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Abstract. Using the Unified Theory of User Acceptance and Use of Technology
(UTAUT), we examined how user traits predict both general acceptance of social
media as well as vaguebooking, an understudied subtype of problematic social
media use. Past research has suggested that general acceptance of social media
platforms and problematic social media use may be linked to different user traits.
Based on a sample of young adults (N = 467), general acceptance and use of
social media platforms were associated with a need to belong, while vaguebooking was associated with loneliness and histrionic symptoms. Histrionic users also
had a higher acceptance of social media platforms.
Keywords: Social media, loneliness, histrionic, user acceptance, vaguebooking,
problematic internet use, need to belong

1

Introduction

As social media’s popularity has grown, there has been increasing concern over the
possible negative effects of these emerging technologies on users. 79% of adults with
internet access have a Facebook profile, and 70% of those users use the platform everyday [1]. Both popular press outlets [2] and research communities [3] have suggested
that social media may be linked to problematic internet use [4], leading to higher rates
of depression [5], increased social isolation [6], and narcissistic behavior [7]. On the
other hand, other researchers have suggested that negative emotional experiences or
poor mental health may actually motivate certain individuals to use and accept these
technologies or use these technologies to engage in maladaptive behaviors at a great
rate than their healthier counterparts [8]. Using the Unified Theory of Acceptance and

Use of Technology (UTAUT), the present study examines how various healthy, unhealthy, and demographic user characteristics may contribute to user acceptance and
use of social media. Since certain user characteristics, such as narcissism [7] and other
personality traits [9], have already been examined as predictors of social media use, we
focus our examination on user traits that have been less examined in the literature: histrionic personality disorder, loneliness, and the need to belong. To distinguish from
general acceptance of social media, we also examine how these traits are related to
vaguebooking, a type of problematic social media use that has been under-examined in
the literature.

2

Related Literature

One of the greatest concerns surrounding social media is its possible link to problematic
internet use [10]. Problematic internet use is a broad term that can refer to any sort of
pathological internet use, and often includes maladaptive or psychologically unhealthy
behaviors, such as internet dependency [11] and internet addiction [12]. Some of these
behaviors are equivalent to unhealthy or maladaptive offline behaviors, such as using
the internet to engage in procrastination [13] and practicing poor impulse control [14].
Many of these behaviors may be motivated or exacerbated by mental health issues such
as anxiety, depression [15] and social isolation [6]. Internet use is also especially problematic when users perceive themselves as having few connections that are not virtual
or feel uncomfortable interacting with others offline [16]. It has also been suggested
that problematic internet use may include attention-seeking behaviors and may be used
by individuals who have mental illnesses that encourage attention-seeking [17].

3
3.1

Research Framework
Social Media and Problematic Internet Use

Many popular press outlets suggest that problematic social media use in general can
lead to negative mental health outcomes. However, the directional relationship between mental health and social media use remains unclear. Some research suggests
that more time spent on social media may lead to depression and other negative emotions [18]. On the other hand, individuals who spend more time online may also use
social media more because they have mental health issues [19], and that maladaptive
online behaviors, not overall use is more related to mental health [20]. This research
suggests that poor mental health may actually lead certain users to engage in problematic social media use as a means of coping with mental health issues in a maladaptive
way. For example, individuals who are lonely may use online communication to reduce
loneliness in a way that decreases more healthy in-person contact [6].Thus, while users
may use social media to engage in unhealthy coping behaviors, social media use is not
necessarily used to engage in maladaptive behaviors.
Social media use and acceptance may also be motivated by nonpathological needs,
such as a desire to expand one’s social network [21] or to strengthen bonds formed
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offline [22]. Indeed, social media can be used to strengthen communications by opening up new forms of communication with family and friends [23] and help individuals
from marginalized groups find support groups they cannot find in offline contexts [24].
Therefore, when examining predictors of problematic internet use, many researchers
separate problematic internet use from more neutral or positive use and acceptance of
online platforms [25], often focusing on specific categories of problematic internet use
[16], such as online gambling [26], cyberloafing [27], and social media addiction [28].
In our case, the present study focuses specifically on vaguebooking, an understudied
but prevalent type of problematic social media use [29]. However, we also examine a
users’ need to belong as a potential nonpathological need for using social media.
3.2

