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Abstract 

This study explores factors that may influence one’s self-disclosure on SNS where one self- disclose 

information in the public eye. Social intimacy and loneliness as indicators of one’s social relationship 

status are found to be both significantly, though contradictorily related to self-disclosure on SNS. Social 

intimacy and loneliness function are mediators in the direct effect of personality on self-disclosure on 

SNS. This study enhances the understanding of self-disclosure on SNS rather than interpersonal 

connections. 
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Introduction 

The social media service has almost become an indispensable part of many people’s lives. Besides the 

discussion on public issues on the Social network sites, people are posting their personal and mundane 

daily life events, thoughts, and emotions on SNS that are otherwise inaccessible for other people 

without social media. Observers of social media have argued that SNSs encapsulate people in an 

“ambient intimacy” environment since not only can we observe the personal thoughts, feelings, life 

experiences of our friends by reading their daily updates, but we can also subject our daily 

rhythm to our friends on SNS by disclosing ourselves. Self-disclosure is a fundamental human 

social behavior. It refers to people willingly communicating their personal thoughts, feelings, 

emotions, behaviors or experiences with others verbally (Derlega et al., 1993; Gibbs et al., 2006; 

Hollenbaugh & Ferris, 2014). Studies investigating self-disclosure online tend to agree that the 

computer-mediated environment encourages certain people, for instance, more lonely ones or people 

of insufficient social skills, to meet their expression needs online due to  benefits such as 

anonymity and physical isolation (Baker, 2005; Leung, 2002; Walther, 2007, etc.). These previous 

studies, however, are mainly addressing self-disclosure within a one-to-one interpersonal  
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communication model (e.g. chatting messenger, telephone, instant message), but are less attentive to 

the one-to-many self-disclosure on social media, where people are posting their personal affairs to 

public audiences who are connected to the discloser at different levels of closeness. The authors 

situate this study in a communication context on social media and intend to explore what kinds of 

social media users are more willing to present their inner private world in the public eye. 

Psychological literatures on self-disclosure have identified a series of predictor of self-disclosure: 

cultural factors, motivational factors, features of the recipients, situational factors, etc. (Ignatius & 

Kokkonen, 2007). Among the found factors, this study is particularly focusing on one’s social 

relationship status and personality. We are interested in whether and how their connections to 

surrounding social circles may correlate with their self- disclosing behaviors to social media audiences, 

and the mechanism of personality’s impact in the process. This study surveyed SNS users in China. 

The most dominant SNSs include We Chat, Weibo, Renren and QQ. The survey subjects can be 

users of any one of the four SNSs. Weibo has over 500 million registered accounts and around 46.2 

million daily active users by December 2012. We Chat came into Chinese people’s lives in 2012 and 

already had over 300 million users by January, 2013. It is primarily an instant message app like 

whatsapp but rapidly evolved into an important social network service mainly on mobile phones. 

Renren, the Chinese copy of Facebook, initiated in 2005, is popular mainly among college students 

and teachers. It has around 160 million registered users and 31 million active monthly users by 2011. 

QQ was originally an instant message tool similar to ICQ, while the introduction of QQ photo wall 

makes it share characteristics with other SNSs. The following literature will, first, conceptualize self-

disclosure in the context of social media as distinguished from interpersonal and offline 

communication. Secondly, we will review how the level of social intimacy and loneliness may 

have an impact on self- disclosure on social media. Finally, we introduce personality as another 

construct that has been proved to be influential on self-disclosure, social intimacy, and loneliness. 

Literature review 

Self-disclosure on social media 

As social animals, human beings are believed to have the fundamental need to interact and share 

personal information with others. The most general definition of self-disclosure is revealing detailed 

personal information, ranging from one’s identifying information such as age and gender to more 

private information, to others (Chelune, 1979; Cozby, 1973). In the studies of self-disclosure on 

SNSs, the concept is usually used in two different ways: one refers to information disclosed in 

personal profile (Chang & Heo, 2014); the other refers to disclosing personal life experiences, 

thoughts, feelings to the audiences (Hollenbaugh & Ferris, 2014). This study mainly follows the 

latter definition, so we do not care much about the profile information but focus on updates posted 

on the wall. Therefore, self-disclosure here does not include all verbal and non-verbal communication 

that reveals information about an individual (Wheeless & Grotz, 1976). Instead, it specifically refers 

to people willingly communicating their personal thoughts, feelings, emotions, behaviors or 

experiences with others, while excluding purely forwarding behaviors, or informative announcement of  
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events, thoughts on public affairs, etc. (Derlega, Metts, Petronio, & Margulis, 1993; Gibbs, Ellison, 

& Heino, 2006). With the introduction of computer-mediated communication affordances, self-

disclosure no longer has to be conducted in a limited time and space with a particular person or a 

group of close people (Leung, 2002). More and more people are extending work on self-disclosure to 

online platforms (Attrill, 2012), and considering the potential benefits provided by the technological 

features of Internet-mediated communication such as anonymity (Baker, 2005). For instance, people 

with high loneliness level may disclose themselves to others on ICQ without feeling embarrassed 

when rejected (Leung, 2002). Moreover, according to Walther’s (2007) hyperpersonal model of 

computer-mediated communication, the physical isolation between the message sender and receiver 

masked any involuntary cues in communication. Walther (2007) also suggested that computer-

mediated affordances enabled the user plenty of time to construct and refine a message with less 

social awkwardness prior to its utterance, thus encouraging more self-disclosure to people behind 

the screen. These studies mainly considered interpersonal self-disclosure in a computer-mediated 

environment. 

