/
oo Resmurch
0.00 Publishing

Social Networking, 2019, 8, 52-73
http://www.scirp.org/journal/sn
ISSN Online: 2169-3323

ISSN Print: 2169-3285

You Don’t Know Me But Can I Be Your Friend?
Accepting Strangers as Friends in Facebook

Serena Leow, Zuoming Wang

Department of Communication Studies, University of North Texas, Denton, TX, USA

Email: wangz@unt.edu

How to cite this paper: Leow, S. and
Wang, Z.M. (2019) You Don’t Know Me
But Can I Be Your Friend? Accepting
Strangers as Friends in Facebook. Social
Networking, 8, 52-73.
https://doi.org/10.4236/sn.2019.81004

Received: December 7, 2018
Accepted: December 26, 2018
Published: December 29, 2018

Copyright © 2019 by authors and

Scientific Research Publishing Inc.

This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution International
License (CC BY 4.0).
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Abstract

Users in social networking sites, such as Facebook, are increasingly receiving
friend requests from strangers. This study examines the effects of the Big Five
personality traits (Neurotics vs. Extroversion vs. Openness vs. Conscien-
tiousness vs. Agreeableness) and strangers’ gender in affecting Facebook us-
ers’ decisions to accept (or ignore) the stranger’s friend request. Results
showed that gender of the stranger and the personality match between par-
ticipant and stranger jointly affect the decision to accept the stranger as friend
on Facebook. Most of the participants accepted the stranger’s friend request
based on textual cues that were displayed in the friend request message. This
finding supported Social Information Processing theory, suggesting that im-
pression formation of the stranger was not constrained to the lack of nonver-
bal cues online. Moreover, participants were more likely to accept the stran-
ger’s friend request when the participant’s and stranger’s personalities
matched. This effect was more pronounced when the stranger was a female.
Participants accepted female stranger’s friend request due to the inflated per-
ception of stereotypical female characteristics, which supports the Hyperper-
sonal Perspective.
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1. Introduction

The Internet is one of the fastest growing technologies that have changed the
dynamics of interpersonal communication [1]. Parks and Floyd [2] found that
60.7% of respondents formed an online personal relationship with individuals
whom they have met for the first time in an Internet newsgroup. Social net-

working sites offer an interactive setting for users to maintain relationships with
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other people [3].

Sophos, an IT security firm, created a fake Facebook user named “Freddi” to
test and see how many members would accept this stranger as a friend. “Out of
200 members, 87 accepted ‘Freddi’ as friends and 82 provided ‘Freddi’ private
information about themselves” ([4], 1). The alarming number of users who ac-
cepted “Freddi” into their friends’ list seems to contradict the advice that parents
provide to children, “Do not talk to strangers!”

What influences users to accept strangers as friends in online social network-
ing sites when they do not even talk to strangers in face-to-face (FtF) situations?
Specifically, this study aims to 1) examine the effect of different personalities in
strangers on Facebook users’ decision to accept the stranger’s friend requests
and 2) analyze the relationship between personality traits and gender of stran-
gers in affecting Facebook users’ choices to accept friend requests from stran-
gers. We first reviewed the literature on factors that influence people’s decision
to accept stranger as friend on social networking sites, then we conducted an
experiment to empirically test the hypotheses. After that, we reported the results

and discussed its implication theoretically and practically.

2. Literature Review

Online social networking sites allow individuals to connect and communicate
with people whom they may or may not know. People can engage in online
conversations with other individuals through random chat rooms or by accept-
ing friend requests from other people. Numerous social networks such as

Friendster, MySpace, and Multiply have emerged within the last few decades.

2.1. Facebook: The New Tool

The most prominent social networking site that has influenced relationship de-
velopment in the virtual environment is Facebook [3] [5] [6]. The need to con-
nect with others has made Facebook more prevalent in society. Facebook is an
online network that allows people to post messages, search for friends, maintain
relationships, and provide personal information on users’ accounts. Facebook
was initially created in 2004 by a student from Harvard University, Mark Zuck-
erberg [7]. The number of users in Facebook has increased from 21 million in
2007 [8] to 175 million in 2009 [7]. Most users in Facebook are college students
[9].

According to Lampe, Ellison, and Steinfield ([10]), Facebook users create pro-
files and maintain the connection of their social networks through “friend” re-
quests, which can come from friends, acquaintances, or strangers. Accepting
strangers into the friends list also allows strangers to gain access into the private
information that users display in their account [11]. In Facebook, the availability
of users’ personal information or photos assist individuals in their search for ex-
isting acquaintances or just to bridge weak ties [8], which influences the intensi-

ty of using Facebook as a means to connect with other individuals. Lampe et al.
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([10]) stated that Facebook's function of allowing users to search for other
people’s profiles reduces the costs of connection in that the transaction costs
between individuals are not high.

Besides searching for common friends, users may also search for strangers or
individuals who appear in their suggested social network. Since CMC is often
anonymous, strangers or individuals who appear in users’ suggested social net-
works may be people with fake identities. Baym ([12]) claimed that people create
online identities and have the choice of revealing their true or fake identities in
virtual settings. For example, Sophos created a fake Facebook user named
“Freddi” to solicit other users and found that more people accepted rather than
ignored the friend request [4]. However, the experiment did not include perso-
nality traits as a possible factor that may have influenced Facebook users’ deci-
sions to accept “Freddi” as a friend.

