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ABSTRACT

Facebook has become an integrated part of life for over a billion consumers. Yet, little is known
about the effect of Facebook on consumer behavior. This thesis addresses this literature gap by
showing that passive browsers of the Facebook-news feed develop an increased preference for
experiential purchases over material purchases when they focus on close friends. Three lab
studies explore the mechanism causing the preference of this particular group of news feed
browsers. Consumers are shown to use the news feed frequently for positive self-presentation by
posting about positively valenced activities they have experienced. Encountering this type of
social information leads to benign envy towards Facebook-friends in the domain of experienced
activities. The evoked benign envy is argued to be the key motivator for consumers to purchase
more experiential products in order to experience more positive activities oneself. However, a
mediation effect is not found. The main findings have implications for marketing- and social

media policy.

Keywords - Facebook, experiential purchases, self-presentation, upward social comparison

benign envy, experienced activities, tie strength focus, news feed participation.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1 | Problem Background

Facebook has become globally accessible only eight years ago and already has over one
billion subscribers (Smith, Segall, and Cowley, 2012). A new fashion to acquire social
information is introduced by Facebook. The online social network enables individuals to obtain a
multitude of social information, posted by a variety of Facebook-friends', in a short period of
time. Especially the highly browsed Facebook-feature called the ‘news feed’ allows one to
acquire up-to-date social information of Facebook-friends (Pempek, Yermolayeva, and Calvert,
2009). Namely, the Facebook news feed is a constantly updating list of status updates, photos,
videos, and links posted by people in one’s personal online network. In a few minutes of news
feed browsing, one might have seen a friend posting pictures of a night out; another friend
announcing the assignment to a lucrative job; a third friend revealing to have had a nice day in an
entertainment park; and many more posts. Note that these three examples of posts encompass a
positive content. This represents reality accurately as Denti et al. (2012) show posts in the news
feed to be geared towards positive occurrences in life. The argued reason is that people use
Facebook to present themselves favorably to others (e.g., Qiu, Lin, Leung, and Tov, 2012).

Interestingly, the considerable amount of positively geared social information one encounters
on Facebook has the ability to affect people’s emotional states (e.g., ‘envy’ in Krasnova,
Wenninger, Widjaja, and Buxmann, 2013), cognitive states (e.g., ‘judging others to be happier’
in Chou and Edge, 2012), and behavioral tendencies (e.g., ‘self-control’ in Wilcox and Stephen,
2013). Not each fashion of news feed browsing has the same effect however. Especially
browsers who do not post content oneself (i.e., passive browsers) are affected by the posts of
peers since they are particularly focused on social information provided by peers. Conversely,
browsers participating actively by posting content (i.e., active browsers) focus more on
selectively presenting themselves in a positive fashion. They gain benefits of presenting
themselves favorably, for instance a rise in self-esteem, and are less affected by what others post
(Gonzales and Hancock, 2011). Wilcox and Stephen (2013) argue that both types of Facebook
participation affect the browser when the focus is on strong ties (i.e., close friends), but not when

the focus is on weak ties (i.e., distant friends). As an explanation, close friends commonly belong

! Facebook-friends are people added by the person to his/her personal Facebook-network. It mainly includes friends, family, and acquaintances.




to your reference group in contrast to distant friends. Therefore, you care more about what close
friends experience and how they evaluate your actions as compared to weak ties.

An innovative pilot study in this thesis shows that people post in the news feed particularly
about positively valenced activities they have experienced, or are about to experience, such as
holidays and festivals. In contrast, self-presentation by obtained possessions is a less used
fashion of self-presentation in the news feed. The positive word-of-mouth regarding positively
valenced activities may activate a desire to purchase products that enable the experience of a
favorable activity. These purchases are called experiential purchases and contrast materialistic
purchases which serve the acquisition of a possession. Examples are respectively a post about
being in a concert, which requires the (experiential) purchase of a concert ticket, and a post about
one’s new shoes requiring the purchase of the materialistic product ‘shoes’.

Thus, an interesting relationship between Facebook and consumer behavior may be disclosed
as a result of browsing the news feed. The main purpose of this thesis is to examine whether
encountering a multitude of posts on positively valenced activities leads to a stronger preference
to purchase experiential products. A proposed underlying mechanism is that encountering
positive posts of peers about positively valenced activities leads to upward social comparisons
because browsers get the impression that their peers experience more positive events such as
nicer dinners, breathtaking holidays, and the coolest parties. This impression might subsequently
lead to benignly envious feelings towards the persons who posted those positive activities
(Krasnova et al., 2013). Consequently, benign envy in the domain of experienced activities

induces a preference to purchase experiential products oneself.
1.2 | Problem Statement and Research Questions

Following the main aim of this study, the problem statement of this thesis is:
Does news feed participation moderated by tie strength focus influence consumers’ preference

for purchasing experiential products over material products and what is the underlying process?

Five research questions are formulated to provide aid in answering the problem statement:

1.How do individuals present themselves in the news feed?
2.How does the degree of participation influence social effects of news feed browsing?

3. What is the influence of tie strength focus on the social effects of news feed participation?




4.What is the effect of news feed participation moderated by tie strength focus on the
preference to purchase experiential products over material products?

5. What is the underlying mechanism?

1.3 | Conceptual Framework and Definitions

This thesis aspires to explore whether the presumed process, as visualized in the conceptual

framework (figure 1), finds theoretical and empirical support.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework

The constructs in the conceptual model are clarified next:

News Feed Participation: Two levels are distinguished regarding the activities news feed
browsers perform during a browsing episode. At first, active news feed participation refers to an
occasion of news feed browsing in which the browser contributes at least one form of content to
the news feed. These forms of content comprise a status update, a public message directed to a
particular person, sharing pictures/videos/links, and commenting on other peoples’ posts. Passive
news feed participation refers to an occasion of news feed browsing in which the browser does
not contribute these forms of content to the news feed.

Tie Strength Focus: Wilcox and Stephen (2013, p. 91) proposed, based on Granovetter (1973),
that “tie strength captures the degree to which one is more or less involved in a given social
relation, feels close to that person, and values that relation.” Literature addressing tie strength
commonly distinguishes strong ties of weak ties. Ryu and Feick (2007) note that strong ties are
typically friends with whom people share a personal connection, whereas weak ties are
acquaintances with whom people have more distant relationships.

Estimations of Peers’ Positive Experiences: This construct represents the estimated frequency to

which one’s peers have experienced events in a given period of time that are normatively seen as




favorable to experience. Two examples of events, borrowed from Jordan et al. (2011), are
‘attending a fun party’, and ‘having a great meal’.

Benign Envy: Van der Ven, Zeelenberg, and Pieters (2009) describe benign envy as a form of
envy in which an upward social comparison towards a peer leads to an unpleasant feeling
although one simultaneously evaluates the advantage of the other to be deserved.

Preference for Purchasing Experiential Products over Material Products: Experiential
purchases are “those made with the primary intention of acquiring a life experience” (Van Boven
and Gilovich, 2003, p.1194), such as purchasing a ticket to the theater. Material purchases are
“those made with the primary intention of acquiring a material good: a tangible object that is

kept in one’s possession” (p.1194). An example is the purchase of a ‘watch’.

1.4 | Academic Relevance

The average person subscribed to Facebook browses Facebook on average 26 minutes a day
and logs on more than four times a day (Junco, 2013). Facebook even passed Google to become
the most visited website in the United States (Dougherty, 2010). The integration of Facebook in
daily life changed the way people relate to one another. Therefore, Wilson, Gosling, and Graham
(2012) posited that the social effects of Facebook browsing are a topic worthy of study by the
social sciences in its own right. Yet, Wilcox and Stephen (2013) conclude that a systematic
understanding remains elusive on how browsing online social networks impacts cognitive states,
affective states, and behavior. Hence, Facebook-literature is still in its infancy stage. Accordingly,
Facebook browsing is only recently related by Wilcox and Stephen (2013) to current consumer
behavior problems (higher body mass, more credit card debt, and a preference to eat unhealthy
snacks), while it has the potential to affect over a billion peoples’ consumer behavior. This thesis
extends this relationship by assessing an additional effect of news feed browsing on consumer
behavior. The main contribution of this thesis is examining whether news feed browsing causes a
stronger preference to purchase experiential products over material products. This causal
relationship is interesting since purchasing experiential products instead of material products is
related to several positive effects on individuals such as higher consumer well-being (e.g., Van
Boven and Gilovich, 2003; Nicolao, Irwin, and Goodman, 2009).

An additional contribution is the initiation of a content analysis regarding news feed posts. It

reveals trends in positive self-presentation that were not explored before. In addition, the finding




of Krasnova et al. (2013) that Facebook browsing evokes envious feelings is extended by
inspecting whether Facebook browsing mainly results in benign envy or malicious envy”. Taking

this one step further, potential implications of the evoked envy by the news feed are addressed.

1.5 | Practical Relevance

Multiple parties can benefit from this research. Companies selling experiential products
benefit of Facebook in case consumers are found to have an increased preference for experiential
products after browsing the news feed. Namely, these companies can develop strategies to
translate the evoked preference into more sales or brand awareness. For instance, strategies can
be developed to stimulate consumers to explicitly mention the brand name when they post about
their experienced activity. Another example to become more visible in the news feed is an
advertising campaign in which you can win an appealing product if you ‘like’ the page of a
certain brand in the news feed.

Furthermore, this thesis helps managers of Facebook™ understand how envy is elicited by
news feed browsing. This knowledge is useful in attempting to diminish negative effects of news
feed browsing in order to increase customer satisfaction. This is a relevant issue for Facebook as
Baumer et al. (2013) observed that more than one-third of their sample had temporarily
deactivated their Facebook accounts in the past. This was mostly done because of frustrating
experiences. Features that stimulate active Facebook browsing can be implemented to reduce the
envious feelings which especially passive browsers focused on strong ties are presumed to
experience. Another strategy may be to encourage passive browsers to focus on weaker ties.
Additionally, the management of Facebook™ gains new insights regarding self-presentation
strategies of people in the news feed. Facebook-designers can optimize the opportunities of self-
presentation on Facebook. For instance by implementing a news-feed feature that enables people
to publicly list what activities they have participated in or will participate in.