Due to technological advancement, the context of self-disclosure online is changing, 

proliferating as well as diversifying. Unlike earlier online social platforms such as chat rooms that 

enabled anonymity, the most widely used platforms to self-disclose information are social media 

sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, which consist of acquaintances. On these social media sites, one 

is exposed to a variety of audiences, ranging from a person’s closest friends, family members and 

lovers to acquaintances, such as workmates or classmates, or oven people who are briefly encountered 

and are unknown audience. Even though the privacy settings enable one to disclose personal 

information and status updates to a certain group of people, we are still largely exposed to greater 

diversity than in offline interpersonal communication. Boyd (2007) conceptualized the audience on 

social media as an “imagined audience,” capturing the sense that the social media “speaker” needs to 

envision what types of audience will be receiving the message when there are in fact more audiences 

than that. It is in such a context of one-to-many rather than one-to-one interpersonal communication, 

as well as a non-anonymous environment, that we set out to explore self-disclosure on social media. 

Social intimacy, loneliness and self-disclosure on social media 

Traditional psychological literatures using social penetration theory have substantially certified the 

positive relationship between self-disclosure and social intimacy (Altman, 1973). Social intimacy refers 

to high quality interactions and relationships with others, including closeness with spouse, friends, 

or family members, and it predicts mental health (Miller & Lefcourt,  1982).  It  involves  the  

experience  of  closeness,  warmth  and  communicative relationships with others (Hu et al., 2004; 

Laurenceau, Barrett, & Pietromonaco, 1998; Timmerman, 1991). In a more specific sense, 

intimacy is “the sharing of one’s innermost being, or essence, such as strength and vulnerability, 

weakness and competence, with another person” (Hu et al., 2004). Previous researchers have found 

that people in intimate relationships tend to self- disclose information to each other about a wider 

breadth of topics and at a deeper level (Laurenceau et al., 1998; Marsden & Campbell, 1984).  
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Living in a communicational environment saturated with media, people in “strong-tie” relationships 

can influence their intimate others to engage in media networks so as to further information 

exchange. The closer the relationship is, the more media connection the communicators share 

(Haythornthwaite, 2005; Haythornthwaite & Wellman, 1998). Scholars have found significant positive 

relationship between self-disclosure mediated by telephone, or instant message, and the intimacy 

level between the communicators (Hu et al., 2004; Dimmick, 2007). Rau et al. (2008) extended the 

relationship between self-disclosure and social intimacy level to social media, and they found a strong 

positive relationship between verbal / affective intimacy on SNS interpersonal communication and 

public posting frequency, which means that the more intimate a relationship one has in SNS 

communities, the more likely it is that one will post statuses on SNS. Studies on self-disclosure and 

intimacy on social media like Rau et al.’s, however, assume that one is connected to everyone on 

social media at a similar level of closeness. As stated before, the audience on social media consists of a 

variety of group, and we may connect to some of them in a closer way while being less acquainted 

with some others. Under such circumstances, this study intends to explore whether the positive 

relationship between self-disclosure and social intimacy still persists on social media platforms. Thus, 

the authors propose the first hypothesis: 

H1. Social intimacy has a significant relationship with self-disclosure. 

Loneliness is another influential predictor of self-disclosure online that has been examined 

substantially but within one-to-one an interpersonal communication model (Leung, 2002; Ignatius & 

Kokkonen, 2007). Peplau et al. (1979) defined loneliness as a self-perceived state that a person’s 

network of relationship is either smaller or less satisfying than desired. There is no consensus on 

whether loneliness will increase or decrease self-disclosure. Some studies argue that loneliness 

decreases self-disclosure since lonely people devalue their interactional skills and are not willing to 

disclose personal affairs to others (Ginter, 1982). 

Some other studies found that the need to get rid of loneliness will motivate people to disclose 

feelings, thoughts, emotions to others (Komarovsky, 1974). Lonely people may probably rely 

more on social media for self-expression, in addition to expanding social networks, treating SNSs 

as valves for repressed emotions, because for self-disclosure is not met in offline interpersonal 

relationships. Other studies reversed the direction and found that self-disclosure helped to reduce 

loneliness, or the lack of it exacerbated loneliness (Schwab, Scalise, Ginter, & Whipple, 1998). This 

study intends to explore whether one’s loneliness will influence self-disclosure to a range of 

acquainted audiences. As mentioned before, in a computer-mediated environment, there is less 

impedance of self-disclosing in that in-person embarrassment can be avoided (Walther, 2007). 

Therefore, this study raises a second hypothesis: 

H2. Loneliness is positively related to self-disclosure on social media. 

Personality and self-disclosure on social media 

Literatures in self-disclosure have also identified personality as a predictor of self- disclosing behaviors 

(Archer,1979; Cozby, 1973; Ignatimus & Kokkonen, 2007; Pedersen & Breglio, 1968). Appropriate self- 
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disclosure is found to be positively related to healthy personality attributes such as extraversion and 

positive emotional state (Cozby, 1973; Ignatius & Kokkonen, 2007), while it is negatively related to less 

healthy traits such as neuroticism and shyness (Ignatius & Kokkonen, 2007). For instance, neuroticism is 

associated with excessive or insufficient self-disclosure since neurotic people are less attentive to social 

situations (Chaikin & Derlega, 1974). In addition, less-extroverted people are inclined to reduce verbal 

exchange, particularly when facing less-acquainted people (Lawrence & Bennet, 1992). However, the 

relationship between personality traits and self-disclosing behaviors is not always consistent due to many 

reasons and some scholars had even argued that it is unrealistic to find specific personality-disclosure 

relationships (Berg & Derlega, 1987; Cozby, 1973). But, according to Cozby (1973), it is reasonable to 

explore this theme within a certain context of social relationships and settings. This study situates this 

exploration within the context of social media platforms where people socialize with known 

acquaintances a lot, rather than isolating the personality-disclosure relationship in a vacuum. In addition, 

previous works on social media have revealed that there is a link between personality attributes and 

different social media use, although they were not specifically addressing self-disclosure on social 

meida. For instance, Ross et al. (2009) and Amichai- Hamburger and Vinitzky (2010) found that more 

neurotic people were reluctant to share personal information on Facebook, but they preferred posting on 

their walls to uploading photos. Therefore, it is reasonable to pose the following research question: 

RQ1. How might personality influence one’s self-disclosure on social media? 

