example of how a non-direct disclosure could lead to greater intimacy, it could 

also play the role of sustaining a connection without direct communication as there is 

often no expectation for reciprocity for these types of disclosures through SNSs. 

Together the masspersonal nature of disclosures through SNSs and the ease with 

which individuals can post and share to their whole network creates what Mason and Carr 

(2021) call “ambient awareness.” This allows Facebook users to remain connected and “in 

the know” about parts of their social network without ever talking to them. Other studies 

have referred to this as “social surveillance," with users reporting keeping tabs on long-

distance lapsed relationships (e.g., passively reading but not responding to status 

updates), ensuring they have the potential to reconnect (Pennington, 2021; Koban & 

Krüger, 2018). Together, these features help make sense of a trend towards keeping more 

extensive social networks of “friends” on Facebook (Johnson & Becker, 2011; Pennington, 

2021).  

These larger networks create the potential for more nuance in how relationships are 

maintained and what those ties look like, shifting expectations outlined for 

communication and connection in SPT. Parks (2010) explored this topic, noting that one 

type of relationship commonly seen through Facebook is what he termed “lapsed ties.” 

Lapsed ties, Parks argued, are situated as another form of a weak tie; likely closer to an 

acquaintance than a current friendship or strong tie, and represented by someone who 

was once closer with the Facebook user but has since drifted apart (e.g., an old friend from 

high school). Similar to past work from Rawlins (1994) on dormant and commemorative 

relationships, lapsed ties highlight how SNSs create the potential to maintain and manage 

relationships across distances, disrupting SPT’s assumption that relationships would end 

without regular face-to-face contact and directed or “overt” communication (Mason & Carr, 

2021; Taylor & Altman, 1987).  

The present study explores communication with lapsed tie relationships through 

Facebook comparative to relationships that are currently maintained at higher levels of 
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closeness (current friends) and those that are not (acquaintances). While past work on 

SPT has demonstrated differences in depth and breadth for current friends versus 

acquaintances (e.g., Maheshwari & Mukherjee, 2020), the present study extends those 

findings to predict there will be more communication through Facebook for current friends 

versus acquaintances, helping to delineate further the types of relationships sustained 

virtually through the site as it relates to communication and self-disclosure practices, and 

claims that mediated communication practices are often an extension of offline 

interactions. Analysis of communication on Facebook as a collective should also 

theoretically show differences in communication between lapsed ties and acquaintances 

for similar reasons; however, no such analysis has been previously conducted. As such, the 

following were posed regarding these relationship types:  

H2: Current friendships will have greater (a) depth, (b) breadth, and (c) volume of 

communication on the Friendship Page compared to acquaintances. 

RQ1: Do current friendships and lapsed ties differ in terms of (a) depth, (b) breadth, 

and (c) volume of communication on the Friendship Page? 

RQ2: Do acquaintances and lapsed ties differ in terms of (a) depth, (b) breadth, and 

(c) volume of communication on the Friendship Page? 

 

METHODS 

Participants (N = 103) were recruited from three large Midwestern universities. 

Roughly half identified as female (51.5%, n = 53). Age ranged from 18-53 years old with a 

mean of 21.60 (SD = 5.60). Participants identified primarily as White (74.8% n = 77), 

followed by African-American/Black, Hispanic/Latino(x), and Biracial/Mixed Race (6.8% 

each, n = 7 each), Asian (3.9%, n = 4), and Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian (1%, n = 1). 

The length of the relationship reported on ranged from less than a year to 46 years, with a 

mean of 6.66 years (SD = 6.91, mdn = 5 years). The average Facebook network size 

reported was 5.99 (1 = 100 or fewer friends to 10 = 900 or more), representing roughly 501-

600 friends. 

The study was first submitted for and received IRB approval from the university, 

ensuring adherence to ethical guidelines. Following the process of informed consent, 

participants were randomly assigned to one of three possible scenarios for selecting a 
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friend, corresponding to each SPT stage being studied. For example, “This is a person you 

share your thoughts and feelings with regularly. This is one of the first people you would 

tell if something really good or really bad happened in your day” (Stable Exchange). This 

process was used to ensure the stages of SPT were represented equally in the sample. 