Consumers gain indirectly of the improved knowledge Facebook has in case Facebook
optimizes their features to enable better consumer satisfaction. Consumers also gain directly by
attaining a better understanding of how Facebook affects their lives. For instance, consumers can
make a trade-off whether the desire to attain social information weighs positively against the

evoked envious feelings. This aids them in deciding whether and how to use the news feed.

2 Malicious envy is distinguished of benign envy by e.g., Van der Ven, Zeelenberg, and Pieters (2009). Malicious envy is an
unpleasant feeling caused by an upward social comparison in which one judges that the other did not deserve the advantage.




1.6 | Study Boundaries

A first boundary of this thesis is the mere focus on short-term effects of news feed browsing.
This means that this thesis particularly reveals the visceral impulses provoked by browsing the
news feed (see e.g., Loewenstein, 1996). Nevertheless, there may be enduring effects of frequent
news feed browsing. For instance, people may assign a more important role to experienced
activities in defining status and self-worth.

At second, prior Facebook-literature focused principally on western teenagers and students
since they used to be the primary group using Facebook. This thesis conforms to this focus as
crucial insights are borrowed from this literature stream. Yet, Facebook has become increasingly
popular among non-Western cultures and adults in recent years. Denti et al. (2012) show that
adults have different experiences and consumption styles related to Facebook. They post more
about bad feelings and everyday events than younger generations and may therefore be
differently affected by Facebook. Moreover, several studies have argued for the importance of
cultural differences (e.g., Karl, Peluchette, and Schlagel, 2010)

Third, relating to the dependent variable, products are commonly not purely experiential or
purely materialistic. For instance buying a DVD can be seen as a materialistic product (the DVD
itself) or an experience (watching the movie). The products incorporated in this thesis are
products that prior literature has classified as either a materialistic product or an experiential
product. (Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003; Howell, Plechin, and Iyer, 2012). Products of these
papers are only adopted when it is clear that the majority of customers purchase the product
either for the goal of possessing it or for the goal of gaining a positive experience by consuming

the product.

1.7 | Structure of the Thesis

The conceptual framework is theoretically and empirically examined in the remainder of this
thesis. Chapter 2 discusses a content analysis regarding the news feed where the conceptual
framework draws upon. Chapter 3 develops the conceptual framework by an in-depth literature
review. Chapter 4 tests by means of two lab experiments the hypotheses formed concerning the
conceptual framework. The general discussion, comprising of conclusions, implications,

limitations, and avenues for future research, is the topic of chapter 5.




CHAPTER 2: CONTENT ANALYSIS

An improved understanding of how news feed browsing affects people can be obtained by
examining what type of content people encounter during their news feed-browsing episodes. A

pilot study is conducted to assess the content in the news feed empirically.

2.1 | Self-Presentation

Human beings are naturally inclined to communicate. Principal motives for communication
are building social relationships, allocating resources and information, and developing a positive
identity (Rubin, Perse, and Barbato, 1988). These motives serve several principal needs in life
such as the needs for self-worth and affiliation. People have an ongoing interest in optimizing
how others perceive and evaluate them to satisfy these needs (e.g., Goffman, 1959; Benoit, 1997).
The optimization process comprises of sending forth positive impressions of oneself and is called
positive self-presentation (Leary, 1996). Examples of positive self-presentation are applicants
wearing suits during an application talk to obtain their desired professional image and women

wearing make-up in social settings to appear more attractive.

2.2 | Self-Presentation on Facebook

The prior paragraph delineates individuals to be constantly looking for possibilities to present
themselves favorably. It will next be illustrated that online social networks, and more specifically

the Facebook-news feed, are helpful tools in this regard.

2.2.1 | Motivation for Self-Presentation on Facebook

Facebook is an online social network initiated to aid communication and to complement face-
to-face interactions. Several other options are available in our society for private (e.g., e-mail and
phones) and public communication (e.g., television). Nevertheless, online social networks are the
first communication instruments that enable individuals to express an extensive number of
characteristics by which they want to be known for, in a time-efficient way, to a big part of their
social network (Ellison, 2007). One can for instance upload holiday pictures to Facebook in a
split second and automatically share them with one’s complete online social network. In addition,
people have the opportunity to express a range of personal characteristics on Facebook. This

ranges from one’s relationship status to one’s religious affinity and from holiday pictures to




one’s momentarily emotion. Multiple features are available on Facebook to publicly express
one’s identity to peers such as personal profiles and the news feed. Pempek et al. (2009)
observed that more than half of the participants in their survey indicated to have publicly shared
in their personal profiles what their favorite movies, music, books, hobbies, and so forth are. The
participants indicated that the main reason for sharing social information on Facebook is ‘to
express who I am’. Likewise, the popularity of the news feed draws upon the updates people
provide about their lives to the people in their online social network. The wide reach and the
elaborate opportunities for self-presentation make Facebook an attractive medium for self-
presentation. It is plausible that Facebook has taken a rapid flight in subscribers since its
worldwide introduction in 2006 given the ongoing interest of people to be positively perceived
by others (Walther, 2007; Zhao, Grasmuck, and Martin, 2008).

Moreover, Facebook complements offline settings by providing people a platform in which
they have more control over communicating their identity to others (Zywica and Danowski,
2008). McKenna, Green, and Gleason (2002) as well as Valkenburg, Schouten, and Peter (2005)
show that the removal of obstructing personal characteristics in online settings such as stuttering,
shyness, and physical unattractiveness enables disadvantaged people to durably bypass the usual
obstacles that prevent them from constructing desired identities in face-to-face settings.

Building on these insights, several studies (e.g., Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe, 2007; Joinson,
2008; Toma and Hancock, 2013) have posited that consumers present themselves to others on
Facebook to aid in satisfying two primary motives: to enhance one’s self-esteem/self-worth

(unconscious motivation) and to foster social engagement (conscious motivation).

2.2.2| Positive Self-Presentation Bias in the News Feed

In general, people emphasize the desirable social cues that are part of their ideal selves,
whereas undesirable parts of the true self remain hidden, to create a more positive identity
(Higgins, 1987). Bargh, McKenna, and Fitzsimons (2002) delineate that people present
themselves more by their desired selves in online settings compared to offline settings. Qiu et al.
(2012) show that this holds for Facebook specifically as well. Participants in their first study
indicated that they are more likely to present themselves by positive emotions on Facebook as
compared to ‘real life’; the opposite effect is found for negative emotions. In their second study,

participants considered friends to express themselves as being happier, and as experiencing more




positive emotions and less negative emotions, on Facebook as compared to ‘real life’. A study of
Zywica and Danowski (2008) observed that several types of users (e.g., participants with low
self-esteem and introverts) admitted to place items on Facebook to make themselves look more
popular; for instance by editing one’s personal profile in a favorable way. On account of these
findings, it can be concluded that there is a positive self-presentation bias present on Facebook.
A Swedish research team (Denti et al., 2012) has included a specific question regarding the
news feed in their survey. They asked participants what valence their status updates typically
have. More than 77% of the 1011 participants indicated that their status updates typically have a
positive valence. Although the question was general and based on a subjective judgment, it
provides some initial indication that people typically share positively valenced information in the
news feed. For example, scholars may post on the news feed when their paper is accepted by an

A-journal; what they will not post is all the frustrations during the development of the paper.

2.2.3 | Fashion of Self-Presentation in the News Feed

The news feed is typically used to update one’s social network how one’s life develops
whereas personal profiles serve as a tool to inform others about more rigid characteristics such as
place of residence, favorite movies, and so forth. In other words, since people already present in
their profiles who they are, they often use the news feed to demonstrate what they experience.
Zhang (2010), who is a data-science-intern of Facebook, initiated this line of reasoning.
Regarding posts in the news feed, she states in an online report that “generally, people tend to
talk about what they are (or should be) doing at a particular time of day. For example, words
about sleep increase at night and peak in the early mornings, when people should actually be
sleeping. Words about occupation and school are increased in the mornings (perhaps while we’re
on our way to work/school). Words about social processes and leisure are low during the
mornings (when people are either in school or working), but they increase as the day goes on.”*
This view is consistent with the indication of participants in the study of Denti et al. (2012) that
most posts are about major or everyday events one experiences. To the author’s knowledge, no

studies besides Denti et al. (2012) and Zhang (2012) have addressed the explicit content in the
news feed. This is surprising since Pempek et al. (2009, see table 6 on p. 234) as well as Wise,

3 Quote cited from: http://m.facebook.com/note.php?note id=477517358858& mn_=10&p=10
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Alhabash, and Park (2010) show that most time one spends on Facebook deals with the passive
consumption of information. Browsing the news feed is a prominent example in this regard.
Common ways to present oneself are (1) by objects one possesses, (2) events one has
experienced, and (3) things one has achieved. Self-presentation can either be explicit (i.e., the
object of self-presentation is the main focus) or implicit (i.e., the object is not the main focus).
For example, showing people your newly bought clothes entails an explicit fashion of self-
presentation, whereas the clothes you wear in daily life involves an implicit fashion of self-
presentation. Sharing content in the news feed is an explicit manner of providing social
information. Van Boven, Campbell, and Gilovich (2010) demonstrated, with the help of five lab
experiments, that explicitly expressing experienced activities is a more accepted fashion of self-
presentation than explicitly expressing bought/possessed luxurious products. They conclude that
materialism is stigmatized as an undesirable personality trait and that materialistic people are
seen as being relatively less likable. Their research was inspired by the finding of a national
survey that 88% of the respondents indicated that Americans are too materialistic (Center for a
New American Dream, 2008). These insights make it plausible that people who explicitly
express their materialism in the news feed are less liked. Possessions are more valuable for
implicit self-presentation. In contrast, people who express what activities they have experienced
are seen as less extrinsically motivated, relatively outgoing, and open-minded, and are therefore
more liked by others (Frank, 1999; Fromm, 1976; Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003; cited by Van
Boven et al. 2010). Therefore, it is expected that one uses the news feed not so much for
presenting oneself by the materialistic products one possesses but very regular by one’s
experiences. Moreover, Walther, Van der Heide, Hamel, and Shulman (2009) find that people
rely more on other-generated information (i.e., comments of others) than self-generated
information (i.e., status updates) when forming impressions. The ability to publicly comment on
others in the news feed might strengthen the preference to post about experienced activities
rather than possessions since comments are likely to be more positive concerning posts about

activities. The following hypotheses are formulated as a result of the discussed insights:

Hla: Posted content in the news feed has more frequently a positive valence than a negative valence.
H1b: Posted content in the news feed is more frequently about activities than about material products.