 

Personality, social intimacy and loneliness 

Personality literatures have also identified the consequences of personality on social relationship 

status. Individuals possessing different personality dispositions are likely to develop different 

patterns of social connection with surrounding people. Many studies have found that certain  

personality traits are  linked to loneliness  (Cheng & Furnham,  2002; Ponzetti & Cate, 1988; 

Saklofske & Yackulic, 1989; Stokes, 1985; et al.). In terms of behavior, lonely people tend to 

be less expressive, less involved with others, and social situations, that is, more introverted and 

less open to novel experiences (Sloan & Solano, 1984). Scholars have proved statistically that 

extraversion negatively predicted loneliness, while neuroticism positively correlates with loneliness 

(Cheng & Furnham, 2002). Personality traits have also been found to affect the scope, quality, and 

strength of social relationship, which may tie in the concept of social intimacy (Lopes, Salovey & 

Straus, 2003;). Extraverted, agreeable and emotionally stable people are found to have wider social 

networks, higher quality relationships, higher satisfaction with their relationships, and are more 

likely to fall in love, whereas neurotic and shy people are likely to have lower relationship quality and 

satisfaction (Asendorpf & Wilpers, 1998; Neyer & Asendorpf, 2001; Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2006). 

Based on these literatures and hypotheses stated above, this study poses the following research 

questions: 

RQ2. How does social intimacy mediate the relationship between personality and self- disclosure? 

RQ3. How does loneliness mediate the relationship between personality and self-disclosure? 
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Since previous literatures have proved that extraversion is a robust personality trait influencing one’s 

social relationship status as well as self-disclosing behavior, we further hypothesize that: 

H3. Social intimacy mediates the relationship between extraversion and self-disclosure. 

 

H4. Loneliness mediates the relationship between extraversion and self-disclosure. 

 

 Method 

Participants and Procedure 

In this study, a total number of 272 respondents participated. This study employs both paper and online 

surveys to collect data. 122 first-year university students from one renowned Chinese university in 

Beijing, Mainland China responded to the paper form survey, and 150 people participated in online 

survey. The paper form survey was administered at the beginning of a regular scheduled class. 

Therefore, students did not take extra time beyond the class period to complete the survey. Prior to the 

study, a verbal explanation of the aim of the study was delivered to the whole class, and informed 

consent was reached. Participants completed the survey without talking to each other. Respondents did 

not receive any extra course credit by filling out the questionnaire, and they were free to decline or stop 

filling out the questionnaire. Therefore, participation was voluntary, and all collected information was 

confidential and anonymous. Each respondent will receive small survey gift after completing the 

questionnaire. The online format of the survey was put on “SO JUMP,” a professional online survey 

software in China. From June 2014 to July 2014, a total of 150 surveys were completed. Written 

notification about the purpose of the survey and informed consent was specified. The incentive for online 

survey was a chance to receive a cover of an iPad mini. In general, after clearing data, this study finally 

included 259 respondents. With regard to clearing data, this study took the following approach: a 

participant’s survey was discarded a) if there were too many missing values; b) if there was no variance 

in the response; or c) if the participant was an outlier. For those participants with one or two missing 

values, the median of that variable was input by the authors as a default. Approximately 33.6% of the 

sample was male and 66.4% of the sample was female. The average age of the participants was 23.9 

years (SD=4.802). 63.3% of the sample was undergraduates, and 22.4% of the sample was graduates. 

The rest (about 15%) either had a pre-university degree or a post-graduate degree. Based on a variety of 

social network sites in Mainland China, this study also included a question to investigate the frequencies 

of using different SNSs. 60.8% participants used “We chat,” and “20.8%” of the sample identified 

“Weibo” as their most frequently used SNS to disclose their personal life. The rest (15%) identified with 

other channels, such as QQ and Renren. 

 

Measures 

Self-disclosure on SNS 

Four items measuring self-disclosure were selected and adapted from The Revised Self-

disclosure Scale to serve the present study (Wheeless & Grotz, 1976). Participants were asked to rate the  
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frequency and depth of posting their personal life on SNS platforms. For instance, to measure the 

frequency, they were asked to rate “I frequently post a status about my personal feelings, emotions, and 

thoughts”; “I frequently post what happened to myself in daily life”; “I frequently create my own posts”; 

“I deeply disclose my personal feelings, emotions and thoughts.” The items were answered on a 7-point 

Likert scale, ranging from 7 (agree a lot) to 1 (disagree a lot). The internal consistency of the subscale 

was very high (Cronbach’s α= 0.881; M= 15.94, SD= 5.73). 

Social Intimacy 

Participants were asked to make ratings about their feelings about being with others (affective intimacy); 

participants’ perception of people they can share feelings with (possession intimacy) and verbal 

expression of close relationship with family members, colleagues, friends, and lovers (verbal intimacy). 

The items are adapted from measurements used by Blyth & Foster-Clard (1987), Buhrmester & Furman 

(1987), Hu et al. (2004), and the Miller Social Intimacy Scale (MSIS) (Miller & Lefcount, 1982). To 

serve the purpose of this study, items were re-worded. Participants were asked to rate “Concerning the 

relationship with my colleagues, I felt intimate and warm” based on a 7-Likert point scale. Similarly, the 

same set of questions included “concerning the relationship with my family members, I felt intimate and 

warm;” “concerning the relationship with my lovers and friends, I felt intimate and warm.” Each item 

was designed on a 7-Likert point scale, ranging from 7 (agree a lot) to1 (disagree a lot). The internal 

consistency of the subscale of affective intimacy was very high (Cronbach’s α =0.893; M= 10.87, SD= 

2.34).Participants were asked: “I have someone to share my thoughts and interests with;” “I have 

someone to share my personal feelings and affairs with;” “I have someone to feel intimate with where I 

live now.” Each item was designed on a 7-Likert point scale, ranging from 7 (agree a lot) to 1 (disagree a 

lot). The internal consistency of the possession intimacy was very high (Cronbach’s α =0.826; M= 15.69, 

SD= 4.03).Participants were asked: “I often tell them what happened in my daily life”; “I often share my 

intimate feelings with them”; “I often ask them for suggestions.” Each item was designed on a 7-Likert 

point scale, ranging from 7 (always) to 1 (never). The internal consistency of the verbal intimacy was 

very high (Cronbach’s α =0.909, M= 14.97, SD= 4.23). Social intimacy as an umbrella term also had a 

very high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α =0.887, M= 41.52, SD= 8.80). 