Although Facebook can be a convenient way to connect with other people, it
may also bring about harmful consequences if users do not set privacy bounda-
ries in revealing personal information on their profile pages. Researchers [5] [11]
[13] in the recent years have focused on the effects of self-disclosure that has af-
fected privacy boundaries among various age groups, specifically among stu-
dents. When individuals feel that the self-disclosure does not entail a great per-
sonal cost or risk, they are more willing to participate [14]. In Facebook, users
may perceive the cost or risk of self-disclosure as less serious, as the primary
purpose is not to ward off strangers but to share their experiences with other us-
ers and connect with friends [5] [13].

The need to create a sense of presence and form identities online has also en-
couraged people to establish an online “self” to maintain their connection with
other users [10], especially in social networking sites that allow users to update
or change any amount of private information with no limitations. The virtual
environment provides a way to conceal physical imperfections, which allow us-
ers to conceal their true identity or appearance and engage in an idealized online

“self” through the online medium [15].

2.2. Social Information Processing Theory and Hyperpersonal
Effect on Impression Formation

When Facebook users receive a friend request, they will typically see the photo
image and/or message of the solicitor. The request will also contain functions for
users to accept, decline, or send a message to the solicitor. One of the theories
that may explain the bizarre notion of accepting strangers’ friend requests is So-
cial Information Processing (SIP) theory. Walther ([16], 10) proposed that SIP
reflects how individuals “form simple impressions through textually conveyed
information” in CMC. SIP theory provides a framework that explains how indi-
viduals perceive CMC to be as personal as FtF interactions, if given sufficient
time [16] [17].

People adapt to the linguistic codes and use it as a channel to form impres-
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sions of other users through messages that are displayed in their information
without the presence of physical nonverbal cues [18] [19] [20]. The absence of
physical nonverbal cues such as facial expressions or eye contact may not have
an effect in users’ decision to decide on friend requests that they receive from
either friends or strangers. Although studies [18] [19] [21] have discovered that
CMC users are influenced by textual messages with the absence of nonverbal
cues, few studies have examined the phenomenon of accepting strangers as
friends in social networking sites based on the inadequate textual information
that solicitors provide though friend request.

The asynchronous effect of Facebook’s friend requests provides sufficient time
and linguistic cues for individuals to form impressions of the solicitor. Messages
in Facebook's friend requests provide the most salient information where im-
pression is directly derived by users, which affects users’ decision to accept or
ignore the solicitation. Although text cues travel slower than oral speech in
CMC, Walther [16] argued that interpersonal impressions in CMC would even-
tually be on par with FtF communication because impressions grow gradually
over time. Under unique circumstances when the level of affection is parallel
with FtF situations, users may even view strangers more positively. Walther [16]
coined the term “hyperpersonal effect”, which explains the inflated perception
and impression that online users form about other people in CMC environments
due to lack of nonverbal cues. Online users may exaggerate or inflate their posi-
tive impressions of others in CMC settings when they engage in selective im-
pression formation of the other person based on textual cues [22] [23]. Re-
searchers [3] [20] [24] have examined Facebook from various perspectives but
neglected to examine effects of strangers’ invitations to users’ relational devel-
opment in Facebook. The inflated impression that users perceive while inter-
preting friend requests may motivate users to accept or ignore strangers as
friends based on user’s positive or negative impression formation of the stranger.

According to Chester and Bretherton [25], impression management is the
process of managing and maintaining self-image before others. Online users en-
gage in impression management through the use of language, pictures, messages
received or sent, and nonverbal cues such as emoticons [20] [22] [24] [26].
Friend requests generally come from individuals who are interested in seeking
permission from users to add them into users’ list of friends or online social
network. Senders may manage their self-presentation through a picture and
message that is displayed in the friend request. On the other hand, users who re-
ceive friend requests engage in impression formation of the solicitor based on
the information that is provided by the sender.

Adkins and Brashers [26] found that messages can relay powerful or power-
less positions in the CMC environment. Language can depict individuals’
self-representation through the use of grammar and spelling in online messages
[27]. The text-based solicitations and use of language in messages can signifi-
cantly affect users to accept strangers’ requests to be added into users’ friend

lists. On the other hand, messages in friend requests that portray negative im-
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pressions may be rejected. Hancock and Dunham [22] noted that the CMC en-
vironment can cause individuals to intentionally derive positive text-based cues
from messages while paying lesser attention to behavioral cues that are not
within their control. Messages can reflect a positive or negative self-presentation
of the stranger. Thus, this study will also examine the effects of different mes-
sages on users’ willingness to accept the stranger’s friend request based on the
Big Five personality traits.

Most research [3] [11] [13] have focused on a third party or the passive role of
Facebook users, such as examining the effects of users’ friends on users’ online
behavior. However, this study will examine users taking on the active role of
controlling their self-representations. In this study, Facebook users take on the
active role of a stranger who will solicit other users through friend requests. The
present study proposed to examine stranger’s effect on Facebook users through
self-presentations in friend requests. Therefore, the following research questions
are proposed:

RQI1: What factors prompt users to accept strangers’ friend requests in Face-
book?