Hlc: Posted content in the news feed about activities have more frequently a positive valence than a
negative valence.
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2.3 | PILOT STUDY

The pilot study empirically examines the content of news feed posts in terms of valence and
category. It extends the findings of prior literature by segregating three focal categories of self-
presentation in the news feed. The three distinguished categories are: (1) experienced activities,
(2) material products (i.e., possessions), and (3) achievements. The frequency of posts in the first
two categories is the main interest of this pilot study as the presumed conceptual framework
draws upon this difference. The category ‘achievements’ is explicitly distinguished since it is an
important self-presentation strategy of people and is thus likely to be frequently encountered in
the news feed. This study addresses primary posts such as status updates but not secondary posts
such as comments one encounters on primary posts. The content of posts in the news feed is both
objectively (by two independent raters) as subjectively (by participants) classified in terms of
valence and category in this pilot study. Previous research merely used subjective answers of
respondents as an indication for self-presentation behavior on Facebook. However, Junco (2013)
shows that self-reports of participants can be inaccurate regarding Facebook usage. He found for
instance that participants indicated to be 145 minutes a day on Facebook, while software

monitoring indicated an average of only 26 minutes per day.

2.3.1 | Method
Fifty-one participants (Mgge = 22.1; 30 males) completed a pen and paper study. Participants

were instructed to describe, in detail, the content of the upper five posts in their personal news
feed. Two questions regarding the content of news feed-posts were asked to participants on the
next page. In the first question, participants were asked to indicate “what the tone of each post
1s” on a five-point scale with a neutral midpoint (1 = very negative; 5 = very positive). In the
second question, they were asked to categorize the main focus of each post in one of four
categories as is depicted in the first row of table 1. The second row in table 1 shows the
accompanying examples participants received of each category to foster the accuracy of their
categorization. When choosing the option ‘Something Else’, participants were instructed to
indicate subsequently in which of six subcategories the post could then be classified in best. The
six subcategories were: informative-focused, a request or question, inspiring-focused, funny-
focused, complaining about something, or, still none of these options. This follow-up

categorization assesses whether essential categories in the content-analysis are overlooked by
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focusing on the three presumed main categories. Participants were debriefed after answering

some demographic questions.

Table 1. Categories to classify news feed content

That person An achievement or accomplished An activity that person has Something Else
buying/selling/possessing/receiving a goal by that person done, is doing, or will do

material product

e.g., clothes, a car, or a television one e.g., a high grade in school or e.g., a holiday or a night out

has bought or consumed winning a sports match

In addition, two independent raters objectively classified the content posted on Facebook by
filling out the identical valence- and categorization questions as the participants did. They were
able to classify the posts on basis of the detailed descriptions participants had written down. It
was elaborately discussed with the raters what the boundaries of the categories were to optimize
the classifications. A third rater was asked to classify posts where the two raters did not mutually
agree on in order to reach a general agreement for each post regarding the category where the
posts belong to*. The third rater could not distinguish in the ‘Something Else’ category between

the six subcategories because of her time constraints.

2.3.2 | Results

Inter-rater agreement. First, the inter-rater reliability (IRR) was assessed to enable valid
claims about the objective categorization of posted content. Cohen’s (1960) kappa and related
kappa variants are commonly used for assessing the IRR of categorical variables. Cohen’s « for
the 4-category-classification is .64 (p = .000). Cohen’s x for the 5-point valence measure is .60 (p
=.000). Hallgren (2012) suggests the use of Landis and Koch’s (1977) well-used guideline for
interpreting kappa values. Their guideline indicates that values between .6 and .8 show
substantial agreement and the categorized data are therefore suitable for further analysis.

Valence of posts. Table 2 demonstrates that rater 1, rater 2, as well as the respondents indicate
posts in the news feed to encompass a positive valence in general. One sample t-tests reveal that
the valence is rated as significantly more positive on average than the neutral midpoint by rater 1
(t(254)=9.91; p <.001), rater 2 ( t(254) = 10.91; p <.001), and the respondents ( t(254) = 11.10;
p <.001). The exact percentages are depicted in appendix A.1.

4 All raters were lab instructors. Rater 1 was Martijn De Kok; Rater 2 was Koen Lavrijssen; Rater 3 was Elke Schrover. The third
rater was aware of the goal of the experiment but declared to rate as if being blind to this goal.
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Table 2. Valence-judgments of news feed posts

N= 255 Valence-judgment Rater 1 Valence-judgment Rater 2 Valence-judgment
Respondents
Mean* 3.42 3.44 3.78
SD 0.68 0.65 1.13
Mode 4.00 4.00 4.00/5.00

* | = very negative, 2=negative, 3=neutral, 4=positive, 5=very positive

Categorical distribution of posts. The frequencies to which posts are classified in the distinct
categories are presented in table 3 and graphically depicted in appendix A.2. The objective raters
classified more news feed content as posts on activities (28.1%) than as posts on materialistic
products (3.9%) and posts on achievements (9%). A Simple Chi-Square test shows that these
differences are significant (x?(2,N = 105) = 61.09;p < .001). The same pattern emerged for

the evaluations of respondents; 33.6% was classified as activities, 8.6% as materialistic products,
and 15.2% as achievements. These differences were statistically significant as well

(x2(2,N = 147) = 44.86;p < .001).

Valence of activity-posts. Both raters and respondents indicate that the valence of posts

on activities have a positive valence on average ( M juagmentrespondents = 3.91;

M jyagmentrater1= 3.67; M juagmentrater2= 3.71). One sample t-tests indicate that the valence is

more positive than the neutral midpoint according to rater 1 ( t(51) = 8.30; p < .001), rater 2
(t(76) = 11.22; p <.001), and the respondents ( t(86) = 8.51; p <.001). The valence of posts on
activities is graphically depicted in appendix A.3.

Table 3. Categorical distribution of news feed-posts

Independent Raters Respondents

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage
Material Product 10 3.9% 22 8.6%
Achievement 23 9.0% 39 15.3%
Activity 72 28.2% 87 33.7%
Informative-focused 26 10.2%
A request or question 19 7.5%
Inspiring-focused 150 in total 58.8% 8 3.1%
Funny-focused 26 10.2%
Complaining about something 9 3.5%
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None of these options 20 7.9%

2.3.3 | Discussion

The exploratory pilot study provides empirical evidence for the line of reasoning in chapter 2.
Posts in the news feed are observed to be mainly positively valenced, supporting hypothesis 1a.
Hypothesis 1b is supported since both objective as subjective raters classified significantly more
post in the news feed as posts on activities than as posts on material products. Hypothesis Ic is
supported since the posts in the news feed about activities were mainly positively valenced. In
total, this pilot study confirms the assumption of the conceptual framework that most posts in the

news feed are about activities that have a positive valence.

CHAPTER 3: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Chapter 3 addresses how the presumed conceptual framework follows from theoretical
insights. At first, two different types of news feed participation are discussed and interacted with
two levels of tie strength focus. The presumed main causal relationship of interest in this thesis is
discussed next. Subsequently, this chapter elaborates on a potential underlying process causing

this effect. Hypotheses are formed based on the obtained theoretical insights.

3.1|News Feed Participation and the Moderating Role of Tie Strength

Self-presentation is driven by the goal to be evaluated more favorably by others and oneself
(Leary, 1996). The degree to which a person desires to present oneself depends on personality
traits and the strength of particular needs. This explains why there are people who actively
participate on the internet by posting content on a daily basis, whereas others prefer to participate
in a passive fashion. For instance, individuals with a high need for affiliation tend to make use of
more opportunities to present themselves than individuals with lower needs for affiliation (Leary
and Allen, 2011). Thereby, in particular narcissistic individuals and those having low self-esteem
participate actively on Facebook (Mehdizadeh, 2010). Persons who prefer to browse passively
are commonly people who have a particular interest in broadening their horizons and in building

a sense of connectedness (Koroleva, Krasnova, Veltri, and Giinther, 2011).
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Self-presentation can change the outcomes of people’s lives (e.g., Baumeister, 1982).
Accordingly, several studies demonstrate that psychological outcomes of Internet usage are a
function of participation rate in terms of contributed content. Individuals who regularly
contribute content to the internet experience more social support (McKenna, and Bargh, 1998;
Burke, Marlow, and Lento, 2010; Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe, 2011), less depression
(Bessiére, Kiesler, Kraut, and Boneva, 2008), and less envy (Krasnova et al., 2013), compared to
passive followers. Therefore, Krasnova et al. (2013) recommend future studies in the domain of
Facebook “to avoid combining different types of user activity into one general variable. Instead
different types of user behavior should be integrated as independent constructs” (p. 12).

An explanation of McKenna and Bargh (1998) for the different psychological effects of these
two internet-participation styles is that active participants commonly disclose desirable
characteristics while browsing whereas passive browsers do not. Presenting desirable
characteristics commonly evokes a more favorable evaluation about the person’s identity in
others. As a result, the presenter is more liked and accepted by others and obtains personal
benefits in turn such as increased self-esteem and social support. These positive effects remain
absent while browsing passively. Note that the positive effects of active participation would
reverse into negative effects when the shared information is clearly untrue or evaluated as
bragging. However, this commonly does not occur (Back et al., 2010).