Participants provided access to the Friendship Page, which the researcher downloaded for 

analysis. During this process, participants completed an online questionnaire about their 

selected relationship. Welch and Rubin’s (2002) measure of relationship stages was used 

as a manipulation check for the experimentally assigned conditions. Items derived from 

Welch and Rubin’s scale were shifted to align with each SPT stage, with not all items from 

the scale being used. Six items ( = .87) corresponded with Exploratory Affective Exchange 

(e.g., we share basic information about ourselves), five items ( = .95) corresponded with 

Affective Exchange (e.g., I tell him/her things I would only tell a close friend), and seven 

items ( = .94) corresponded with Stable Exchange (e.g., we freely talk about anything).   

Finally, participants were provided with an open-ended textbox that asked them to 

describe how they knew the friend selected. These responses were used to establish 

whether a friendship was current, acquaintance, or lapsed; for example, the language used 

by participants such as "we used to be close, but now we never really talk at all" was 

indicative of a lapsed connection. This additional coding suggested that 31.7% of the 

sample had reported on a lapsed connection, 23.8% reported on an acquaintance (e.g., "I 

know them from school"), and 44.6% reported on a current friend (e.g., "they're one of my 

good friends"). Only two participants failed to describe the nature of the relationship in 

question and were not included for analysis of H2/RQ1-RQ2. 

The Friendship Pages were coded for six cues related to counts (e.g., number of 

shared posts) and self-disclosure (i.e., breadth, depth) for the selected relationship. Cues 

were identified from past research on Facebook communication and modified from existing 

measures of self-disclosure that were also used in the survey (Parks & Floyd, 1996). The 

only change made to the measure was to allow for a code of “zero” for breadth and depth 

for any profiles that had no shared posts. Coders were asked to identify if depth and 

breadth on the page were high (5), middle (3), low (1), or non-existent (0), and were 

provided with examples that clarified what each level looked like (e.g., a low level of 

breadth was represented by communication about primarily one topic on Facebook). Once 
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training was complete, the two coders and primary researcher independently assessed all 

103 Facebook Friendship Page for all codes. Reliability was calculated using Hayes and 

Krippendorff's (2007) alpha MACRO for SPSS. The average reliability was .80. 

 

RESULTS 

A manipulation check was conducted to ensure the experimental assignment was 

consistent with the self-reported stage indicated by participants for H1. The test showed 

an overall positive effect of relationship stage for each of the self-reported stages, F(6, 196) 

= 19.21, p < .001, η2 = .37. This confirmed that the randomly assigned conditions each 

represented the stages of SPT. More specifically, the mean scores show the experimentally 

assigned groups were each highest in the corresponding self-reported stages of stable 

exchange, affective exchange, and exploratory affective exchange. Given the successful 

results of the manipulation check, subsequent analysis for H1 was conducted based on the 

information gathered from the coded Friendship Page. Please email the corresponding 

author for the full results of the manipulation check. 

 

Table 1 

Post-Hoc Analysis for Coded Friendship Page and Relationship Stage (H1) 

 Depth Breadth 
Shared 

Likes 

Shared 

Pictures 

Shared  

Posts 

Group M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Exploratory 

Affective 

Exchange 

1.18bc 1.19 1.08bc 1.14 10.97 21.11 9.16 20.48 6.54bc 9.68 

Affective 

Exchange 
2.12ac 1.20 1.94ac 1.03 9.58 13.54 21.28 45.65 17.62ac 20.83 

Stable 

Exchange 
2.78ab .91 2.63ab 1.04 11.71 18.36 30.09 40.53 30.50ab 30.34 

Notes. N = 103. Subscripts indicate significantly different groups based on post hoc 

analysis (Bonferroni adjustment). Subjective Items measured on a 1-5 scale, likes, 

pictures, and posts by total count. In the absence of posts, subjective items were 

assigned a code of zero. 

 

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to 

determine the effect of relationship stage on the coded variables in accordance with H1: 
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depth, breadth, shared pictures, shared likes, and shared posts. A significant difference 

was found for the overall model; Wilks’  =.70, F(10, 192) = 3.69, p = .001, η2 =.16. 