2.3. The Big Five Traits in CMC

McCrae and Costa [28] claimed that the Five-Factor Model (FFM), or what most
researchers refer to as the Big Five, provides a comprehensive and manageable
guide to study individuals’ personalities in different contexts. Personality traits
construct people’s experiences and thoughts. The FFM captured most personali-
ty traits when McCrae and Costa asked individuals “Who am I?” ([28], 58).
Through the FFM, Costa and McCrae [28] constructed the NEO Personality In-
ventory (NEO-PI), which is commonly used by psychologists to distinguish ab-
normal behaviors or changes in individuals’ personality traits. The field of psy-
chology often adopted NEO-PI to assess individuals’ personality traits as all
NEO inventories assess the Big-Five Factors [29] [30]. The NEO-PI provides
several facets to analyze individuals’ personality and items include a 5-point Li-
kert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree [31]. The Big Five’s
facets that are applicable globally include Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness,
Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness [29].

Throughout the years, researchers [32] [33] [34] [35] have modified the
Big-Five Factor structure and used it to examine Internet psychology. The effects
of different personality types may influence individuals’ decisions to accept soli-
citors, who may be strangers, as friends in social networking sites. Individuals
generally fall into one of the Big Five categories of Neuroticism, Openness,
Extraversion, Agreeableness, or Conscientiousness (NEOAC) [36]. Hamburger
[37] claimed that different personalities impact users’ Internet behaviors. Un-
derstanding users’ motivations to engage in different online activities can ex-
plain the various factors that influence users to accept strangers’ friend requests.

Therefore, this study proposes the following research question:
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RQ2: How does each personality trait in the Big Five category influence par-
ticipants’ decisions to accept strangers’ friend requests in Facebook?

Researchers [38] [39] [40] [41] have examined the relationship between dif-
ferent personality traits among Internet users and their preferences to use the
Internet as a means for socializing with others. Most researchers [36] [39] [42]
[43] [44] focused on the distinction between the Internet usage of individuals
with Neuroticism and Extraversion traits. Individuals who are Neurotic tend to
be emotionally unstable, anxious, and insecure [37]. On the other hand, indi-
viduals who fall into the category of Extraversion engage in fun or sociable activ-
ities [45]. Hamburger, Wainapel, and Fox [46] discovered that individuals who
were high in Neuroticism identified with their true self through the Internet
whereas individuals who were high in Extraversion related to their “real me”
through face-to-face interaction. The Internet can be a tool to escape social dis-
comfort for socially anxious and lonely individuals, which exemplifies the trait
of Neuroticism [41]. People perceive individuals who experience loneliness or
anxiety as high in Neuroticism because of their need for belonging [37] [47] and
general negative bias [42] [43].

Extraversion is a trait that involves positive emotions of enjoying and seeking
pleasurable activities [43]. People may perceive others who exemplify more
Extraversion traits as individuals who are optimistic or sociable because of their
interest in voicing their opinion [37] [48]. Many researchers [23] [36] [42] [43]
[46] have placed the focus of examining Neuroticism and Extraversion traits on
individuals’ preferences in Internet usage but have neglected to examine the
perceptions of Facebook users toward strangers with these traits. Since Extraver-
sion and Neuroticism traits have a vast difference in providing other users a pos-
itive or negative impression of the individual, friend request messages with
Extraversion traits may be more likely to receive acceptance from other users
whereas messages that reflect Neuroticism may be more likely to be rejected.
Therefore, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

H1: Participants will accept friend requests from strangers displaying Extra-
version traits more than Neuroticism traits.

Individuals who are Agreeable tend to compromise in favor of others to
maintain a harmonious relationship [37]. Social network users with high Agree-
ableness traits exemplify supportive behaviors toward other users compared to
individuals with other traits [39] [49]. Although both Extraversion and Agreea-
bleness traits portray positive impressions, strangers with Agreeableness trait
may receive more acceptances through friend requests because they have the
tendency to comply in order to build social harmony, whereas strangers with
Extraversion trait may be less likely to receive acceptance from friend requests
because they are more interested in stating their opinion rather than accepting
other people’s opinion [37]. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2: Participants are more likely to accept friend requests from strangers dis-

playing Agreeableness traits than Extraversion traits.
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Individuals who have high levels of Conscientiousness trait tend to be more
organized, careful, and disciplined [37] [50]. Landers and Lounsbury [39] found
that students who were high in Conscientiousness trait utilized the Internet less-
er than students with other traits. On the other hand, individuals with Openness
trait were more likely to engage in self-enhancement when maintaining personal
images and self-identity claims online [36] [51] [52] [53]. In Facebook, identity
claims or personal information in friend requests’ messages can affect users’ de-
cision to accept the stranger as friends.

Although researchers [36] [39] [49] [53] have studied and bridged the rela-
tionship between users’ personalities and Internet usage, past research have not
clearly distinguished the difference between perceptions of users toward stran-
gers with Openness and Conscientiousness traits in affecting users’ decisions to
accept or ignore friend requests from strangers with these traits. Strangers with
high Openness trait may present an intellectual and individualistic image, which
may attract users to accept them as friends whereas strangers with high Con-
scientiousness trait reflect a rigid self-presentation because of their preference
for structure and organization [37], which may influence users to view them as
unsociable or inflexible to change. Thus, this study proposes the following hy-
pothesis:

H3: Participants are more likely to accept friend requests from strangers dis-
playing Openness trait than Conscientious trait.