Vaguebooking on Social Media

Like offline communities, online communities such as social media websites also have
their own norms that must be followed by users. These social media norms dictate what
content or information is appropriate to share on social media platforms [30]. These
norms are usually implicit [31] and are an extension of norms usually observed in offline contexts [32] . Some of these norms mirror offline norms, with some social media
specific context. For example, users are expected to tailor information shared on social
media to whichever users may see this information [33]. Social media norms also dictate whether information that is overly emotional or personal should be shared in private
communication channels (e.g., messaging) versus public communication channels
(e.g., Facebook timeline posts, public tweets) [34].
One type of potentially maladaptive online behavior, which violates social media
norms is vaguebooking. Vaguebooking refers to posts on Facebook or other social media sites that are intentionally vague and ambiguous [35]. These ambiguous posts are
seen as norm violations in part because they appear to be private messages that are
shared with public audiences [33]. They are also considered norm violations because
they may contain overly emotional or dramatic wording [34]. Users who engage in
vaguebooking may do so in an effort to protect their privacy from people who may have
access to their social media profile, but are not the intended target of the message [29].
However, research that examines specific motivating factors for these posts suggest
that most users engage in vaguebooking as a means of eliciting emotional support or
gaining attention from other users [35]. Users may vaguebook as a means of gaining
comfort from other users without making a direct request for help [35]. These vaguebooking posts, while seemingly innocuous, can often be passive aggressive, as they
allow the vaguebooking user to avoid speaking to someone who has caused them emotional distress directly [36]. Since they violate social media norms, they may also strain
and damage relationships with people who view these messages [37], as well as create
stress for receivers who are confused or frustrated by the ambiguity of these posts [38].
For these reasons, vaguebooking is generally seen as an unhealthy or maladaptive behavior [39] that is associated with attention seeking [39]. Though vaguebooking has
already been studied in past research [33-35], there is no research to date on the antecedents of vaguebooking. In the following sections, we describe our research framework for examining vaguebooking behaviors and social media use.

3.3

Histrionic Personality Symptoms

Histrionic personality disorder is a clinical disorder recognized by the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders [40]. This disorder is characterized by a need
to be the center of attention. Individuals with histrionic personality disorder often fulfill
this need for attention through overdramatic expressions of emotion [41]. Histrionic
individuals may feel frustrated when people do not notice them [42]. Histrionic individuals also have trouble gauging how intimate relationships are, and may seek out
emotional support from people they are not close to [43]. Though histrionic personality
disorder is relatively prevalent, with 2-3% of the population experiencing clinically diagnosable symptoms [44], it is underresearched in comparison to similar personality
disorders [42].
As vaguebooking is usually an attention-seeking and overdramatic behavior [39] and
often used to indirectly bid for emotional support or interaction from other users [29],
users who engage in vaguebooking may have traits that are associated with these behaviors. Since vaguebooking is characterized by emotional and melodramatic bids for
attention [40], individuals who exhibit histrionic personality symptoms may be more
likely to vaguebook. However, while narcissistic personality symptoms and problematic social media use have been thoroughly examined in the literature [7], histrionic
personality symptoms has not been examined in relation to problematic internet use.
Therefore, the current study examines the relationship between vaguebooking and histrionic personality symptoms.
H1: Users who exhibit histrionic personality symptoms will be more likely to vaguebook.
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Loneliness

Like histrionic personality symptoms, loneliness also may prompt individuals to seek
out emotional support [45]. Loneliness may arise from a perceived lack of social support or a perceived discrepancy between one’s desired and actual social support [46].
Loneliness can be acute (e.g., feeling lonely during a solitary holiday) or chronic (e.g.,
feeling lonely for several months) [47]. While loneliness is a negative experience [48],
it is not considered pathological. Instead, loneliness is considered a negative emotional
experience that occurs when someone has an unmet need for social connections [49].
Social media acceptance and use may be motivated by a desire to connect with others
[50]. It is possible that individuals may be more likely to engage with and use social
media in part because it allows them to create new connection with other users or maintain relationship with offline friends and family [51]. Lonely individuals may be particularly drawn to online communication forms where they feel they can gain the connections they lack [52]. Previous content analyses of vaguebooking posts suggest that
this behavior is based on a need for emotional support or social interaction [35]. Problematic internet use that is meant to elicit emotional and social support is common [53]
and is often motivated by users’ loneliness [54]. Therefore, it is also probable that
loneliness is also related to vaguebooking behaviors.
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H2: Loneliness will be directly related to vaguebooking behaviors.
4.1