Additional analyses of variance found depth, F(2, 100) = 17.76, p = .001, η2 = .26, breadth, 

F(2, 100) = 17.73, p = .001, η2 = .26, and shared posts, F(2, 100) = 9.76, p = .001, η2 = .16, 

were significantly different for each relationship stage, while shared likes (p = .80) and 

shared pictures (p = .08) were not. These results provide support for H1 with additional 

post hoc analyses conducted using the Bonferroni method (Table 1). Relationships in the 

stable exchange condition had greater depth of communication compared to those in the 

affective exchange (p = .04) and exploratory affective exchange (p = .001) conditions, as 

well as greater breadth compared to both the affective exchange (p = .02) and exploratory 

affective exchange (p = .001) conditions. The same was true for the stable exchange 

condition and volume of communication (shared posts) compared to the affective exchange 

(p = .05) and exploratory affective exchange (p = .001) conditions. The affective exchange 

condition also showed greater depth (p = .002), breath (p = .004), and shared posts (p = .04) 

compared to the exploratory affective exchange condition. 

 

Table 2 

Post-Hoc Analysis for Coded Friendship Page and Relationship Type (H2, RQ1, RQ2) 

 Depth Breadth 
Shared 

Likes 

Shared 

Pictures 

Shared  

Posts 

Group M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Current 

Friendship 
2.68bc 1.18 2.40bc 1.13 12.58 17.70 30.11 39.84 26.57bc 27.81 

Lapsed 

Friendship 
1.84a 1.07 1.67a 1.08 7.13 12.50 11.75 21.17 13.91a 19.66 

Acquaintance 1.18a 1.16 1.21a 1.23 11.63 22.97 14.17 49.84 7.43a 12.60 

Notes. N = 101. Subscripts indicate significantly different groups based on post hoc 

analysis (Bonferroni adjustment). Subjective Items measured on a 1-5 scale, likes, 

pictures, and posts by total count. In the absence of posts, subjective items were 

assigned a code of zero. 

 

MANOVAs were also conducted to answer H2, RQ1, and RQ2, which explored 

differences in Facebook communication based on relationship type (friend, acquaintance, 
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lapsed) rather than relationship stage. In support of H2 and in response to RQ1, 

differences were found among the three relational types in the overall model, Wilks’  =  

.76, F(10, 188) = 2.83, p = .003, η2 = .13. Analyses of variance for shared pictures (p = .08) 

and shared likes (p = .40) showed no significant differences. However, depth, F(2, 98) = 

13.08, p = .001, η2 = .21, breadth, F(2, 98) = 9.45, p = .001, and shared posts, F(2, 98) = 

6.43, p = .002, η2 = .12, were significantly different based on relationship type. Post hoc 

analyses using the Bonferroni method showed that current friends showed significantly 

higher levels of depth (p = .01), breadth (p = .02), and shared posts (p = .05) compared to 

lapsed friendships and significantly higher levels of depth (p = .001), breadth (p = .001), 

and shared posts (p = .003) compared to acquaintances (Table 2). In regard to RQ2 

however, post hoc analyses revealed no significant differences between lapsed friends and 

acquaintances for any of the variables evaluated.  

 

DISCUSSION 

Given the increasing multimodal nature of relationships today, the extension of 

foundational theories of interpersonal communication to mediated contexts is crucial in 

making sense of patterns of relational development, maintenance, and dissolution. The 

present study applied the well-known social penetration theory by assessing disclosure 

practices (depth, breadth, and volume of communication) through the popular SNS, 

Facebook. The results support the connection between depth and breadth of disclosure and 

communication frequency and the current relationship stage (Altman & Taylor, 1973). The 

results also encourage further analysis of the depenetration side of SPT and the 

persistence of lapsed ties through Facebook. Finally, the present study draws attention to 

the potential for researchers interested in studying the relational lifespan to draw on 

longitudinal data available with the Friendship Page on Facebook, which in some cases 

may contain 16+ years of interactions between two users. A discussion of the theoretical 

implications in terms of SPT and practical implications related to SNS use and 

methodological opportunities follows.  