Wilcox and Stephen (2013) offer a related reasoning to McKenna and Bargh specifically in
the context of the news feed. They argue that people who are concerned about the image they are
presenting to others focus mainly on their own contributed content and therefore on their own
desired selves. Presenting one’s desired self results in higher self-esteem as is demonstrated in
their second study. The enhanced self-esteem can be explained by an enhanced feeling of self-
worth resulting from the shared positive information about oneself. In contrast, passive browsers
are particularly focused on social information posted by others in the news feed. They focus on
social information of peers’ desired selves but not so much on their own desired selves. Stephen
and Wilcox observed that browsers focused on others experienced no increase in self-esteem
after a browsing episode. Likewise, Gonzales and Hancock (2011) found that people who focus
on their own profiles (self-focus) experience a rise in self-esteem, but self-esteem does not rise
when one’s own profile is viewed when one also views profiles of others.

Wilcox and Stephen (2013) observed that passive browsers are only affected by news feed
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browsing when they are focused on strong ties (i.e., close friends). Namely, passive browsers are
more involved with strong ties compared to weak ties (i.e., acquaintances) and therefore attend
stronger to posts of close friends. Moreover, social identity theory suggests that an individual
commonly uses peers whom one feels a close relation to as a reference group as they are more
similar to the individual in terms of gender, age, culture, social status and so forth (e.g., Tajfel,
2010). Relatedly, people typically compare themselves to others in domains that are relevant to
their self-view (Smith and Kim, 2007). Close friends are typically more similar and are engaged
in more similar domains in life than distant friends since one typically likes people with similar
interests more than people with dissimilar interests. The higher degree of comparison allows
strong ties to have a larger influence on people than weak ties (Brown and Reingen, 1987).
Interestingly, active browsers are also more influenced by strong ties than by weak ties.
Individuals tend to be more concerned about the image they present to strong ties (Sudman,
Bickart, Blair, and Menon, 1994). Moreover, they are more sensitive to disclosing negative
aspects of themselves to strong ties than to weak ties (Bargh, McKenna, and Fitzsimons, 2002).
Hence, individuals care more about presenting themselves favorably to strong ties than to weak
ties since they are more concerned about the opinion of strong ties (Wilcox and Stephen, 2013).
On account of these findings, it is presumed that typically strong ties have the ability to affect

both active participants as passive participants of the news feed.

3.2 | Preference for Experiential Purchases

Self-presentation goals of individuals are a primary driver of daily consumer behavior. An
underlying concern in selecting daily purchases as clothes, hairstyles, and food brands, and in
selecting occasional purchases as holidays and cars, is to impress others. Material and
experiential products are acquired to make one’s identity more tangible (Dittmar and Pepper,
1992). The selected products are influenced by the social norm of one’s reference group. Often,
products and brands that are self-relevant and communicate a given identity are chosen to present
oneself (Thompson and Hirschman, 1995). For instance, sports fans buy a jersey of their local
team to demonstrate that the team is part of their identity.

Schau and Gilly (2003) illustrate that the motivation to impress others by the products one
consumes is present in online settings as well. That is, people are eager to make use of the

opportunity offered by the Internet to associate themselves with products and brands without
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directly consuming the product itself. For instance, people write reviews of products they like or
dislike on blogs and list the brands they like in their personal profiles on Facebook. This form of
online word-of-mouth communication is shown to have the potential to affect sales considerably
(e.g., Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006). Specifically, Stephen and Galak
(2012) found that socially earned media attention (e.g., posts in social media about certain brands
or products) affects preferences of persons encountering this information even more than paid
advertising does. These researchers conclude that information from a social source (e.g., through
an online community) is more influential in shifting consumers’ opinions than traditional
advertising and may, ultimately, trigger purchasing behavior. Likewise, Goel et al. (2011) argue
that social earned media is more effective than traditional earned media as an early-stage
indicator (e.g., in showing consumers what is popular and hence in setting a social norm).

Social media such as Facebook provides excellent opportunities for online word-of-mouth
communication. For instance, individuals can indicate in their personal profiles what brands,
movies, books, and so forth, they like. More importantly, people can post pictures, messages, and
so forth, in the news feed to show what they have experienced. Individuals present themselves
mainly by their experienced (and upcoming) activities in the highly browsed news feed as is
observed in the pilot study. The purchase of an experiential product is generally required to take
part in activities (Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003). Examples are booking a flight ticket to go on
holiday and buying a ticket to enter a festival. The positive posts about activities in the news feed
serve indirectly as positive worth-of-mouth for the purchase of experiential products that enable
people to experience those activities. Consequently, an increased preference for experiential
purchases might be developed in individuals encountering the news feed.

Passive browsers are particularly focused on word-of-mouth communication provided by
others and are therefore expected to be more influenced by positive word-of-mouth than active
browsers. This is especially the case for those focused on strong ties as people particularly care
about the opinion of strong ties but less so about the opinion of weak ties (Gonzales and
Hancock, 2011; Wilcox and Stephen, 2013). Active browsers are less affected by the word-of-
mouth others provide since they are less focused on social information provided by others. They
might however prefer experiential purchases to a larger extent as well since they can present
themselves more favorably by posting about these experiential purchases (McKenna and Bargh,

1998). On the other hand, the needs driving positive self-presentation are already temporarily
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fulfilled given that active browsers posted content during the browsing episode to satisfy these
needs. Drive reduction theory (and related behavioral theories such as self-determination theory)
suggest that these browsers feel fewer urges for future positive self-presentation as a result (Hull,
1943; Deci and Ryan, 1987). Thus, whereas browsers who typically post about their experienced
activities in the news feed benefit more from experiential purchases and may therefore desire
them more, they experience a dip in this desire straight after a browsing episode because the
needs are satisfied. Active browsers focused on weak ties might have satisfied their needs less
than active browsers focused on strong ties because they care less about self-presentation
towards weak ties (Sudman et al., 1994). Consequently, they might not have lowered their urge
for positive self-presentation to purchase experiential purchases. Conversely, they might feel that
it is less important to purchase experiential purchases to present oneself favorably in the news
feed since they care less about others’ opinions. Thus, the direction of the effect of tie strength
focus concerning active browsers is uncertain yet. Hence, no differences are foreseen. On

account of the discussion, hypothesis 2 is formulated.

H2: Under passive news feed participation, a focus on strong ties results in a stronger
preference for experiential purchases over material purchases than a focus on weak ties does,

whereas this preference does not differ under active news feed participation.

3.3 | Causal Mechanism
A two-step potential mechanism through which the main effect may operate is discussed next.
3.2.1 | Estimations of peers’ positive experiences

Human beings have a natural drive to assess how good they are doing on a continuum of
abilities, experiences, possessions, and so forth (Festinger, 1954). For this purpose, social
information provided by our peers is compared to our own characteristics. The obtained social
information defines the social norms that we aspire to live up to. Social norms do not always
represent reality accurately (Jordan et al., 2011). Jordan and colleagues reasoned that people can
observe peers’ experiences only directly in social settings, whereas they can observe their own
experiences across all settings. This leads to biased norms since individuals typically experience
less negative emotions in social settings compared to solitary settings. Besides, negative

emotions are often suppressed and not shared afterwards when those negative emotions do




19

appear in social settings. Consequently, people develop a feeling that peers experience less
negative emotional events in life as is revealed by Jordan et al. (2013).

Facebook offers people access to more social information in a peer-dominated environment to
compare themselves to than was ever possible before (Denti et al. 2012). The social information
1s particularly based on positive experiences. This leads to an upward shift in the social norm of
happiness and excitement in life (Chou and Edge, 2012). This norm is for most people not
realistic to reach in reality and might therefore have adverse effects such as envy and depression
(Bessiére et al., 2008). In offline settings, individuals typically express themselves by positive
events as well. However, in offline settings, social information is encountered of a smaller
number of people in a few minutes time as compared to the news feed setting. No change in
social norm is likely to occur when one person or a select group of people tells you about their
positively valenced experiences. You would probably evaluate this information as inspiring or
joyful. This fashion of communication commonly occurs in face-to-face settings. Imagine
however that twenty people in a face-to-face setting all tell you in a few minutes time what kind
of positively valenced experience they recently had. It would probably make you re-evaluate the
fashion in which you live your own life and it would shift your social norm. A similar
mechanism occurs when browsing the news feed. People encounter an overload of favorable
social information of a variety of peers. Consequently, Facebook browsing leads an individual to
believe that others are happier than the browser is oneself (Chou and Edge, 2012). Akin to the
findings of Jordan et al. (2012), the social norm to which positive events are experienced might
change upwards for individuals as a result of all posts on positively valenced experiences.

The social norm of the degree to which one experiences positive activities is likely to be
changed in particular for passive browsers for two reasons. Passive browsers are typically
focused on posted content by peers and thus pay more attention to encountered social
information of their peers. Passive browsers focused on strong ties are especially affected
because one typically processes the information obtained of strong ties (Brown and Reingen,
1987). Information provided by weak ties has less potential to affect the social norm of
experienced activities since weak ties often not belong to one’s reference group (Smith and Kim,
2007). Both active browsers focused on strong ties as those focused on weak ties are particularly
concentrated on the information they provided themselves. Consequently, the posts of peers

affect those browsers less. No different estimations of peers’ positive experiences are expected
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regarding active browsers since both groups are only to a low extent engaged in social
comparison. On account of these findings, hypothesis 3 and 4 are formed:

H3: Under passive news feed participation, a focus on strong ties results in a higher
estimated frequency of peers’ positive experiences than a focus on weak ties does, whereas it

does not differ under active news feed participation.

3.2.2| Benign Envy

There are two types of social comparison. A comparison to a less advantaged peer in the
comparison domain is called a downward social comparison, whereas the comparison to a more
fortunate peer is called an upward social comparison (Wills, 1981). Positive self-presentation of
others is likely to lead to upward social comparisons (Qiu et al., 2012). As such, the estimation
that peers experience more positive events as a result of news feed browsing is an upward social
comparison. Upward social comparisons typically elicit the negative emotion envy (Parrot and
Smith, 1993). Along these lines, Krasnova et al. (2013) suggest that the upward social
comparisons provoked by social information on Facebook lead to envious feelings. In their first
study they find that almost 30% of the participants indicate envy to be the most important factor
of frustration as a result of Facebook browsing. Their second study reveals a full mediation effect
of envy on decreased life satisfaction as a result of passive Facebook browsing. Browsing the
news feed provokes most envy in the domain of experienced activities since the largest portion
of posts in the news feed are about activities.