Loneliness 

The most widely used “revised UCLA loneliness scale” was employed in the present study (Russell, 

Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980; Russell, Peplau, & Ferguson, 1978). The participants were asked: “how often 

do you feel a lack of companionship?”; “How often do you feel you are isolated?”; “How often do you 

feel you are ignored?” Each item was designed on a 7-Likert point scale, ranging from 7 (always) to 1 

(never). The internal consistency of the subscale was very high (Cronbach’s α =0.856, M= 9.62, SD= 

4.06). 

Personality 

In terms of research interest of this study, we adapted the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) - the 

brief version of Big-Five personality scale (Gosling et al., 2003). Although it is somewhat inferior to the 

comprehensive Big-Five personality scale, the 10- item instrument has proved to be valid and reliable.  
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Dimensions of personality did not fall under one construct. The present study regarded dimensions 

differently rather than discussing them all together. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to 

which they think that the personality attributes are applicable to them. For instance, to measure 

extraversion, participants were directly asked,“ I am very extraverted and enthusiastic.” (M= 4.67, SD= 

1.45). “I am very open to receive new information and complicated situations” to measure openness to 

experiences (M= 5.05, SD= 1.27). “I show sympathy and warmth to people” to measure agreeableness 

(M= 5.47, SD= 1.21). “I show reliability and self-discipline” to measure conscientiousness (M= 5.10, 

SD= 1.25). “I am calm and emotionally stable” to measure emotional stability (M= 4.57, SD= 1.29). 

Each item featured response scale ranging from 7 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree). Narcissism 

was measured by several questions with categorical answers. Then, each narcissism question was coded 

into a dummy variable, and the Narcissism index was produced to represent a participant’s extent of 

narcissism. Questions concerning narcissism included “I like to be the focus in the crowd,” “I like to 

show off my talent,” “I am a special person.” The internal consistency of the narcissism subscale was 

moderate (Cronbach’s α =0.70, M= 1.93, SD=1.67). 

 

Reliability 

This study used Cronbach’s alpha to measure internal consistency for each study variable. All values 

were above 0.7, which was the lowest acceptable value (Santos, 1999). The value was reported above 

after each measure. The following table summarized Cronbach’s alpha for each variable. 

 

Results 

Table 1 showed the inter correlation matrix for 8 independent variables and one dependent variable. As 

can be seen, five of eight correlations between the independent variable and the dependent variable were 

significant and in the expected direction. Social intimacy had a significant relationship with self-

disclosure in a positive direction, although the correlation coefficient was relatively low (r=. 217**). 

Therefore, H1 was supported. As expected, loneliness was negatively related to social intimacy. 

Loneliness also significantly correlated with self-disclosure. Therefore, H2 was supported.  

Table 1 

 

Correlations between social intimacy, personality attributes, loneliness, and self-disclosure 

 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Self-

disclosure 

 

_ .21

7** 

.181*

* 

.285*

* 

.233 .257*

* 

.10

2 

.184*

* 

.102 

Social-intimacy 
  

_ -

.189** 

.387*

* 

.196*

* 

.125* .05

8 

.111 .150* 

Loneliness 
    

_ -

.234** 

-.063 -.047 .03

8 

.094 -.070 
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Extraversion 
      

_ .200*

* 

.244*

* 

.11

4 

.113 .167*

* 

Agreeableness 
        

_ .119 -

.044 

.157* .192*

* 

Narcissism 
          

_ .05

3 

.198*

* 

.152* 

Emotionalstability 
            

_ .187*

* 

.335*

* 

Openness to 

experiences 

              
_ .077 

Contentious-ness 
                

_ 

Note. N=259. * p< .1. ** p<.01. 
 With regard to attributes of personality, it was obvious that most of them had significant correlations 

with self-disclosure, including extraversion, agreeableness, and narcissism. The correlation matrix 

partially answered RQ1 of this study. Three attributes of the personality had significant correlations with 

self-disclosure. In order to examine the exclusive contributions of personality attributes to the self- 

disclosure, Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression was also employed. In regression analysis, age, 

gender and education were control variables. Table 2 showed the influence of personality attributes on 

the dependent variable, self-disclosure. In the regression model, emotional stability, agreeableness, 

openness to experiences, contentiousness, extraversion and narcissism were entered together as 

independent variables based on the control variables of age, gender, and education. Agreeableness 

(β=0.819, p< .01), extraversion (β=0.751,p< .01), and Narcissism (β=0.600, p< .01) were significant 

explanations of self-disclosure on SNS platforms. 

 

 

 

Table 2 

 

The effects of personality attributes on the dependent variable, self-disclosure 

 

 B (SE) T 

Constant 6.812 (3.125) 2.180 

Gender -.273 (.757) -.361 

Age -.060 (.076) -.795 

Education -.434 (.459) -.945 

Emotional Stability .268 (.290) .922 

Agreeableness .819 (.291) 2.812** 

Openness to experiences .407 (.283) 1.437 
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Conscientiousness -.046 (.293) -.155 

Extraversion .751 (.244) 3.082** 

Narcissism .600 (.212) 2.831** 

Note. Age, education, and gender are control variables. *p< .1 **p< .01. ***p < .001. 
 