Researchers [38] [42] [43] [54] claimed that gender can be a factor that influ-
ences users’ preferences in Internet usage and reflection of users’ identities. Fe-
males are more likely to construct their identities through the influence of other
users whereas males are more likely to distinguish their individuality from oth-
ers [41] [54]. Researchers [42] also noted significant differences between males
and females with Neuroticism and Extraversion traits in Internet usage. For
men, Extraversion was associated to leisure activities whereas for women, Extra-
version was associated to social services. Women who are high in the Neurotic-
ism trait are more likely to maintain blogs compared to women who are low in
Neuroticism trait [36]. Gender differences can significantly impact users’ deci-
sions to accept or reject friend requests from strangers. Hamburger and
Ben-Artzi [42] argued that women are more self-conscious because they are
more attentive. Strangers with Neurotic personalities may trigger female online
users’ emotional aspects terms of accepting the Neurotic stranger as friends
compared to male users who may be less attentive. Therefore, this study propos-
es the following research question and hypothesis:

RQ3: How does the stranger’s gender influence participants’ decisions to ac-
cept the stranger’s friend request?

H4: Female participants are more likely to accept friend request from stran-

gers with Neurotic trait than male participants.

3. Method

A 2 (gender of the stranger: male vs. female) x 5 (stranger’s personality: Neuro-
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ticism vs. Extraversion vs. Openness vs. Conscientiousness vs. Agreeableness)
factorial design was conducted to assess the effects of gender and personality

traits of the strangers on Facebook users through friend requests.

3.1. Participants

Participants (VN = 235) were recruited from a Southwestern university in ex-
change for extra credit in communication courses. Participants were required to
have a Facebook account that is set up for all users to search and add them as
friends. Forty-three percent of the participants were male. The sample of partic-
ipants consisted of 55% Caucasian, 18% African American, 14% Hispanic, 10%
Asian American, and 3% from other ethnicities. Participants’ ages ranged from
18 to 52 (M= 20.78, SD = 4.01).

3.2. Procedures

Prior to the study, participants were required to provide the researcher with
their email addresses that they used to log into their Facebook accounts. The re-
searcher validated each participant’s eligibility to participate in the study by
searching for the participants in Facebook through their email addresses. Upon
arrival at the computer lab, participants signed in and were given a case ID. The
researcher then assigned participants to an available computer station in the lab.
After signing informed consent form, participants first answered a 25-item on-
line personality questionnaire. The researcher sent out “friend” requests while
participants were reading the informed consent form and completing the perso-
nality questionnaires. Each participant was randomly assigned to receive one of
the ten versions of friend request mock-ups from Facebook strangers named
Tyler (male) or Nancy (female).

After participants have completed the online personality questionnaire, they
were instructed to log onto their Facebook accounts. First, participants were di-
rected to check their wall postings. Then, participants were asked to check for
friend requests and respond to the latest friend request from either Tyler or
Nancy. Upon completion of the task, participants were asked to complete several
online questionnaires about the stranger and provide their demographic infor-

mation.

3.3. Stimuli

Ten sets of Facebook mock-up were included as stimuli for this study. Each ver-
sion reflected a friend request, which included a photo of the stranger (male or
female versions) and a message that portrayed one of the Big Five traits.

Photo of The Stimuli: Since physical attraction was not the focus of this study,

the strangers’ attractiveness were kept constant and acquired from a pho-
to-rating Website (Ze. hotornot.com). The male and female versions of stimuli
presented neutral photo images. The photo-rating website is opened for the pub-

lic to view photo images of individuals who were rated on a scale of 1 to 10 by
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their social network or users of the website. The photo images that fell between
the neutral ratings of 5 or 6 were obtained.

Message: Messages that reflected the Big Five traits were created. The message
for Neuroticism trait displayed a desperate individual with mood swings and in
need of a friend. The message for Extraversion trait reflected an individual’s love
for socializing, outdoor activities, and excitement. For the Openness trait, the
message depicted a creative individual who loved art and adapted to new situa-
tions quickly. The message in Agreeableness trait reflected an individual who
loved people for who they were and tried to reciprocate the liking of others to
conform. The message for Conscientiousness trait reflected a person who was
well-planned, organized, and appreciated structure. Messages for each trait re-

mained the same for both male and female versions of the stimuli.

3.4. Measures

Big Five Traits. In this study, participants were asked to rate their personalities
based on the 25-items of Big Five traits from the IPIP scale. Cronbach’s Alpha
for Neuroticism, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness were a =
0.77, a = 0.84, a = 0.71, and a = 0.82, respectively. The researcher then com-
puted index scores for participants’ self-reported personality traits and picked
the highest score that each participant belonged in the Big 5 traits as partici-
pant’s personality trait. Sixteen percent of the participants belonged to Extraver-
sion, 31% were Openness, 40% were Agreeableness, and 14% were Conscien-

tiousness. No participants fell into the category of Neuroticism.