The function of envious emotions is to provoke action tendencies that enable a more
favorable social comparison (Keltner and Haidt, 1999). Van der Ven et al. (2009) distinguished
two forms of envy (benign envy versus malicious envy) which provoke dissimilar action
tendencies. Benign envy is experienced when one feels that the other deserved the positive state
and when one feels to have control over reaching this state oneself. Malicious envy is
experienced when one perceives that the other did not deserve the positive experience
complemented by a perception of low control over improving oneself. Both malicious and
benign envy are characterized by pain (Tai, Narayanan, and McAllister, 2012). It results in
dissimilar actions tendencies however. Benign envy elicits a tendency to improve oneself on the
particular domain, whereas malicious envy evokes action tendencies aimed at begrudging the

other person. Thus, benign envy motivates to convert the higher estimations of positive activities
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peers experience into experiencing more activities oneself. In contrast, malicious envy converts
this judgment into degrading peers’ activities or trying to do better in other domains. More
benign envy than malicious envy is likely to be evoked by news feed browsing since people aim
to post content that increases the extent to which others like them (Ellison, 2007). The goal to
attain more social support will not be achieved if malicious envy would be commonly
experienced by peers encountering your posts. In contrast, less social support will be achieved.
Thus, it is likely that people typically experience positive consequences of posting content in the
news feed given that people remain motivated to present themselves favorably in the news feed,.

Encountered social information that positively impresses you but which does not provoke a
social comparison mainly results in the positive emotion ‘admiration’. For instance, when a
retired woman sees a student graduating she merely admires the achievement of the student but
will not engage in social comparison. Admiration is a pleasant emotion which does not lead to a
strong motivation to narrow the gap between oneself and the other (Van der Ven, Zeelenberg,
and Pieters, 2011). When you evaluate a post of someone else as very undesirable, a feeling of
resentment might be elicited without making an explicit social comparison. Resentment might
also lead to a motivation to degrade the other. Thus, merely benign envy motivates people to do
better in the same domain. In the specific context of this research, it translates into a preference
for experiential purchases in order to experience more favorable activities.

Upward social comparisons are mostly experienced when one browses Facebook passively
since one might feel inferior in social standing as one’s own positive experiences are not salient
(Gonzales and Hancock, 2011). Benign envy is elicited by a frustrating upward social
comparison with typically someone you like and feel similar to. You want to remain close to that
person and not risk a hostile relationship (Van der Ven et al., 2009). Therefore, passive browsers
typically experience benign envy when seeing posts of strong ties and might consequently prefer
to purchase experiential activities oneself. Passive browsers focused on weak ties read posts of
people who are not part of their reference group. They perform less upward social comparisons
and experience less envy as a result (Parrot and Smith, 1993). Active Facebook browsers
experience less envy since they focus less on peers’ posts (Wilcox and Stephen, 2013). This is
especially the case for active browsers focused on weak ties since they compare themselves less
to the encountered posts. Furthermore, active browsers focusing on strong ties experience more

self-worth and self-esteem as a result of their active participation. Therefore, they make
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relatively more downward social comparisons and less upward social comparisons compared to
active browsers focused on weak ties. The two specific effects for active browsers with a weak
tie focus and a strong tie focus are posited to cancel each other out. Taken these insights together,

the following hypotheses are formulated:

HA4: Under passive news feed participation, a focus on strong ties results in more benign envy
than a focus on weak ties does, whereas benign envy does not differ under active news feed

participation.

H5: The modified estimation of peers’ positive experiences and benign envy sequentially mediate
the relationship between news feed participation and the preference for experiential purchases

over material purchases moderated by tie strength.

CHAPTER 4: EMPIRICAL STUDIES

Two studies are presented that jointly examine the conceptual framework. The first study tests
whether the presumed mediating process is triggered’. Study 2 examines the validity of the
complete conceptual framework. Gender is included as a covariate in analyzing the results
because women are observed to be more influenced by media than men (Wood, 1994). Thereby,
Karl et al. (2010) found that men are more extreme and self-promoting in their information

sharing on Facebook compared to women.
4.1 | STUDY 1

Study 1 has a three-fold aim. The first aim is to examine the effect of news feed participation
moderated by tie strength focus on the estimated frequency to which peers experience positive
events in life. The second aim is to extend the finding of Krasnova et al. (2013) that envy is
evoked by news feed browsing, by assessing whether passive news feed participation, as well as
active news feed participation, evokes in particular benign envy or malicious envy. Additionally,
the degree of provoked admiration and resentment are measured to assess to what extent people
engage in upward social comparison resulting in envious feelings. Finally, the conclusions of the

pilot study are extended. A comparison is made, regarding the frequency of posts on activities,

> Study 1 had initially a different aim. Therefore, study 1 does not start with examining the main effect, which would have been
the more logical and common way, but with exploring the underlying mechanism.
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achievements, and materialistic products, between the news feed setting versus a face-to-face
setting. A control condition is included to get an indication whether news feed browsing drives
the estimations of peers’ positive experiences upwards (e.g., a shift towards higher estimations
than in regular settings) or downwards (e.g., a shift towards less experiential purchases)

compared to real-life settings.

4.1.1 | Method

Participants and Design. Hundred-thirty-five Tilburg University undergraduates participated

in a lab study (Mgge = 21.0; 52% male) in exchange for seven euros. Participants were randomly

assigned to one of four conditions in a 4-group (news feed browsing: passive when having a
strong ties focus vs. passive when having a weak ties focus vs. active vs. none) between subjects
design. The moderating influence of tie strength is only applied in the passive condition since
this study had initially a different aim.

Procedure. The study was conducted in two ostensibly unrelated parts. The first part exposed
participants to one of four manipulations and served to check whether this manipulation was
successful. Following the procedure of Wilcox and Stephen (2013), participants in the no-news
feed condition were instructed to browse the popular Dutch news website www.AD.nl for five
minutes. These participants were asked not to browse any form of social media during the
browsing task. Participants in the three news feed browsing conditions were instructed to log on
to their personal Facebook accounts, and to subsequently browse the news feed for five minutes.
They were instructed not to browse their own timeline. It was communicated to participants in
the active news feed browsing condition that it would be highly appreciated if they actively
participate on Facebook by posting at least one of the following forms of content in the news
feed: a status update, a public message, or a comment to a post. In contrast, participants assigned
to the ‘passive strong ties focus’ condition were instructed to avoid posting content on Facebook.
Subsequently, following the tie strength manipulation procedure of Wilcox and Stephen (2013,
study 1), this group of passive participants were given a name listing task asking them to list the
names of five Facebook-friends who they consider to be close friends. For each friend, they were
then asked to indicate how much the person’s opinion mattered to them (1 = “opinion does not

matter at all,” 7 = “opinion matters a lot”). Participants assigned to the ‘passive weak ties focus’
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condition received an identical manipulation as the ‘passive strong ties focus’ condition, with the
exception that “close friends” was replaced by “distant friends”.

After finishing the 5-minute-browsing task, participants who browsed the news feed had to
fill out several questions that served as manipulation checks. Participants had to indicate on a
dichotomous yes/no scale whether they had posted any content on Facebook during these five
minutes as a manipulation check for news feed participation. As a manipulation check for tie
strength, participants filled out a three-item measure on a 7-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree,”
7 = “strongly agree”) examining how focused they were on close friends during the browsing
task (“I thought about my close friends,” “I thought about friends whose opinions matter,” “I

thought about friends who are influential to me”; a =.90)

Then, all participants were asked to open the ostensibly unrelated second part of the
experiment. At first, participants were asked to make estimations of the frequency to which peers
experience certain positive and certain negative events to measure the first presumed mediator.
This was operationalized by asking participants to “estimate the percentage (0%-100%) of fellow
undergraduate students taking this survey who had had, sometime in the past 2 weeks, each of
the following 10 experiences”: Received a high grade, attended a fun party, participated in sports,
went out with friends, and had a great meal Had a fight/argument, thought about enormous
workload, was rejected by a boy/girl, received a low grade, thought about bad personal health
habits,. The first five events are classified as positive experiences; the final five events are
classified as negative experiences. This measure is adopted from Jordan et al. (2011). The main
interest in this study is in testing the potential overestimation of experiencing positive events.
Yet, testing the possible underestimation of negative events might provide additional insights in
the process and negative experiences are therefore measured as well.

Subsequently, in relation to the five minute-browsing episode, participants in the three news
feed browsing conditions had to indicate their agreement regarding the following statements
“The Facebook-posts of others caused feelings of [benign envy], [malicious envy], [admiration],
[resentment] in me towards those persons” on a 7-point scale (1 = ‘not at all’, 7 = ‘very much so”)
for all four emotions individually.

Finally, the content of Facebook-posts was examined concerning the five minute-browsing
episode by asking participants in the three news feed browsing conditions to indicate for each of

the three categories on a 5-point scale (1 = Never, 5 = All of the time) “To what extent did you
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encounter Facebook-posts of others about ....” [material products] [achievements] [experiences].
A follow-up question using the same scale asked participants for each category “How would
people present themselves favorably to others when there would be no social media?”.

Participants were thanked and debriefed after filling out some demographic questions.

4.1.2| Results

Sample. Three participants were excluded from analysis as they had no Facebook. Ten
participants are excluded from analysis since they took less than 5 minutes to finish the first part
of the experiment which made it improbable that they browsed the assigned website for at least
five minutes. One participant was excluded for not understanding the instructions. Seven
participants indicated not to have posted any content on Facebook while they were asked to post
content, whereas two respondents indicated to have posted content while they were instructed not
to do this. These respondents are therefore excluded from analysis. Consequently, the sample
size is reduced to 114 participants.

Manipulation check. A marginal main effect of tie strength condition on the degree to which
one focuses on close ties is found by a one-way ANCOVA® (F (2,80)=2.38,p < .1, np>= .056).
Contrary to expectations, planned contrasts reveal that participants in the strong ties condition
indicated to be marginally less focused on close friends while browsing Facebook

(Myassive/strong = 3.07) compared to participants in the weak ties condition (Mpassive/weax =

3.83; p =.07) and compared to participants in the active condition whom had not faced a name-

listing task (Mgctive = 3.91; p = .06). The manipulation of tie strength was therefore not

successful. Consequently, no viable conclusions can be drawn in this study on the moderating
effect of tie strength focus.