Therefore, participants who showed more agreeable people were more likely to self- disclose on SNS 

platforms; participants who were more extroverted and outgoing were more likely to have more 

disclosure on SNS platforms; and, not surprisingly, participants who showed more narcissistic 

characteristics were more likely to have self-disclosure on SNS platforms. In addition, Table 2 obviously 

showed that emotional stability, conscientiousness, and openness to experiences were not explicators of 

self-disclosure in the online context. Therefore, RQ1 was entirely answered. Some personality attributes, 

including extraversion, narcissism, and agreeableness had significant effects on self-disclosure on SNS 

platforms; whereas emotional stability, conscientiousness and open to experiences did not have 

significant influence on self-discourse. After examining the direct relationship between personality 

attributes and self- disclosure on SNS platforms, this study also examined the role of social intimacy as a 

mediator between personality attributes and self-disclosure. This study tested social intimacy as the 

mediator between personality attributes and self-disclosure. The linear regression model found that the 

result was significant, which indicated that social intimacy in general mediate the effect of extraversion, 

agreeableness, and narcissism on self-disclosure, R= 0.405, R
2
= 0.164, F (1, 251)= 7.037, p< .000. 

Therefore, RQ2 was answered.  Table 3 showed that when social intimacy was added to the main effect 

model, the coefficient of extraversion decreased (β= .791, β= .624), the coefficient of agreeableness also 

reduced (β= .85, β= .785). Therefore, social intimacy impaired the direct positive effect of extraversion 

and agreeableness on self-disclosure. Social intimacy was part of the reason for the positive effect 

extraversion and agreeableness had on self-disclosure. In other words, social intimacy also explained 

more self-disclosure by the participants who had agreeableness and extraversion personality attributes. 

Thus, H3 was supported. The coefficient of narcissism, however, increased (β= .656, β= .667), after 

adding social intimacy to the main effect model. This implied that social intimacy strengthened the direct 

positive effect narcissism had on self-disclosure. After controlling social intimacy, narcissism was still a 

robust predictor of self-disclosure.  

 

Table 3 

 

The role of Social intimacy in the direct effect of extraversion, agreeableness, and narcissism on 

self-disclosure 
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  B (SE) T 

Main Effect Model 

Constant 9.679 (2.649) 3.654*** 

Education -.460 (.457) -1.005 

Gender -.337 (.738) -0.457 

Age .067 (.075) -0.89 

Extraversion .791 (.242) 3.274*** 

Agreeableness .850 (.283) 3.006** 

Narcissism .656 (.208) 3.149** 

Mediation Variable Model 

Constant 7.909 (2.825) 2.799** 

Education -.562 (.459) -.1.225 

Gender -.676 (.760) -0.889 

Age -.054 (.075) -0.722 

Extraversion .624 (.259) 2.413* 

Agreeableness .785 (.284) 2.763 ** 

Narcissism .667 (.208) 3.209 ** 

 
  Note. Age, education, and gender are control variables. *p< .1 **p< .01. ***p < .001. 

 
Although the correlation table (Table 1) showed that loneliness was directly related to self-disclosure in 

a positive direction, this study also examined the role of loneliness in the relationship between 

personality attributes and self-disclosure. Therefore, a mediation model was employed. Given the results 

shown in Table 2, only extraversion, agreeableness, and narcissism were included in the following 

regression models. The linear regression model found that the result was significant, in general, 

indicating that loneliness functioned as a mediator for the positive effect personality attributes had on 

self-disclosure, R= .461, R
2

= .213, F (1, 251) = 9.703, p< .000. Thus, RQ3 was answered. Table 4 

demonstrated that when loneliness was added in the main effect model, the coefficient of agreeableness 

decreased (β= .850, β= .840), and the coefficient of narcissism reduced (β= .656, β= .632). Therefore, 

loneliness weakened the direct effect narcissism and agreeableness had on self-disclosure. Loneliness 

was part of the reason for the positive effect narcissism and agreeableness had on self-disclosure. In 

other words, the feelings of loneliness also explained more self-disclosure by the participants who had 

agreeable and narcissistic personality attributes. In addition, the obvious increase of the extraversion 

coefficient (β= .791, β= 1.034), after adding loneliness implied that after controlling loneliness, the 

positive relationship between extraversion and self-disclosure was enhanced. Therefore, H4 was rejected. 
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Table 4 

 

The role of loneliness in the direct effect of extraversion, agreeableness, and narcissism on 
self- disclosure 

 

 B (SE) T 

Main Effect Model 
  

Constant 9.679 2.649*** 

Education -.460 .457 

Gender -.337 .738 

Age -.067 .075 

Extraversion .791 .242** 

Agreeableness .850 .283** 

Narcissism .656 .208** 

Mediation Variable Model 
  

 

 

Discussion 

Disclosing one’s inner feelings, thoughts, emotions, and experiences is used to be considered as a 

private behavior conducted between individuals in relatively close relationship. Previous research in 

this domain mainly focused more on one-to-one communication at an individual level in both online 

and offline, and mediated and non-mediated settings (Dimmick, 2007; Hu, 2004; Rau et al, 2008; 

Schwab, Scalise, Ginter, & Whipple, 1998; Walther, 1994). Social media, however, offers a 

platform that brings our private world to the public eyes. Self- disclosure or observing others’ self-

disclosure on social network sites becomes a common experience for social media users. This study, 

building on previous literatures on social intimacy, loneliness and self- disclosure, found that one’s 

social relationship quality of significantly relates to one’s level of self-disclosure in one-to-many 

communication context on social media. People who feel socially intimate in real life tend to 

disclose more on social media. According to the accumulated evidences of the positive relationship 

between intimacy and self-disclosure (Altman, 1973; Laurenceau et al., 1998; Marsden & Campbell, 