From a theoretical standpoint, these results largely support a digital application of 

SPT for assessing the type and volume of self-disclosure as it relates to public-facing 

communication through Facebook. More specifically, the results demonstrated a 
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connection between the type and volume of communication in line with SPT stages, which 

suggests those in the stable exchange stage have the greatest depth, breadth, and 

frequency of communication (Altman & Taylor, 1973). The connection between the volume 

of communication and relational closeness is well documented within SNS research (e.g., 

Burke & Kraut, 2014; Sosik & Bazarova, 2014), with the present study offering additional 

support. SPT argues in favor of repeated interaction over time for building a relationship 

(Altman & Taylor, 1973), which aligns with the higher volume of communication 

correlating with stronger tie connections. Regarding the depth and breadth of disclosures, 

the current applications of SPT to mediated communication are limited. Gibbs et al. (2006) 

did explore SPT stages in relation to communication within online dating, finding that 

depth and breadth did not correlate with stage. However, this work focused on online 

dating, which as a platform often encourages sharing more with a stranger from the start. 

A greater depth and breadth of disclosure is considered worth the potential risk of not 

having a relationship with that person at all (Gibbs et al., 2006). As Facebook is used 

beyond romantic relationships, it is unsurprising that the present study's results differ 

from online dating research and are more in line with the theoretical assumptions of SPT. 

When it comes to weighing the cost-reward side of disclosure, the public nature of 

Facebook may make members more cautious in their disclosures in new or less close 

relationships, as may be the case with these findings. Interestingly, the coded data still 

captured significant variance in both depth and breadth across the stages of SPT, 

suggesting there are nuances in disclosures through public-facing communication through 

Facebook that should be studied further.    

In terms of additional content viewable on the Friendship Page, no relationship was 

found between the relationship stage and the number of shared likes and shared pictures. 

Given that much of what constitutes shared likes could be considered peripheral 

disclosures in terms of depth of communication (Taylor & Altman, 1987), it would follow 

that they do not necessarily forecast a closer relationship. The lack of relationship for 

shared images could question the necessity of geographical distance suggested by SPT. 

However, it could also be a product of different site uses between relational partners, 

warranting further study.  
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The present study also explored how lapsed ties fit within the framework of SPT 

with a focus on self-disclosure and communication with lapsed ties compared to closer 

friends and acquaintances. Lapsed ties represent a trend towards viewing friendships as 

“flexible” rather than “fragile” (e.g., Johnson & Becker, 2011). SPT would suggest without 

active communication and disclosure, that ties would ultimately dissolve, but as past work 

has shown, SNS use can sustain relationships absent active communication. Recent work 

argues that the main reasons for sustaining lapsed ties are the potential for social capital, 

reconnecting, and nostalgia (Pennington, 2021). That lapsed ties had similar levels of 

communication through the site as acquaintances spotlights their regressed state, which, 

while not inconsistent with SPT, raises the question of how features of SNSs facilitate 

connections that may otherwise have ended. As Mason and Carr (2021) suggest, SNSs are 

lightweight social interaction tools that can keep a relationship from fully dissolving. In 

exploring communication with lapsed ties compared to close friends and acquaintances, 

the present results did find lapsed ties were significantly different than actively 

maintained connections but were similar in terms of depth and breadth of communication 

when it came to acquaintances. The volume of posts was trending towards significance 

(Table 2), which would track with the idea these relationships were once maintained at a 

greater level compared to acquaintances who have not moved past those early stages of 

relationship development. Future work on relational dissolution would benefit from 

assessing these ties and what they mean for theories developed pre-SNS use.  

Beyond theory, the present results offer practical implications for research on 

relational development, maintenance, and dissolution in a mediated world. This study 

found communication through Facebook was representative of how a user perceives that 

relationship outside of Facebook, supporting a growing body of literature that 

interpersonal relationships are sustained through various channels of communication, 

extending offline to online and vice versa (e.g., Caughlin & Sharabi, 2013; Ledbetter, 2016; 

Parks, 2017). In this regard, it may be possible for future researchers to use Friendship 

Page data to explore changes in communication patterns and closeness over time. This can 

extend interpersonal communication theories online and offer practical takeaways 

regarding friendship communication patterns. As mentioned above, these findings speak 

to a connection between the perception of relational closeness and actual communication 



Pennington 
 

 

The Journal of Social Media in Society, Vol. 10, No. 2   

over time. As such, researchers may find this type of data particularly helpful in assessing 

communication across a wide range of interpersonal theories and contexts.  