Categorical distribution in the news feed. A one-way repeated-measures ANCOVA was
conducted to compare the extent to which participants in the three news feed browsing
conditions indicate to have encountered the three distinguished categories of news feed posts.
The means and standard deviations are presented in table 4. Mauchly’s test indicates that the

assumption of sphericity is violated (y?(2) = 8.40, € = .91; p = .02). The repeated-measures

Preliminary checks were conducted to ensure that there was no violation of the assumptions of normality, homogeneity of
variances (Levene’s test), and homogeneity of regression slopes. No violations were observed. From here on, assumption checks
will not be reported unless otherwise stated.
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ANCOVA with Huynh-Feldt correction’ reveals a main effect between the three categories of
posts (F(1.88, 154.36) = 6.97, p = .002). Planned contrasts revealed that significantly more posts
are encountered about activities compared to achievements (Mactivities = 417, Machievements =
3.26; p <.01) and compared to materialistic purchases (Mpyrchases = 2.66; p <.01).

Categorical distribution in offline settings. A one-way repeated-measures ANCOVA was
conducted to compare mean scores of the three categories in regard to offline self-presentation.

No significant main effect was observed (F = .44, NS); means are depicted in table 5.

Table 4 — Categorical distribution in the news feed Table 5 — Categorical distribution in offline settings

Descriptives N Mean | SD Descriptives N Mean | SD
Material products 84 2.66 0.11 Material products 84 3.55 0.11
Achievements 84 3.26 0.10 Achievements 84 3.66 0.08
Activities 84 4.17 0.08 Activities 84 3.56 0.09

Categorical distribution in the news feed vs. offline settings. Paired sample T-tests reveal that
participants in the Facebook conditions indicate to encounter less self-presentation by
materialistic posts in the news feed (Mpp materiaiism = 2.65) compared to offline settings
(Mot riine materiatism = 3-55; 1(83) = -5.79, p < .001). Accordingly they indicate to experience
less self-presentation by achievements in the news feed (Mgg schievements = 3.26) than in an
offline setting (Mo friine achievements = 3.66; 1(83) = -3.35, p = .001). The reverse was true for
activities. Activities were indicated to have been encountered more in the news feed
(Mgg activities = 4.17) than in offline settings (Mo fiine activities = 3.56; t(83) = 5.17, p <.001).

Estimations of peers’ positive experiences. A one-way ANCOVA uncovered no effect of
news feed participation on estimations of peers’ positive experiences (F(3, 109) = 2.13; NS, 1), *
= .06). As expected, no significant differences in estimations were found for negative
experiences either (F(3, 109) =.76, NS).

Experienced emotions. A one-way repeated measures ANCOVA with Huynh-Feldt correction
(e = .79) revealed that there was a marginally significant overall difference between the four

examined emotions as a result of news feed browsing (F(2.47, 194) =2.58, p=.07,1, 2 = .03).

" The Huynh-Feldt correction is applied as is proposed by Girden (1992) for departures of sphericity above epsilon values of .75.
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Planned contrasts revealed that benign envy (Mgenignenvy = 3.54) was felt to a larger degree than
malicious envy (Muyaiiciousenvy= 2.29; p < .01) and resentment (Mgesentment = 2-14, p < .01).

No significant difference was found between the degree of experienced benign envy compared to

experienced admiration (Mygmiration = 3-90, NS). This is visually presented in figure 2.

51

. [ 390
1 BEE

T2
J_ Iz.m

Mean elicited emotions

T T T T
Admiration Benign envy Malicious envy Resentment

Error bars: 95% Cl

Figure 2. Histogram of Experienced Emotions while Browsing Facebook

4.1.3 | Discussion

This study observed no effect of news feed participation on the frequency-estimation to which
peers experience positive events. It was expected that merely passive browsers focused on strong
ties would experience a rise in the frequency-estimations. However, the tie strength manipulation
was not successful which makes it plausible that no effects are observed in this experiment on
these estimations. Hence, the effect on frequency-estimations requires to be examined with a
different tie strength manipulation in the second experiment. Secondly, this study showed that
the high degree of envy reported by Krasnova et al. (2013) is mainly driven by benign envy, and
not so much by malicious envy. There is a considerable amount of upward social comparison

evoked by news feed browsing given that the degree to which one experiences benign envy is
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similar to the degree of admiration. In accordance with the pilot study, participants indicate that
people focus in the news feed more on self-presentation by activities than on self-presentation by
one’s materialistic possessions and purchases. This study has extended the findings of the pilot
study as participants indicate that individuals present themselves in the news feed more by
activities compared to face-to-face settings. In contrast, participants indicate that people present
themselves less by materialistic purchases and possessions in the news feed compared to face-to-
face settings. Study 2 builds on the findings of this study regarding benign envy and self-
presentation and addresses the complete conceptual model.

4.2 | STUDY 2

The main objective of study two is to test the complete presumed conceptual framework. A
different manipulation of tie strength focus is incorporated for this purpose. A control condition
is included to get an indication whether potential effects of news feed participation are driven by
upward activity (e.g., a shift towards more experiential purchases than in regular settings) or by
downward activity (e.g., a shift towards less experiential purchases).

It was argued in chapter 3 that active browsers focus more on their own shared content and
passive browsers more on shared content by others. This is presumed to be a crucial antecedent
for the expected different psychological effects that the two types of news feed participation
evoke. However, this has not been empirically tested yet and is therefore examined in this study.

The pilot study and study 1 categorized posts in the news feed on basis of the first five
respectively three posts they encountered in the news feed. Study 2 uses a categorization
procedure based on the posts browsers can immediately recall. This serves the purpose of
assessing whether posts on activities are not only encountered, but also recalled more frequently
than posts on achievements and materialistic products. This is a proxy for assessing whether

posts concerning activities also considerably impress and affect browsers.
4.2.1| Method

Participants and design. Hundred-thirty-three Tilburg University undergraduates (Mage =

21.7; 42% male) were randomly assigned to one of three conditions (news feed participation:
active vs. passive vs. none) in the between-subjects design. Tie strength is measured by
individual differences.

Procedure. The manipulation procedure of news feed participation was identical to study 1.




29

Two questions assessed subsequently whether active browsers were more focused on their own
posted content and whether passive browsers focused more on content posted by others.
Participants in the news feed browsing conditions had to indicate their degree of agreement on a
five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) for the statements “I was focused on
information that I share myself to others on Facebook™ and I was focused on information that
others share on Facebook”. Three statements, on which participants could indicate their level of
agreement (1=strongly disagree, S=strongly agree), were developed to measure tie strength. The
statements were respectively “The messages that I read in the news feed were mainly of people
to whom I feel intimately related”, “I looked longer at messages of people where I do not feel
intimately related to”, and “The messages I can recall the easiest are of people I feel intimately
related to”. Scores were averaged, after reverse scoring the second statement, to form a measure

of tie strength (o = .674) ®. Higher scores reflect a focus on stronger ties.

Then, the dependent variables were measured starting with the examination of the extent to
which participants preferred to purchase experiential products over material products. This
preference is assessed by building on a procedure initiated by Liberman and Trope (1978), and
modernized by Van Boven and Gilovich (2003, see study 4, p. 1199). Participants were
instructed to imagine that they had to make four choices; each between purchasing an experience
and a material possession. The four choices were between (1) a new watch or going to a concert,
(2) a pair of new shoes or a dinner followed by a comedy show, (3) a new phone accessory of
one’s choice or going to a pool hall, and (4) a new jacket or spending an evening in a bar with a
friend. The first mediator, which is the estimation of the frequency to which peers experience
positive events, is identically measured as in the first study. The second potential mediator,
benign envy, is measured by taking the degree of benign envy experienced in each of the three
most salient posts as a proxy for general benign envy. Participants were therefore instructed to
list three posts they instantly recalled. Then they had to indicate for each post to what degree it
elicited each of the following four feelings in them: admiration, benign envy, malicious envy,
and resentment. This was indicated on a 5-point scale (1 = Clearly does not describe my feelings,
5 = Clearly describes my feelings). Admiration, malicious envy, and resentment were included to

assess whether the main effect is driven by benign envy or by alternative emotions that are

The internal consistency of the tie strength measure is deemed acceptable since the cut-off value of .7 is included in the
confidence interval. Interpretation is based on lecture 7 of Rik Pieters in the course Survey Methodology. Thereby, Hair, et al.
(2006, p.92) suggested that Cronbach o — values between 0.6 and 0.7 are “deemed the lower limit for acceptability”.
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evoked by news feed browsing. Participants were subsequently asked to indicate for each post
what the valence of the post was (1 = very negative, 5 = very positive) and what the content was
(“materialistic” vs. “achievement” vs. activity” vs. “something else”). These measures were

similar to the ones used in the pilot study.
4.2.2| Results

Manipulation checks. Two participants were excluded from analysis since they browsed the
website they were assigned to less than five minutes. An independent samples T-test shows that

active news feed browsers report to be more self-focused (My¢¢iye = 2.17) than passive news feed
browsers (Mpgssive = 1.69; t(106) = 2.40; p = .02). On the contrary, passive browsers indicate to
be more focused on others (Mpgssive = 4.39) than active browsers (Myctive = 4.02; t(106) = -2.81;

p <.01). In general, participants in both conditions indicated to be focused in particular on what
others post while browsing the news feed.

Categorical distribution of posts. Of the posts participants instantly recalled, 153 out of the
323 posts (47.7%) were about activities, 29 (9%) were about achievements, 19 (5.9%) about
materialistic products, and 122 (37.8%) were about something else. The differences between the
frequencies of posts in the four categories were statistically  significant

(x*(3,N = 323) = 166.10; p < .001). Passive and active browsers had a similar categorical

distribution of recalled posts

(X*(3,N = 162) = 1.68; NS); see appendix B. 1 for more details. Moreover, a one sample T-

test reveals that respondents rate the valence of recalled posts as significantly more positive than

the neutral midpoint (Mygjence = 3.80; SD = 1.08; t(323) = 13.35; p < .001). Importantly,

posts specifically about activities were significantly more positive than the neutral midpoint as
well (Myajence = 4.05; SD = .82;t(152) = 15.95;p < .001).