Need to Belong

Another trait that is related to a desire to connect to other is the need to belong (NTB).
NTB is defined by the need to form attachments and feel a sense of intimacy with others
[55]. Individuals who have a greater sense of belonging tend to have a higher sense of
self-competence and worth [56]. Individuals who have a greater need to belong tend to
seek out and strengthen interpersonal attachments [57]. For this reason, individuals who
have a greater need to belong are more likely to engage in activities that allow them to
forge new friendships. They are also able to maintain stronger friendships [58], in part
because they are better able to follow group norms [57].
Though NTB has not been studied in the context of problematic social media use, it is
generally related to more positive social behaviors offline [59]. Moreover, previous
research suggests that NTB does motivate online behaviors that are related more to nonproblematic internet use meant to strengthen, maintain, or form new social bonds [60].
Moreover, individuals with a greater NTB tend to observe social cues and norms at a
higher rate in online contexts [61]. As vaguebooking is considered a violation of social
media norms [29], individuals with a greater need to belong may engage in vaguebooking less.
H3: Users with a greater NTB will be a) more likely to use and accept social media
and b) be less likely to engage in vaguebooking.
4.2

Demographics and User Acceptance

Demographic variables are one of the more widely studied predictors of user acceptance. The unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT) [62] suggests that demographics are one of the key predictors of adoptions of new technology.
Gender in particular determines which types of technology users tend to accept. Males
may use the internet more heavily for entertainment purposes, such as gaming [63].
Females tend to use the internet for communication or social reasons [64], and are therefore more likely to integrate social media into their lives [65].
H4: Females will have a higher rate of social media use and acceptance when compared
to males.
Another demographic variable included in the UTAUT is age. Age has been shown to
be a strong predictor of technology acceptance and adoption [66]. Past national surveys
indicate that younger people tend to be heavy users of social media sites [1], in part
because younger individuals have spent a larger portion of their lives with the internet
[67].
H5: Younger user will accept and use social media at a higher rate.
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Materials and Methods

Analyses were based on archival data from a previous study that examined different
research questions [68]. Undergraduate students from a university in the America
southeast were invited to complete an online survey for extra credit. 471 undergraduate
students elected to take part in the study. Of these participants, 467 completed enough
of the survey to be included in the analyses. The majority of the remaining participants
identified as female (71.7%), were young adults (M = 19.66, SD = 3.92), and identified
as White or Caucasian (60.2%; 16.5% Hispanic or Latinx; 10.1% African American or
Black; 6.6% Asian American; 6.2% Other).
5.1

Measures

Social Media Acceptance and Use. Since the present study examines social media
acceptance and use, we utilized a measure that captured the extent to which users integrate and embed social media into their daily lives. The Social Media Use Integration
Scale (SMUIS) [69] is a ten item scale that measures emotional investment in social
media as well as preference for social media over other communication technologies.
Example items include, “Using social media is part of my everyday routine” and “Social media plays an important role in my social relationships.” Respondents rate their
level of agreement for each statement on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly
agree) point scale. Scores on the SMUIS were relatively high for this sample (M =
3.05, SD = 0.80) and had acceptable reliability (Cronbach α = .90).
Vaguebooking. Vaguebooking was measured using three items included in the survey:
“I post vague updates that allude to something else on my social networking account,”
“I post social networking updates that prompt friends to ask me what is going on,” and
“I speak my mind on my social networking account without talking about what I am
referencing directly.” These items were based on formal and informal definitions found
in past literature on vaguebooking [29, 35]. All items were answered using a 1 (never)
to 4 (frequently) point frequency scale. The scale had acceptable reliability in this sample (Cronbach α = .79) and a low mean (M = 1.83, SD = 0.75).
Loneliness. Participants completed the UCLA Loneliness Scale Version 3.0
(UCLALon-3) [70] to measure loneliness. Participants completed the scale by rating
the extent to which they agreed with twenty statements on a scale of 1 (never true) to 4
(always true) point scale. The mean for this sample was relatively low (M = 2.18, SD
= 0.51) and had acceptable reliability (Cronbach α = .93).
Histrionic Personality Symptoms. Histrionic personality symptoms were measured
using an eleven item self-report scale of histrionic personality disorder (the Brief Histrionic Personality Scale or BHPS).[42] Participants rated the extent to which they
agreed with each statement on a scale of 1 (never true) to 4 (always true) point scale.
Example items include, “I like to be the center of attention” and “I get frustrated when
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people don’t notice me.” The mean score on the BHPS was 2.14 (SD = 0.49). The scale
demonstrated acceptable reliability in this sample (Cronbach α = .81).
Need to Belong. The Need to Belong scale or NTB [71] was used to assess participants’
need to belong. Respondents fill out the NTB by indicating the extent to which they
agree with ten statements on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) point scale.
The mean for the sample was 3.36 (SD = 0.70). The scale had acceptable reliability for
this sample (Cronbach α = .80).
Other Variables. Two non-hypothesized variables were also included in our analyses.
The first was social media use frequency, measured as the average number of hours a
day spent using social media to communicate with others online. This was meant to
distinguish social media use frequency (i.e., how often an individual is on a social media site) and overall acceptance and use of social media (i.e., the extent to which social
media use is accepted as an integral part of the user’s life). This variable was also
included to account for the fact that participants who use social media for a longer period of time may be more likely to engage in vaguebooking because they spend more
actual time on social media sites. We also included a socially desirable responding
scale in the survey. Since vaguebooking is considered a negative behavior [35], it is
possible that respondents who engage in socially desirable responding may be less
likely to report engaging in vaguebooking. Using the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale-Short Form [72], we assessed the extent to which participants respond to
items in a way that portrayed them in a favorable light. All questions were answered
in a true-false format. The mean of the sample was 0.51 (SD = 0.22) with acceptable
internal reliability (Cronbach’s α = .69).