1984), one explanation of this statistical result is that one’s friend circle on social media overlaps their 

actual social network. That is, one’s social intimacy circle is transferred to social media. Even 

though one is disclosing self-information not only to their most close friends but also to other less 

relevant ones, the presence of the former is a strong impetus for one to expose one’s inner world. It is 

surprising at first to find out that loneliness – a seemingly contradictory construct to social intimacy 
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level – is also positively related to self-disclosure on social media. Explanations of this correlation 

can be drawn from extensive literatures on loneliness and online expression. For lonely people who 

have few friends to rely on in offline circumstances, social media is an ideal avenue to vent one’s 

feelings. By disclosing self-information, such as posting updates, expressing personal feelings and 

thoughts, displaying one’s experiences, lonely people find ways to communicate with others via 

extended network not constrained by immediate social circle (Walther, 1994). The statistical fact that 

loneliness and social intimacy two constructs that negatively related to each other are both positively 

related to self-disclosure, calls for attention here. Our interpretation is that the mechanism that social 

intimacy and loneliness effect on self- disclosure is different. Just as a wealthy person would make 

donation, so does a poor person. The amount of wealth between the rich and the poor is strikingly 

contradictory, but both of them make donations. The reason for the rich to make donation could 

be for building personal brand, while the poor may do that out of sympathy. Such logic can be 

applicable to explain the contradictory relation between loneliness and social intimacy to self-

disclosure. The different mechanism that loneliness and social intimacy influence on self-disclosure 

is explained above. 

In this study, personality attributes are also confirmed to be an influential predictor of self-

disclosure on social media. In accordance with previous studies, extroversion was found to be a robust 

predicting personality trait for self-disclosing behavior (Cozby, 1973; Ignatimus & Kokkonen, 2007). 

Not surprisingly, people who are more extroverted are more willing to share thoughts and feelings 

with others. When extroverted people express themselves in an online situation, their passion does not 

decline. . In addition to extroversion, other personality traits that are proved to be important 

indicators of self-disclosure are agreeableness and narcissism are also found to be important 

indicators of self-disclosure on social media, which were less fully discussed in earlier literatures. 

Narcissist people, being self-admired, have the intention to make what they treasure about 

themselves to be known by others. Social media, with its technological affordances and social 

networking function, provides a perfect platform for narcissist people to demonstrate the loved selves 

in front of a range of audiences. Social media has benefits for narcissist people compared to both 

offline and one-to-one communication context. Narcissist people cannot draw as much attention from 

immediate social circle as from social media, on which a larger scale of audiences can be reached at the 

same time without being constrained by spatial distances. In one-to-one communication either online 

or offline, narcissist people can only demonstrate himself or herself to one audience at a time. One 

reason that more agreeable people are disclosing more self-information could be that they have 

accumulated friendly social circle in real life. Their friends, be it close or less close, tend to interact 

more with them on social media such as commenting and liking their posts. According to the social 

contract theory, when people perceive benefits, they are more willingly to return (Chang & Heo, 2014). 

Therefore, when receiving more responses from the social network, agreeable people are then triggered 

to disclose more. In contrast, it is reasonable to argue that less agreeable people are less likely to draw 

audiences’ interaction and thus impeding their desire to post more. One breakthrough of this study lies 

in the exploration of the roles social intimacy and loneliness as mediators in the relationship of 
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personality attributes and self-disclosure. The results show that if looking at relationship between 

social intimacy, loneliness, or personality on self-disclosure separately, they are correlated with or 

affect self-disclosure regardless of any intervention or disturbing factors. However, in reality, direct 

and strong relationships between two variables are extremely difficult to establish. Although research 

has been scarcer in delving into the mediating effect of the above-mentioned direct relationships, the 

connections between these concepts from previous studies still make it possible to examine mediating 

effects between personality and self-disclosure. This study explores how social intimacy and 

loneliness function as mediators in the direct effects personality attributes have on self-disclosure. The 

findings show that in general, social intimacy, and loneliness can function as mediators in this 

direct relationship. The findings have substantial implications for understanding the relationships 

between social intimacy, loneliness, personality, and self- disclosure. The result shows that, social 

intimacy and loneliness are part of the reasons why extroverted people are more likely to self-

disclose. The mediating effect for extroverted people is the most obvious relative to people who have 

narcissistic and agreeable personality attributes. Thus, extroverted people are more likely to have 

high social intimacy ability, resulting in higher self-disclosure. Therefore, extroversion in people may 

not definitely lead to more online self-disclosure, but these people’s high social intimacy ability allows 

them to display the extroverted characteristic of self-disclosure. By the same token, the feeling of 

loneliness triggers narcissistic people to disclose more on social media. For example, narcissistic people 

typically have a higher propensity to disclose themselves, but when they feel lonely in daily life, 

online self-disclosure is a suitable choice. Agreeable people are inclined to show passion and 

warmth to others. When they resort to online self-disclosure, their feelings of loneliness can partly 

explain this relationship. However, the findings also show that even the general mediation models are 

significant with regards to the mediations by social intimacy and loneliness. Some specific personality 

attributes are not mediated by either social intimacy or loneliness. After adding loneliness to the main 

effect extroversion has on self-disclosure, the beta coefficient for extroversion increases instead of 

decreasing. Therefore, after being controlled by loneliness, extroversion even has an even more robust 

effect on self-disclosure. This finding conforms to our common sense, that the feeling of loneliness is 

not a part of why more extroverted people have more self-disclosure. Similarly, the effect narcissism 

has on self-disclosure is not mediated by social intimacy. It is possible that narcissistic people 

with high social intimacy are more expected to disclose themselves in personal life rather than on 

social media. 