Preference for Purchasing Experiential products over Material Products. A moderated
regression including gender as a covariate was performed on purchase preferences with
independent variables (i) tie strength focus, (i) a dummy variable for news feed participation,
and (ii1) their interaction. The results revealed no main effect of news feed participation

(B = .02,t(103) = —.18, NS), no main effect of tie strength focus (B =.21, £(103) = 1.60,NS),

and no significant two-way interaction (B = — .14, t(103) = —1.08, NS). Although the interaction
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1s insignificant, it is interesting to see whether the pattern follows the hypothesis. The effects of
news feed participation are tested via a simple slopes analysis at one standard deviation above
and below the mean of tie strength focus (as a proxy for respectively a strong ties focus and a
weak ties focus). The simple slopes analysis exposed that the slope of tie strength focus was
significantly positive for passive news feed browsing (f = .35, t(104) = 2.82p < .01), while the
slope of tie strength was insignificant for active news feed browsing (f = .07, t(104) = .58,NS).
This is visualized in figure 3. In addition, a one sample t-test shows that passive browsers
focused on strong ties prefer to buy more experiential products than participants who did not

browse the news feed (Mcontror = 2.20, Mpassive/strong = 2.80; t(24) = -2.60, p = .02).

Simple Slopes:
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Figure 3. Simple Slopes Analysis Preference for Experiential Products

Estimations of peers’ positive experiences. A moderated regression including gender as a
covariate was performed on estimations of peers’ positive experiences with independent
variables (i) tie strength focus, (ii) news feed participation, and (iii) their interaction. The results
showed no main effect of news feed participation (f = 1.54,t(103) = 1.18, NS), no main
effect of tie strength focus (f = —.61,t(103) = —.37,NS), and no significant two-way
interaction (f = —.39,t(103) = —.23, NS). A marginal significant effect of gender was found
however indicating that women estimate peers to experience more positive events

(Mwomen = 70.89; Myen = 66.06; t(103) = 1.65, p = .10). Alternatively, it may be that
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browsing the news feed leads in general to higher estimations of the frequency to which peers
experience positive events. However, an independent sample T-test shows that passive browsers
do not have higher estimations than non-browsers (Mpassive = 67.39, M¢ontror = 68.98; t(77) = -
49, NS). Unexpectedly, higher estimations of peers’ positive experiences did not lead to more
feelings of benign envy (8 = .00, t(105) = —.06, NS).

Benign Envy. A moderated regression including gender as a covariate was performed on
benign envy with independent variables (i) tie strength focus, (i1) news feed participation, and (iii)
their interaction. The regression revealed no main effect of news feed participation

( p=-.30,t(103) =-1.51, NS) , no main effect of tie strength focus
( p=.41t103)=163,NS ), but a significant two-way interaction
(B = —.59,t(103) = —2.35,p = .02). To explore the interaction effect, a simple slopes analysis
examined the effects of news feed participation on benign envy at one standard deviation above
and below the mean of tie strength focus. The slope of tie strength focus was significantly
positive for passive news feed browsing (f = 1.00, t(104) = 4.03,p < .001), while the slope
of tie strength was insignificant for active news feed browsing(f = — .18, t(104) = —.78, NS).
As visualized in figure 4, especially passive browsers focused on strong ties experience benign

envy as a result of news feed browsing.
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Figure 4.Simple Slopes Analysis Benign Envy

It was tested whether benign envy mediates the effect of news feed participation on the

preference for experiential purchases over material purchases in a moderated mediation analysis
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as proposed by Hayes (2013, model 8). The effect of news feed participation on benign envy was
marginally significant (f = 1.58,t(103) = 1,92, p = .06) and the interaction was significant

((B = —.59,t(103) = —2,35, p =.02). Benign envy did not predict purchase preferences
however (f = .02,t(102) = .30, NS). Consequently, the bootstrap analysis shows no positive

mediation of benign envy on purchase preferences (95% CI: -.08 to .05).

Alternative Emotions. Malicious envy, resentment, and admiration are analyzed to check
whether purchase preferences are not driven by these three alternative emotions. A moderated
regression with gender as covariate and malicious envy as dependent variable revealed no main

effect of news feed participation (f = —.22, t(103) = —1.44, NS), no main effect of tie
strength  focus (f = .07, t(103) = —-.35, NS), and no  two-way interaction
(= — .31, t(103) = —1.57, NS). A moderated regression with gender as covariate and

resentment as dependent variable revealed no main effect of news feed participation

( p=-.06, t(103) =-39, NS) , no main effect of tie strength focus
(B = .00,t(103) =.01, NS), and no two-way interaction (f = —.29,t(103) = —1.60, NS).
Finally, a moderated regression with gender as covariate and admiration as dependent variable
revealed no main effect of news feed participation (f = —.29,t(103) = —-1.10, NS), a
marginal effect of tie strength focus (f = .55,t(103) = 1.66, p =.10), and a marginally
significant two-way interaction (f = —.62,t(103) = —1.86, p =.07). A simple slopes

analysis shows that the slope of tie strength was significantly positive for passive news feed

browsing ( f = 1.17, t(104) = 3.61,p < .001) , while the slope of tie strength was
insignificant for active news feed browsing (8 = —.07, t(104) = —.23, NS). As visualized in

figure 5, especially passive browsers focused on strong ties experience admiration as a result of

news feed browsing.




34

Simple Slopes:
Admiration
c 9
o 8,5
s 8
= 7,5
£ 7
< 65
° Moderate Ti
. oderate lie . .
Low Tie Strength Strength High Tie Strength
@D 3ssive 6,81 7,72 8,63
= A ctive 7,19 7,14 7,09

Figure 5. Simple Slopes Analysis Admiration

It was tested whether admiration mediates the effect of news feed participation on the
preference for experiential purchases over material purchases in the moderated mediation
analysis proposed by Hayes (2013, model 8). The effect of news feed participation on admiration
was insignificant (8 = 1.67,t(103) = 1.55, NS), but the interaction was marginally significant

(B = —.62,t(103) = —1.86, p = .07). In addition, admiration did not predict purchase
preferences (8 = .01,t(102) = .31, NS). Therefore, the bootstrap analysis shows no mediation

of admiration on purchase preferences (95% CI: -.07 to .04).

4.2.3 | Discussion

This study shows that people not only encounter posts on positively valenced activities to a
higher degree, but that these posts are also salient to people. Thus, study 2 provides more support
for hypothesis 1. Posts on positively valenced activities are therefore the primary category of
posts to affect people (see appendix B.2 for an overview of the three studies regarding
categorized content). The main finding of this study is that passive browsers focused on strong
ties prefer to purchase more experiential products than non-browsers or passive browsers focused
on weak ties. In contrast, tie strength did not moderate the purchase preferences of active
browsers. These findings are in line with hypothesis 2. A main determinant for the different
effects between passive and active browsers on purchase preferences is exposed. Namely, the

assumption that active browsers are more focused on themselves and passive browsers more on
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others is supported. Nevertheless, the presumed underlying mechanism does not find support in
this study. Contrary to expectations, passive browsers focused on strong ties had no higher
estimations of peers’ positive experiences than passive browsers focused on weak ties.
Hypothesis 3 was therefore not accepted. Passive browsers focused on strong ties experience
more benign envy compared to passive browsers focused on weak ties. No differences were
observed for active browsers. Hypothesis 4 is therefore confirmed. Nonetheless, no support was

found for benign envy as a mediating mechanism. Hence, hypothesis 5 is not confirmed.

CHAPTER 5: GENERAL DISCUSSION

An elaborate discussion on the obtained insights and findings, including an answer to the
problem statement, is provided in this chapter. This thesis finalizes by discussing its limitations,

avenues for future research, and implications.
5.1 | Discussion

Facebook has become an integrated part of life for a broad and extensive public. Prior
research has shown that Facebook impacts psychological states and behavioral tendencies of its
browsers substantially. Recently, Wilcox and Stephen (2013) initiated to address the literature
gap concerning the relationship between Facebook browsing and consumer behavior. This thesis
closed this gap further. Browsing the Facebook-news feed is demonstrated to facilitate a
modification in purchase preferences for passive news feed browsers focused on strong ties. It
conforms to the findings of prior literature that especially this group of browsers experiences the
effect on purchase preferences. Granovetter (1973) demonstrated that especially strong ties have
the ability to influence other people. In addition, prior literature already suggested that the
influence of Facebook browsing depends on the degree of participation in terms of active versus
passive participation (e.g., Krasnova et al., 2013). This is mainly caused by a difference in the
browser’s focus. Wilcox and Stephen (2013) show that a focus on self-posted content while
browsing Facebook has a different impact on browsers than a focus on content provided by
others.

The specific direction in which the purchase preferences of passive browsers focused on
strong ties changes is towards a higher preference for experiential purchases over materialistic

purchases. The modified preference is grounded in online word-of-mouth communication of
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peers that results from positive self-presentation. A content analysis has advanced our knowledge
about self-presentation in the news feed by exposing that individuals’ news feed posts are
especially about the positively valenced activities they experience. The observed positivity is in
line with prior research of Denti et al. (2012) on self-presentation in the news feed and with more
general insights of positive self-presentation on Facebook (e.g., Zhao et al., 2008). The
pioneering finding of the content analysis is that people especially present themselves by their
experienced activities. The general trend of self-presentation by positively valenced activities is
argued to be the main antecedent for the shift in purchase preferences experienced by browsers
who focus on the social information provided by their close peers. That is, the online word-of-
mouth communication of one’s reference group about positive activities evokes a stronger
preference to purchase experiential products in order to experience these activities oneself.