4. Results
4.1. Manipulation Check

The validity of the stranger’s “friend” solicitation that contained the Big Five
traits was tested using IPIP scale in a pilot test. Eight two students from two
communication classes were given screen shots of the stimuli. Students rated a
25-item scale for one of the ten stimuli that they received. The 5-point Likert
scale ranged from 1 (accurate) and 5 (inaccurate) in the IPIP scoring. Each trait
consisted of 5 items that described the characteristics of the specific trait.

First, the reliability check was conducted on the 25-items assessing the per-
ception of strangers’ messages according to each of the Big Five traits. The scale
measuring Neuroticism achieved Cronbach’s a = 0.88, Extraversion achieved a =
0.90, Openness achieved a = 0.72, Agreeableness achieved a = 0.86, and Con-
scientiousness achieved a = 0.83. Since all the scales were reliable, the index
scores for each trait were computed taking the mean score of the items. Table 1
showed the mean and standard deviation of the students’ perceptions of stran-
gers with different traits.

A series of paired sample ttests were conducted to compare the mean differ-
ences between the targeted trait of participant’s perception of the stranger and

the other trait perception of the stranger that scored the closest to the targeted
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Table 1. Mean and standard deviation of participants’ perception of stranger’s personality trait.

Condition N Neuroticism Extraversion Openness Agreeableness Conscientiousness
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
Neurotic stranger 17 2.26 0.55 4.20 0.68 3.19 0.66 3.08 0.91 3.27 0.70
Extrovert stranger 13 4.00 0.72 231 0.77 312 0.44 2.66 0.59 3.06 0.59
Openness stranger 17 3.65 0.93 3.00 1.14 2.34 0.89 2.60 1.03 2.90 0.57
Agreeableness stranger 16 341 1.04 3.11 0.96 2.94 0.50 2.21 0.65 3.00 0.56
Conscientiousness stranger 16 3.00 0.81 3.26 0.68 3.24 0.69 3.03 0.66 2.00 0.84

trait. Successful manipulation check showed that students who received the
“friend” message from the stranger who displayed Neuroticism trait rated that
stranger as significantly lower on Neuroticism than any other trait (since 1 was
accurate and 5 was inaccurate in the scale). Students who received the “friend”
message from Neurotic stranger, 2.26 was the mean score for their rating of the
stranger on Neuroticism, and the other trait that was closest to the mean score of
Neuroticism was Agreeableness (M = 3.08, SD = 0.91). Paired-sample #test
showed that this mean difference between these two perceptions was significant
f16) = —2.91, p = 0.01. This means that participants who received the friend re-
quest from Neurotic stranger did perceive that stranger as Neurotic, rather than
any other traits. Similarly, for students who received “friend” message from
strangers who were Extraverted provided 2.31 as the mean score for their Extra-
version perception and Agreeableness was the closest rating to Extraversion (A
= 2.66, SD = 0.60). Paired sample ttest showed that mean difference between
perceptions of Extraversion vs. Agreeableness was significant, #(12) = -2.22, p=
0.05. Students who received “friend” message from Openness strangers provided
the mean score of 2.34, and Agreeableness was the closest rating to Openness (A
= 2.56, SD = 1.03). Paired-sample t-test showed that the mean difference be-
tween these two perceptions was significant, #16) = -2.06, p = 0.05. Students
who received “friend” message from strangers who were Agreeable provided the
mean score of 2.21 for their Agreeableness perception, and Openness was the
closest rating to Agreeableness (M = 2.94, SD = 0.65). Paired sample ¢-test
showed that this mean difference between these two perceptions was significant,
f15) = —3.43, p < 0.01. Students who received “friend” message from strangers
with Conscientiousness trait provided the mean score of 2.00, and Neuroticism
was the closest rating (M = 3.00, SD = 0.81). Paired-sample ¢-test showed that
these two different perceptions was significant, #15) = —=3.96, p < 0.01.

4.2. Hypothesis Testing

Overall, 70% participants accepted the stranger’s friend request while 30% ig-
nored the stranger’s friend request. Since the dependent variable, participant’s
response to the friend request (either accept or ignore), was dichotomous, logis-

tic regression was used to test the hypotheses, controlling participants’ number
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of friends.

H1 predicted that participants will accept friend requests from strangers with
Extraversion trait more than strangers with Neuroticism trait. Logistic regres-
sion showed participants significantly were more likely to accept strangers with
Extraversion trait than Neuroticism trait (p = 0.05). The odds ratio, Exp(B), for
participants who accepted strangers with Extraversion trait was 0.36. This indi-
cates when the stranger’s trait changed from Extraversion to Neuroticism, the
estimated odds of accepting the stranger’s friend request multiply by 0.36. Par-
ticipants were more likely to accept Extravert stranger’s friend request than
Neurotic stranger. H1 was supported (see Table 2).

H2 stated that participants are more likely to accept friend requests from
strangers with Agreeableness trait than strangers with Extraversion trait. As
shown in Table 2, H2 was not supported. Participants did not differ greatly in
accepting stranger’s friend request who were either Agreeable or Extraverted (p
=0.80).

H3 predicted that participants are more likely to accept friend requests from
strangers with Openness trait than Conscientious trait. This prediction was not
supported. There was no significant difference between participants’ likelihood
to accept strangers with Openness and Conscientiousness trait (p = 0.65).