Overall, this study represents an examination of the relationships between social intimacy, 

loneliness, personality, and self-disclosure. Theoretically, this study extends self- disclosure to a larger 

conceptualization due to the proliferation of SNS. On social media, self- disclosure is not limited to 

one-to-one in a private space, but rather in a public space with both acquaintances and strangers. In 

addition, this study highlights the mediation models, providing insights to explore the roles of social 

intimacy and loneliness play as mediators in the relationship of personality attributes and self-

disclosure. This study reveals that social intimacy and loneliness are mediators, which share the 

direct effects of personality on self- disclosure, which makes a strong argument to question the 
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previous literature concerning direct effect personality has on self-disclosure. Although the 

conceptualization and operationalization are slightly different for self-disclosure in previous research, 

this study still provides a new approach to understand self-disclosure on social media. 

Some limitations to this study lie in the incomprehensive measuring items of participants’ 

personality attributes due to the length limit of survey questionnaire. Although the representative 

measuring item of each personality attribute is employed, construct validity problems still arise based 

on a single item measuring approach.. Another limitation is the small sample of participants. In 

general, the sample size is enough to test our hypotheses, and the results are expected. However, 

future research can have larger samples in order to validate the findings in this study, especially 

the proposed mediation models. Moreover, this study mainly focuses on the impact of one’s social 

relationship status (loneliness and social intimacy level) but has not been able to examine other 

factors that may influence self- disclosure (Ignatius & Kokkonen, 2007). 

Future studies may look into cultural factors by doing comparative studies. This study is 

conducted in the context of China, future studies can include more samples across different cultures 

and societies since cultural divergences are always important factors in influencing personalities and 

social intimacy (Hofsted, 2001). In addition, the factor of the recipient’s characteristics is 

particularly worth exploring in the context of social media in that the communication model 

(one-to-many self-disclosure) in it is very different from self- disclosing via interpersonal 

communication tools such as telephone or instant messages. 

 

Reference 

1. Altman I (1973) Reciprocity of interpersonal exchange. Journal for the Theory of Social 

Behavior, 3 (2), 249 - 261. 

2. Amichai-Hamburger Y, Vinitzky G (2010) Social network  use  and  personality. Computers in 

Human Behavior 26(6), 1289-1295. 

3. Archer RL (1979). Role of personality and the social situation. Self-disclosure, 28-58. 

4. Attrill A (2012) Self-disclosure online.  W:  Z. Yan (red.)  The Encyclopedia of Cyber 

Behavior. Hershey: Information Science Reference, 855-872. 

5. Asendorpf JB, Wilpers S (1998) Personality effects on social relationships. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 74(6), 1531. 

6. Baker AJ (2005) Double click:  Romance and commitment  among  online  couples. Hampton 

Press. 

7. Berg, Derlega (1987) Themes in the study of self-disclosure. In Derlaga, V. J., & Berg, J.H. 

(Eds.). Self-disclosure: Theory, research and therapy. Springer. 

8. Blyth DA, Foster-Clark FS (1987) Gender differences in perceived intimacy with different 

members of adolescents' social networks. Sex Roles, 17(11/12), 689-718. 

9. Boyd D (2007) Why youth (heart) social network sites: The role of networked publics in 

teenage social life. MacArthur foundation series on digital learning–Youth, identity, and 

digital media volume, 119-142. 



Global Media Journal                                                                         ISSN: 1550-7521 

Volume 13 Issue 25  

16 

 

10. Buhrmester D, Furman W (1987) The development of companionship and intimacy. Child 

development, 1101-1113. 

11. Chaikin  AL, Derlega  VJ  (1974)  Variables  affecting  the  appropriateness  of  self-disclosure. 

Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 42, 588-593. 

12. Chang CW, Heo J (2014) Visiting theories that predict college students’ self-disclosure on 

Facebook. Computers in Human Behavior, 30, 79-86. 

13. Chao L (2011, April 29) Renren Changes Key User Figure Before IPO. The Wall Street 

Journal. 

http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052748704729304576286903217555 660?mg=reno64- 

wsj&url=http%3A%2F%2Fonline.wsj.com%2Farticle%2FSB1000142405274870472 

9304576286903217555660.html#ixzz1KqsoJPb8 

14. Chelune GJ (1979) Self-disclosure: Origins, patterns, and implications of openness in 

interpersonal relationships. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

15. Cheng H, Furnham A (2002) Personality, peer  relations,  and  self-confidence  as predictors of 

happiness and loneliness. Journal of Adolescence, 25(3), 327-339. 

16. Cozby PC (1973) Self-disclosure: a literature review. Psychological bulletin,79(2), 73. 

17. Dakin PD (2014, February 25). Social media affecting teens' concepts of friendship, 

intimacy. CBSnews.  

http://www.cbc.ca/news/health/social-media- affecting-teens-concepts-of-friendship-intimacy-

1.2543158 

18. Derlega  VJ,  Metts S,  Petronio  S, Margulis  ST  (1993) Self-disclosure:  Sage Publications, 

Inc. 

19. Dimmick J, Ramirez A, Wang T, Lin SF (2007) `Extending Society': the role of personal 

networks and gratification-utilities in the use of interactive communication media. New Media 

&amp; Society, 9(5), 795-810. doi: 10.1177/1461444807081225 

20. Gibbs JL, Ellison NB, Heino RD (2006) Self-presentation in online personals the role of 

anticipated future interaction, self-disclosure, and perceived success in Internet dating. 

Communication Research, 33(2), 152-177. 

21. Ginter EJ (1982) Self-disclosure as a function of the intensity of four affective states associated 

with loneliness. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. Athens, GA: The University of Georgia.  

22. Schwab SH, Scalise JJ, Ginter EJ, Whipple G (1998) Self-disclosure, loneliness and four 

interpersonal targets: Friend, group of friends, stranger, and group of strangers. Psychological 

Reports, 82, 1264-1266. 

23. Gosling SD, Rentfrow PJ, Swann WB (2003) A very brief measure of the Big- Five personality 

domains. Journal of Research in personality, 37(6), 504-528. 