Limitations 

The present study did not attempt to assess the first relationship stage outlined by 

Altman and Taylor (1973), “orientation.” Given the multimodal nature of relationships, 

from the outset, it was clear that being able to find an adequate sample of people who had 

interacted only one to two times - either face-to-face or online - was unlikely. As previously 

suggested, the act of friending through Facebook would signify the desire to move beyond 

orientation and into the exploratory affective exchange stage, which has been noted in 

earlier research on relational development and social media use (Bryant et al., 2011; Fox 

et al., 2013). While there are Facebook relationships that are no longer maintained and in 

past research, participants have admitted they do not even know if they know their entire 

social network online (Parks, 2010), these lapsed ties illustrate a new type of relational 

stage rather than orientation. These lapsed connections, and the ability to map the 

depenetration of a relationship through the Friendship Page, are important to consider as 

we consider the affordances of new media. If they are functionally no different than an 

acquaintance, what is the purpose of maintaining that tie online, and what does a user 

gain from having this relationship as a part of their overall social network?  

Generalizations based on the data should also be tempered based on the sample size 

and demographics of the participants. The study did not control for possible effects like 

age, gender, or physical proximity, which may influence disclosure and relationship 

building through the site. That said, findings did suggest communication online was 

reflective of offline perceptions of closeness, and past work also found no significant 

differences between men and women and the depth of Facebook disclosures (Sheldon, 

2013). The present study also only focused on a subset of information available through 

Facebook, so it cannot be generalized to all interactions that occur through the site. The 

Friendship Page consists of status updates that tag both friends (either by them or a third 

party), wall posts made between them, tagged photo albums that contain both friends, and 

a list of any shared friends, photos, and likes. This leaves out information such as 

communication through Facebook messages/chat and commenting on a status update 

where one of the parties was not tagged initially. Research has demonstrated the value of 
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directed communication such as Facebook messaging; however, analysis of the types of 

disclosures made privately versus publicly on the site may help to further assess 

communication and relationship development through SNSs, creating space for the 

Friendship Page to be assessed in line with other online disclosures in future research. 

 

Future Directions 

It is important to bridge research on interpersonal relationships and technology 

features to understand better how theory informs interpersonal communication processes 

in a mediated environment (Hall, 2020). This study offers a case for the Friendship Page 

as reflective of relational closeness based on communication practices through Facebook. 

Importantly, this study draws on an analysis of actual dyadic communication and 

engagement through Facebook rather than strictly self-report measures; Ledbetter (2016) 

notes a reliance on self-report is a common weakness in SNS research. The ability for 

researchers to use the Friendship Page in the future can help to supplement and 

strengthen an understanding of communication within interpersonal relationships and the 

role of direct and public-facing communication through the site, particularly when access 

to API and log data is limited to those who work for Facebook or part of their broader 

company, Meta. For example, the present study only coded for depth and breadth of 

disclosure, future work might explore things like types of social support, or the use of 

different relational maintenance behaviors as demonstrated through tagged posts and 

comments. 

Future research would also benefit from assessing private and passive uses of SNSs 

related to theories such as SPT. Passive use (e.g., scrolling one’s newsfeed or reading a 

profile) would not rise to the threshold of dyadic communication, begging the question of 

how social information seeking online may disrupt expectations for slow and mutual 

disclosures identified by SPT (Taylor & Altman, 1987). Similarly, private uses of the site 

(e.g., messaging) may most closely mirror offline conversation, particularly in terms of the 

depth of disclosure as users may have privacy concerns that limit their public-facing 

disclosures. While this study found that public disclosures aligned with relationship stage 

and closeness, quantitative analysis of direct messages and the Friendship Page may also 

offer evidence of the role of public versus private communication online as it relates to 
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disclosure practices and relationship development, as well as other interpersonal 

communication concepts noted above (e.g., social support, relational maintenance 

behaviors). Finally, in addition to the features of SNSs and components of SPT discussed 

in the present article, Mason and Carr (2021) also suggest that the nature of disclosures, 

social presence, and algorithmic approximation may influence the application of SPT in a 

mediated world. Future work that builds on these and the questions mentioned above can 

help refine and reflect on the applicability of this theory today. 
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