H4 stated that female participants are more likely to accept friend request
from strangers with Neurotic trait than male participants. This prediction was
supported as shown in Table 3. The result was significant for female partici-
pants’ willingness to accept Neurotic strangers’ friend requests compared to
male participants (p = 0.04). The odds ratio for participants’ gender is 0.09. This
indicates when participants’ gender changed from female to male, the estimated
odds of ignoring Neurotic stranger’s friend request multiply by 0.09. Females

were more likely to accept Neurotic stranger’s friend request compared to males.

Table 2. Logistic regression (Binary) for hypotheses testing.

Variable (Stranger’s trait) n B S.E. Sig(p) Exp(B) I\;:g:il::r(l;:z)l(
Extraversion vs. Neuroticism 90 -1.02 0.53 0.05 0.36 0.07
Extraversion vs. Agreeableness 89 -0.12 046 0.80 1.13 0.02
Openness vs. Conscientiousness 91 -0.22 048 0.65 1.24 0.11
Openness vs. Neuroticism 91 -1.01  0.52 0.05 0.36 0.09
Extraversion vs. Conscientiousness 90 —0.37  0.48 0.44 1.44 0.07

Table 3. Logistic regression (Binary) for male and female participants who accepted
strangers with neuroticism trait (N = 91).

Variable B S.E. Sig(p) Exp(B)
Gender (female vs. male) -2.40 1.15 0.04 0.09
Constant -0.85 0.49 0.08 0.43

Note. Nagelkerke R Square, R” = 0.23.
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Additional analyses were conducted to test the effects of other traits in affect-
ing participants’ likelihood to accept the stranger’s friend request. The result was
significant in participants’ likelihood to accept strangers with Openness than
Neuroticism trait (p = 0.05). As shown in Table 2, participants were more likely
to accept strangers with Openness trait than Neuroticism trait. The odds ratio
for stranger with Openness trait is 0.36. This indicates when stranger’s trait
changed from Openness to Neuroticism, the estimated odds of accepting the
stranger’s friend request multiply by 0.36. Participants were more likely to accept
the friend request from strangers with Openness than Neuroticism trait. How-
ever, participants’ likelihood to accept friend request from strangers with Extra-
version vs. Conscientiousness trait was not significant (p = 0.44).

In order o explore all possible factors that affected participants’ decisions to
accept the stranger’s friend request, the main effects of the following variables:
gender of the stranger, gender of the participant, participant’s personality,
stranger’s personality, whether participant and stranger have a personality
match, were entered into logistic regression as independent variables, as well as
all the possible interaction effects among those variables. Interaction terms that
were not significant were dropped. Results showed the main effect of whether
participant’s personality matched with the stranger’s personality was significant
(p = 0.05). The odds ratio for participant’s personality that matched with the
stranger’s personality is 0.28. This indicates that when participants’ trait changed
from match to not match with the stranger’s trait, the estimated odds of accept-
ing the stranger’s friend request multiply by 0.28. That is, the estimated odds of
acceptance actually decreased. Participants were more likely to accept the stran-
ger’s friend request when their personality matched with the stranger’s personal-
ity (Table 4).

Results also indicated a significant interaction effect between whether partici-
pant and stranger have a personality match and stranger’s gender on affecting
participant’s decision to accept the stranger’s friend request when their perso-
nalities matched (p = 0.01). The odds ratio for personality match and stranger’s
gender is 9.36. This indicates when participant and stranger had a personality
match if stranger’s gender changed from male to female. The estimated odds of
accepting the friend request multiply by 9.36. Participants were more likely to
accept the stranger’s friend request when their personality matched with the
stranger’s personality and the stranger was a female, compared to when the per-
sonality matched and the stranger was a male. These results answered RQ1
which asked what factors prompt users to accept strangers’ friend requests in
Facebook.

Results showed no significant effect of stranger’s Big Five traits in influencing
participants’ decisions to accept or ignore the stranger’s friend request (p =
0.29). This result answered RQ2, which addressed how each personality trait in
the Big Five category influences participants’ decisions to accept strangers’

friend requests in Facebook.
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Table 4. Logistic regression (Binary) for main effects and interactions (N = 187).

Main Effect B S.E. Sig(p) Exp(B)
Stranger’s gender —-0.26 0.40 0.52 0.77
Participant-stranger personality match —-1.28 0.65 0.05 0.28
Participant’s personality 0.62
Stranger’s personality 0.29
Participant’s gender -0.70 0.37 0.06 0.50
Number of friends 0.00 0.00 0.07 1.00

Interaction effect: personality
N 2.24 0.88 0.01 9.36
match by stranger’s gender

Note. Nagelkerke R Square, R*=0.16.

Research Question 3 explored the effects of stranger’s gender in affecting par-
ticipants’ decisions to accept the stranger’s friend request. Results (see Table 4)
showed no significant effects of stranger’s gender in affecting participant’s deci-
sion to accept the stranger’s friend request (p = 0.52). Whether the stranger was
a male or female did not make a difference on participants’ decision to either

accept or ignore the friend request.