24. Haythornthwaite C, Wellman B (1998) Work, friendship, and media use for information 

exchange in a networked organization. Journal of the American Society for Information Science, 

49(12), 1101–1114. 

25. Haythornthwaite C (2005) Social networks and internet connectivity effects. Information, 

http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052748704729304576286903217555
http://www.cbc.ca/news/health/social-media-


Global Media Journal                                                                         ISSN: 1550-7521 

Volume 13 Issue 25  

17 

 

Communication & Society, 8(2), 125–147. 

26. Hofstede G (2001) Culture's consequences (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 

27. Hollenbaugh EE, Ferris AL (2014) Facebook self-disclosure: Examining the role of traits, 

social cohesion, and motives. Computers in Human Behavior, 30, 50-58. doi: 

10.1016/j.chb.2013.07.055 

28. Hu Y, Wood JF, Smith V, Westbrook N (2004) Friendships through IM: Examining the 

relationship between instant messaging and intimacy. Journal of Computer‐ Mediated 

Communication, 10(1), 00-00. 

29. Ignatius E, Kokkonen M (2007) Factors contributing to verbal self-disclosure. Nordic 

Psychology, 59(4), 362-391. 

30. Komarovsky M (1974) Patterns of self-disclosure of  male  undergraduates.  Journal of 

Marriage and the Family. 

31. Lawrence B, Bennett S (1992) Shyness and education: The relationship between shyness, 

social class and personality variables in adolescents. British Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 62, 257-263. 

32. Laurenceau JP, Barrett LF, Pietromonaco PR (1998) Intimacy as an interpersonal process: the 

importance of self-disclosure, partner disclosure, and perceived partner responsiveness in 

interpersonal exchanges.  Journal of personality and  social psychology, 74(5), 1238. 

33. Leung, L. (2002). Loneliness, self-disclosure, and ICQ (" I Seek You") use. CyberPsychology & 

Behavior, 5(3), 241-251. 

34. Lopes PN, Salovey P, Straus R (2003) Emotional intelligence, personality, and the perceived 

quality of social relationships. Personality and individual Differences, 35(3), 641-658. 

35. Marsden PV, Campbell KE (1984) Measuring tie strength. Social Forces, 63(2), 482–501. 

36. Miller RS, Lefcourt HM (1982) The assessment of social intimacy. Journal of Personality 

Assessment, 46(5), 514-518. 

37. Millward S (2013, January 17) Next Version of WeChat App Will Add Voice Chatrooms, 

Song Recognition [Screenshots].techinasia.com.  . 

http://www.techinasia.com/next-version-wechat-app-voice-chatrooms-song- recognition/ 

38. Neyer  FJ, Asendorpf  JB (2001)  Personality–relationship  transaction  in  young adulthood. 

Journal of personality and social psychology, 81(6), 1190. 

39. Ong J (2013, Feburuary 21) China’s Sina Weibo grew 73% in 2012, passing 500 million 

registered accounts. http://thenextweb.com/asia/2013/02/21/chinas- sina-weibo-grew-73-in-

2012-passing-500-million-registered-accounts/ 

40. Ozer DJ, Benet-Martinez V (2006) Personality and the prediction of consequential outcomes. 

Annu. Rev. Psychology, 57, 401-421. 

41. Pedersen DM, Breglio VJ (1968) Personality correlates of actual  self-disclosure. Psychological 

Reports, 22, 495-501. 

42. Peplau LA, Russell D, Heim M (1979) The experience of loneliness. New approaches to social 

problems, 53-78. 

http://www.techinasia.com/next-version-wechat-app-voice-chatrooms-song-
http://thenextweb.com/asia/2013/02/21/chinas-


Global Media Journal                                                                         ISSN: 1550-7521 

Volume 13 Issue 25  

18 

 

43. Ponzetti JJ, Cate RM (1988) The relationship of personal attributes and friendship variables 

in predicting loneliness. Journal of College Student Development. 

44. Rau PLP, Gao Q, Ding Y (2008) Relationship between the level of intimacy and lurking in 

online social network services. Computers in Human Behavior, 24(6), 2757-2770. doi: 

10.1016/j.chb.2008.04.001 

45. Russel D, Peplau LA, & Cutrona CE (1980) The revised UCLA Loneliness Scale: 

Concurrent and discriminant validity evidence. Journal of personality and social psychology, 

39(3), 472-480. 

46. Ross C, Orr ES, Sisic M, Arseneault JM, Simmering MG, Orr RR (2009) Personality and 

motivations associated with Facebook use.Computers in Human Behavior, 25(2), 578-586. 

47. Santos JRA (1999, April) Cronbach's Alpha: A tool for assessing the reliability of scales. 

Journal of Extension, 37(2). Retrieved from http://www.joe.org/joe/1999april/tt3.php/  

48. Saklofske DH, Yackulic RA (1989) Personality predictors of loneliness. Personality 

and Individual differences, 10(4), 467-472. 

49. Schwab SH, Scalise JJ, Ginter EJ, Whipple G (1998) Self-disclosure, loneliness and four 

interpersonal targets: friend, group of friends, stranger, and group of strangers. Psychological 

Reports, 82(3c), 1264-1266. 

50. Sloan WW, Solano CH (1984) The conversational styles of lonely males with strangers and 

roommates. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 10: 293–301. 

51. Stokes JP (1985) The relation of social network and individual difference variables to 

loneliness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 48(4), 981. 

52. Timmerman GM (1991) A concept analysis of intimacy. Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 12(1), 

19-30. 

53. Walther J (1994) Interpersonal effects in computer mediated interaction. Communication 

Research, 21(4), 460-487. 

54. Wheeless LR, Grotz J (1976) Conceptualization and measurement of reported self‐disclosure. 

Human communication research, 2(4), 338-346.  

http://www.joe.org/joe/1999april/tt3.php/