It is yet unclear what psychological process translates this social information into the
preference for experiential purchases. This thesis hypothesized, but not found, that the increase
was particularly instigated by social comparison processes. No support was obtained for the line
of reasoning that passively browsing the news feed results in higher estimations of peers’
positive experiences in case browsers focus on strong ties. This is surprising given the findings
of Chou and Edge (2012) and Qiu et al. (2012), who showed respectively that a Facebook-
browsing episode evokes people to estimate that others have happier lives and that others
experience more positive emotions. Importantly, the effect on estimations may be weakened by
probing subjects in the lab studies to estimate the frequency to which other undergraduates in
their university have had positive experiences in the two foregoing weeks. Participants might not
generalize the obtained social information of their reference group (i.e., one’s close Facebook-
friends) about positive experiences to undergraduate students in general. An alternative
mechanism might be that browsers feel that their peers are more satisfied and ‘happy’ with a
similar experience than they are themselves. Thus, the estimation of the frequency to which peers
experience more desirable experiences may not change, only the interpretation of those
experiences. In that case, participants would feel a need to change their attitude towards activities
rather than experiencing those activities more.

Interestingly, the findings of Krasnova et al. (2013) are extended by showing that the evoked
envy is in particular benign. As was expected, especially passive browsers focused on strong ties

experience a rise in benign envy since they compare themselves more to their peers. These




37

browsers are argued to be motivated to buy experiential products since the upward social
comparison is generally in the domain of experienced activities. Namely, benign envy typically
motivates an individual to improve oneself in the particular domain where the envy is evoked
(Van der Ven et al. 2009). This serves the goal of coping with the envious feeling that was
evoked by an upward social comparison. It is therefore remarkable that benign envy had no
mediating role in the increased preference for experiential products. It may be that a minimum
threshold of benign envy has to be present before purchase preferences are adjusted. Thus, only
people who experience considerable feelings of benign envy might change their preferences. In
the context of this thesis, especially passive browsers focused on strong ties experienced high
levels of benign envy, whereas other types of browsers mostly experienced moderate feelings of
benign envy. This would explain why there is no general significant mediating effect of benign
envy while passive browsers focused on strong ties both experience more benign envy and have
a stronger preference for experiential purchases.

The obtained insights provide a partial answer to the problem statement; browsing the news
feed does influence purchase preferences; the underlying mechanism is still unclear however. An
alternative mechanism driving the observed main effect may be people’s conformation to social
proof. A desire to fit in with peers results in a motivation to conform to normative social
influences (Cialdini, 1993). The specific desire evoked by the news feed entails to experience
more positive valenced activities as one might believe that peers are already involved in more
activities. Passive browsers focused on strong ties would especially feel this need since they are
more focused on the norm set by their reference group. Note however that participants did not
estimate others to experience more positive events. This mechanism is therefore not a strongly
appealing explanation. A second and related alternative mechanism might be that browsing the
news feed evokes a preference to purchase experiential products in order to enable more
desirable self-presentation in the news feed oneself. Namely, people may desire to take part in a
social activity that is valued in their social environment. It would be interesting to assess whether
the desire to participate in the news feed is so strong as to enable a change in people’s purchase

preferences.

5.2 | Limitations and Future Research
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This thesis is not without limitations, and the most important ones are addressed here. First, the
results in the active browsing condition might be seriously weakened by the operationalization of
news feed participation. The experimental manipulation of the active condition allowed for
commenting on posts initiated by others, whereas the theoretical discussion assumed that the
browser initiated the posts (i.e., status updates). ‘Active’ browsers posting comments are less
focused on their own positive experiences than browsers updating their status. Consequently,
participants who browsed actively by posting comments may have experienced more similar
effects in line with passive browsing as with active browsing. This limitation is hard to avoid in a
lab experiment as forcing students to post status updates in the news feed is likely to lead to
confounding effects such as a negative mood in case they do not appreciate to follow the
instruction. It was attempted to get around this problem by giving active browsers an option to
comment on others since it is a less controversial fashion of active participation. Future studies
can examine the effects of news feed participation by analyzing browsers who had a free choice
to participate actively or passively.

Second, benign envy may not mediate purchase preferences because the measures of these
two constructs do not connect perfectly. Benign envy is measured on basis of three posts in the
news feed that were truly encountered by the participants. Purchase preferences were
operationalized by four different activities that participants might not have encountered in the
news feed. These activities were (1) going to a concert, (2) attending a dinner followed by a
comedy show, (3) going to a pool hall, and (4) spending an evening in a bar with a friend. The
reported degree of benign envy may thus have a different level than the feelings of benign envy
that truly drive the increased purchase preferences in the four examined activities. Therefore, the
imperfect connection may have weakened the relationship.

Third, the content participants posted in recent days may still have been salient when they
performed the browsing tasks. For instance, if a participant posted a day before participating in
the experiment about an experienced concert, then this person’s self-worth regarding experienced
activities is likely to be higher. This would lead to less upward social comparisons. As a result,
less envious feelings and a less strong urge to purchase experiential products is experienced by
these browsers. Additionally, several activities can interrupt a passive browsing episode even
though participants were instructed to merely browse the news feed. For instance, it could not be

prevented that Facebook-friends of participants started to talk to the participant in personal chats.
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This may interfere with frustrating envious feelings developed by passively browsing the news
feed. These discussed potential confounds may have weakened the extent of experienced benign
envy and subsequently the purchase preferences in the passive news feed participation conditions.

Fourth, estimations of positive experiences were operationalized by examining five events:
receiving a high grade, attending a fun party, participating in sports, going out with friends, and
having a great meal. Though, no proof is available that shows that these five activities are
common topics of posts in the news feed. Estimations may not have been altered for these events,
but may have been altered for more commonly encountered posts such as holidays (Pempek et al.,
2009). Moreover, the first event was not an activity but an achievement. This item remained
included since deleting it did not affect the results.

Fifth, the categories in which the posted content could be classified (i.e., achievements,
activities, or materialistic products) were not based on a detailed content analysis. The pilot study
offers a fruitful start in classifying the content in the news feed since about half of the posts were
classified in those categories by objective raters as well as subjective raters. Future research is
invited to conduct a more detailed content analysis based on these initial distinctions.

Sixth, browsing a news website in the control condition may have an effect by itself. This
could lead to invalid inferences on the distinct effects between passively browsing the news feed
while being focus on strong ties and the control condition. Though, it appears unlikely that the
control condition has a confounding effect since Wilcox and Stephen (2013) used a similar
website as a control condition in several of their experiments and found that the effects were
comparable to conditions in which participants in the control group did not browse a website.

This research focused specifically on the consequences of Facebook browsing for younger
generations. Strano (2008) conclude that adults are less concerned with presenting themselves
favorably on Facebook than youngsters. Moreover, Denti et al. (2012) showed that there are
several differences between the self-presentation on Facebook of the younger generations (<25
years) compared to older generations (>25 years). Adults share for instance more posts on
Facebook about negative events and everyday events rather than more desirable information as
the young generation does. The results have therefore a limited scope as they can only be
generalized to younger generations. Future research can see whether the significant relationships
in the conceptual framework also hold for the steeply rising adult population on Facebook.

It would be worthwhile for future research to assess the long-term effects of news feed
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browsing rather than short-term effects. It is plausible that the shift in self-presentation instigated
by Facebook has several long-term effects on browsers such as an increased role of experienced

activities in defining an individual’s status and self-worth.
5.3 | Implications

Prior research made critical notes on how Facebook influences peoples’ lives (e.g., Qiu et al.
2012; Chou and Edge, 2012; Krasnova et al. 2013). Moreover, Wilcox and Stephen show that
Facebook can have a detrimental effect on consumer behavior (unhealthy eating and
overspending) as a result of lowered self-control. This thesis shows that Facebook can also have
a positive influence on consumer behavior. Namely, spending one’s money on experiential
products, rather than spending the money on materialistic products, is argued to make people
more liked and accepted by others, and subsequently happier, (Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003;
Nicolao, et al., 2009; Van Boven et al., 2010).

The observed difference in psychological effects between active and passive news feed
participation, combined with the moderating role of tie strength focus, shows that it is important
for Facebook browsers to take their motivations into account for using Facebook. For instance, if
one evaluates the experienced envy resulting from Facebook browsing as undesired or frustrating,
then it may be a better strategy to read the posts of close peers less frequently.

The news feed can be a fruitful feature for companies selling experiential products as
consumers prefer to purchase more experiential purchases. Strategies can be implemented to
translate this temporary preference for the purchase of experiential products into actual purchases.
Furthermore, Facebook™ can optimize its features to optimize the fit with peoples’ self-
presentation goals. The introduction of features were participants can show their positively
valenced activities may be appreciated by news feed consumers. Additionally, Facebook™ may
want to implement or adjust features to make people more focused on the content in which they
can present themselves rather than stimulating a focus on obtaining social information provided
by others. This has the potential to increase consumer satisfaction by decreasing frustrating
experiences with Facebook and by promoting positive experiences. A recommendation might for
instance be to display the most recent status updates of the browser oneself on top of the news

feed to make peoples’ own (positive) experiences more salient while browsing.
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APPENDIX A: PILOT STUDY

A.l | Pie charts of valence judgments

Valence judgment Rater 1 .
Valence judgment Rater 2

Valence

W very Positive
HEPositive
Eneutral
HEiegative

W Very Negative

Valence judgment Respondents

Valence
W Very Positive
EPositive
M Neutral
Wiegative
W very Negative

A.2| Pie charts of categorization
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Valence
W very Positive
EPositive
Eneutral
Eiegative

Categorization by respondents

Categorization by independent raters

Categories
W Activity
M Waterialistic Product
Achievement
O Something Else

Categories

W Activity

W aterialistic Product

O Achievement

B providing Information

[ A Request or Question

[inspiring-Focused
Funny-Focused

(m] Complaining about
Something

[ still none of these options




A.3 | Pie charts of valence for the category ‘Activities’

Valence judgment rater 1 for posts in the category "activities'
Valence

W very Positive

HEPositive

Eneutral

Miegative

Valence judgment respondents for posts in the category 'activities'
Valence

W very Positive
EPositive
Eneutral
BEnegative
WVery Negative

Valence judgment rater 2 for posts in the category 'activities'

Valence

Wvery Positive
EPositive
Eneutral
Miegative
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APPENDIX B: STUDY 2

B.1 | Categorical Distribution by Browsing Condition
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B.2| Overview Categorical Distribution of Posts in the News Feed