5. Discussion

The focus of this study is to examine the effects of gender and Big Five traits on
Facebook users’ decisions to accept or decline strangers’ friend requests. Results
showed that in general, users were more likely to accept rather than ignore the
stranger’s friend request. Researchers [16] [17] [20] [21] [55] [56] [57] have
proposed that the lack of nonverbal cues in CMC causes online users to pursue
other means to derive information in virtual settings. Walther et al. [20] stated
that lack of nonverbal cues will not be a challenge for users to derive information
in CMC because users develop strategies to inquire information about other us-
ers through other cues that are available online.

Besides deriving information through other cues that are available online, us-
ers engaged in impression formation in order to make decisions in the friend
requests. Perceived similarity and attraction can be contributing factors in in-
fluencing online users’ impression formation of other individuals in CMC [58]
[59] [60] [61]. Results also showed that participants were more likely to accept
the stranger’s friend request because of perceived similarity in terms of their
personalities. Jessmer and Anderson [27] claimed that language can also depict
user’s self-presentation in online messages. The language style that Extravert
strangers displayed in the friend request message included words such as “ex-
citing” and “outdoor activities.” People are more likely to accept a stranger’s
friend request when the stranger provides a positive and normal personality
that conforms to social norms compared to Neurotic individuals who are on

the negative end of the continuum and display emotional disturbances. Moni-

DOI: 10.4236/sn.2019.81004

64 Social Networking


https://doi.org/10.4236/sn.2019.81004

S. Leow, Z. M. Wang

toring self-presentations in can influence relational development in CMC set-
tings [62]. The stranger’s self-presentation through the friend request message
influenced participants’ decisions in accepting strangers with Extraversion more
than Neuroticism trait.

An interesting finding in this study was the interaction effect between gender
and the participant-stranger personality match, even after controlling for the
number of friends. Participants were more likely to accept female than male
stranger’s friend request when their personalities matched with the stranger’s
personality, regardless of the number of friends that participants had in their
Facebook contacts. One possible reason may be caused by the idealized and ste-
reotypical perceptions that participants have formed toward female strangers.
Users may have been influenced by the hyperpersonal effect or their inflated

perception of female stranger’s characteristics according to social norms.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

Findings in this study were consistent with SIP theory, which posits that online
users will adopt other forms of medium to form impressions of others in CMC
[57]. According to the results of this study, the text-based friend requests from
strangers did not intimidate Facebook users to decline strangers’ invitation. Us-
ers are generally influenced by online persuasion through text-based messages
and they form impressions of others through the textual contents [8] [63]. Users
generally relied on textual descriptions and photo of the stranger to make deci-
sions with the absences of nonverbal cues. When textual cues are salient, the lack
of nonverbal cues and direct interpersonal interactions did not hinder partici-
pants to make a decision to the stranger’s friend request.

Impression formation and impression management played a role in affecting
participants’ responses to the stranger’s friend request. In this study, the re-
searcher intentionally created messages that portrayed Neurotic and Extravert
strangers to examine the connection between participants’ impression formation
on the stranger and the likelihood of accepting the stranger’s friend request. Par-
ticipants were more likely to accept strangers with Extraversion trait as friends
compared to strangers with Neuroticism traits. Participants responded to the
stranger’s friend request without knowing if their personalities matched with the
stranger’s personality. Participants were given ample time to respond to the
stranger’s friend request, which provided them the opportunity to form impres-
sions based on the selective self-presentation of the stranger through a message
and photo. Past research [42] [43] noted that Neurotic individuals provided a
negative self-presentation compared to Extravert individuals, which may be the
reason that caused participants to ignore strangers with Neurotic traits as friends
in Facebook.

Another reason for declining the Neurotic stranger’s friend request may be
because Neurotic individuals are often associated with loneliness, social anxiety,

and lack social networks [42] [43] [46]. In the Neurotic stranger’s message,
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terms such as “lonely” and “sorrows” displayed an individual with emotional
problems. Thus, Facebook users are less likely to accept a stranger that presents
Neuroticism personality trait, which support that language styles and word
choice affects an individual’s self-representation in CMC [26] [27]. The impres-
sion that Facebook users formed toward the Neurotic stranger’s message influ-
enced them to decline the stranger’s friend request, even though the level of at-
tractiveness of the stranger’s photo was rated as neutral.

Online users’ perceptions may be more inflated when give sufficient time in
CMC [16]. The hyperpersonal effect occurs when users inflate their perceptions
of other individuals in CMC with the absence of cues [16] [22]. People perceive
women as more attentive and have higher levels of self-consciousness, which al-
so directs females to use the Internet for different reasons and services [42]. Bi-
ased perceptions of gender differences (ie. females are more sensitive, gentle,
and accepting of others than males) could be a factor that influenced the hyper-
personal effect on participants in accepting the female stranger’s friend request
when both the participant’s and stranger’s personalities matched with one
another. Hancock and Dunham [22] claimed that in the hyperpersonal effect,
the intensity of participants’ exaggerated and stereotypic views increase and
“tend to cluster toward the extreme ranges of the Likert scale” ([22], 330). In this
study, the female stranger’s self-representation was controlled in the friend re-
quest message based on characteristics of each Big Five traits and a photo rated
neutral in attractiveness. However, participants may have inflated their biased
perceptions of female characteristics according to social norms, which motivated
them to accept the female stranger as friends when their personalities matched
with the stranger’s personality compared to male strangers. Thus, gender can be
a major factor in affecting the hyperpersonal effect in CMC, especially in the
context of strangers soliciting other users through friend requests.

In addition, the asynchronous format of this study may have been another
contributing factor that enhanced participant’s hyperpersonal effect on female
stranger’s friend request. When users have more time to contemplate on the
stranger’s friend request, the impression that they form toward the stranger be-
come more developed [64]. Hancock and Dunham [22] argued that besides the
lack of social and nonverbal cues, individuals’ cognitive processes also contribute
to the hyperpersonal effect in CMC. Participants’ impressions of the stranger
may have been more inflated since they were not given a time limit to decide on
the friend request.

The findings of this study also showed that users were more willing to accept
the stranger’s friend request when users’ personalities matched with the stran-
ger’s personality. In this study, the perceived similarity of personalities in CMC
may be the reason that attracted participants to accept the stranger’s friend re-
quest. Individuals tend to find others who are similar with themselves and the
absence of cues can increase individuals’ perceived similarity of other people to

themselves, which creates a bonding effect between the two individuals who may
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not know one another [17] [24] [65]. Participants may have viewed themselves
as belonging to the same personality trait category when their traits matched
with the stranger’s traits, which in return, influenced them to be more accepting
towards the stranger. Perceived similarity causes individuals to see others as
similar to themselves based on their inflated perspective [56] [66] [67] [68]. The
perceived similarity of stranger’s personality trait that matched with partici-
pant’s personality trait influenced higher levels of attraction toward the stranger,
as participants may have viewed the stranger as more agreeable to themselves.
The results of this study were consistent with McCarthy’s [4] findings on
more users who accepted rather than ignored the stranger named ‘Freddy’ as a
friend in Facebook. The issues of privacy management are connected to partici-
pants’ likelihood to accept rather than decline the friend request from the
mock-up strangers in Facebook. In this study, participants accepted the stran-
ger’s friend request when they perceived higher levels of similarity (personality
traits) with the stranger through messages displayed in the friend requests, re-
gardless of the limited information that was provided in the friend request.
Thus, results in this study suggested that participants’ level of privacy manage-
ment decreased when perceived similarity existed. The concept of who can be
the user’s friend is based on the individual’s interpretation [13]. The tendency to
accept the stranger’s friend request was higher because participants may have
perceived the stranger as non-threatening to their privacy. Montoya et al. [67]
stated that perceived similarity can lead to cognitive biases. In this case, partici-
pants whose personalities matched with the stranger’s personalities accepted the
stranger’s friend request because participants may have viewed the stranger as

similar to them and less threatening to their privacy.

5.2. Future Research

This study presents several limitations and directions for future research. First,
participants were required to be physically present in the computer laboratory to
complete the experiment. This artificial lab setting may influence participants’
response to the friend request. Future research could assess the likelihood of Fa-
cebook users’ decisions to accept or ignore strangers’ friend requests by sending
random friend requests through the social network and allowing participants to
respond in their comfort settings.

Second, this study only seeks to examine the effects of stranger’s personality
trait and gender in affecting Facebook users’ decisions to accept or ignore ran-
dom friend requests. Other factors such as stranger’s physical attractiveness, and
users’ differential inclination level of self-disclosure may have affected their de-
cisions to accept the stranger as a friend. Future research could examine the ef-
fects of personality traits on users’ privacy management to determine the factors
that influence them to self-disclose in social networking sites (i.e. self-disclosing
private information by accepting strangers as friends).

Besides self-disclosure and privacy levels, the number of mutual friends may
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be another factor that motivates users to accept strangers as friends. Users’ per-
ceptions or interpretations of strangers may differ depending on the mutual
network in the stranger’s profile. Thus, researchers could also examine the ef-
fects of mutual friends on users’ decisions to self-disclose through social net-
working sites.

Lastly, culture shapes participants’ perceptions on privacy and impression
formation of the stranger. This study was conducted in a Southwestern univer-
sity, where the sample consisted of college students. Since Facebook is becoming
more prevalent across other countries and throughout different age groups, fu-
ture research could examine the effects of stranger’s solicitation in cross-cultural
dimensions and on different age groups to determine the influence of culture

and age on individuals’ perceptions of stranger’s solicitation.

6. Conclusion

The goal of this study was to examine the effects of personality traits and gender
of the stranger on Facebook user’s decision to accept or decline the stranger’s
friend request. We found the gender of the stranger and the personality match
between participant and stranger jointly affect the decision to accept the stranger
as friend on Facebook. In general, participants were more likely to accept than
ignore the stranger’s friend request. Participants were more likely to accept the
stranger’s friend request when participant’s personality matched with the stran-
ger’s personality. Additionally, participants were also more likely to accept fe-
male stranger’s friend request when their personalities matched. Strangers with
personality traits of Openness, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness did not
have significant effects on participants’ decisions to accept the stranger’s friend
request. Future research should continue to examine other aspects of social net-
working sites in CMC and further explore the effects of impression formation, as
well as privacy management through strangers’ solicitations in the online envi-

ronment.
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