6

Results

To examine the hypothesized relationships between variables, a path analysis was performed using SmartPLS, as shown in Figure 1.

Fig. 1. Path analysis of user characteristics, vaguebooking, and social media acceptance. SM =
social media. SD = socially desirable. * p <.05. ** p <.01. * p <.001.

6.1

Vaguebooking

As hypothesized, both loneliness (β = 0.151, p < .05) and histrionic symptoms (β =
0.171, p < .001) predicted vaguebooking, while NTB (β = -0.082, p > .05) did not [73].
For demographic variables, females tended to vaguebook more (β = 0.099, p < .05),
while age was unrelated to vaguebooking (β = -0.042, p > .05). For control variables,
socially desirable responders were not less likely to report vaguebooking (β = -0.086,
p > .05), but people who spent more time online (β = 0.083, p < .05) and had a greater
use and acceptance of social media (β = 0.313, p < .001) did report more vaguebooking.
6.2

Social Media Acceptance and Use

Consistent with H3, NTB (β = 0.159, p < .001) was related to social media acceptance
and use. However, an unhypothesized relationship between histrionic symptoms (β =
0.151, p < .001) was also significant. In addition, it appears that people who accept
social media are more likely to vaguebook (β = 0.313, p < .001), though this may merely
be a reflection of the fact that people who have a higher acceptance of social media also
spend more time on social media (β = 0.288, p < .05). Unlike vaguebooking, no demographics variables were related to social media acceptance and use. Socially desirable responders were also less likely to report social media acceptance (β = -0.166, p <
.001), suggesting there may be a self-presentation bias to answers on this scale.

7

Discussion

Overall, most of our hypotheses were supported. NTB, a healthy motivation, was related to general social media acceptance, but unrelated to a type of problematic social
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media use (i.e., vaguebooking). In addition, two indicators of negative emotional experiences (i.e., histrionic personality disorder and loneliness) were related to problematic social media use. This suggests that vaguebooking can be influenced by non-pathological user traits, such as loneliness, as well as pathological traits, such as histrionic
personality symptoms. This is consistent with past research that suggests that problematic internet use is related to negative emotions and emotional experiences, while positive internet use is related to more emotionally healthy motivators [74]. The relationship to loneliness may also indicate that vaguebooking may be an attempt to connect to
others or gain social support, as many vaguebooking posts are an attempt to seek support from others [35].
However, in contrast to our hypothesis, histrionic symptoms were positively related
to social media acceptance and use. This suggests that, though many users may be
motivated to accept social media in order to fulfill healthy emotional needs such as
forming stronger relationships and creating a sense of belonging, other users may also
be drawn to social media because it helps them fulfill unhealthy needs. For example,
social media can be used as a form of communication. However, social media can also
be used feed an unhealthy need to be noticed and validated by other people [19]. Moreover, social media may also be used as a method to flirt with others, or to seek out
romantic partners [75], in part because users have more control over the online image
they present to potential partners [76]. These behaviors are typical of people with histrionic personality disorder. Therefore, our results may indicate that individuals with
histrionic symptoms may accept and use social media in order to gain attention or to
engage in flirting. Future research could examine these relationships more explicitly.
Our results for demographic variables were also not expected. Women were more
likely to engage in vaguebooking, though gender was unrelated to social media acceptance and use. This may be a reflection of gender roles in our American sample.
Vaguebooking posts are often a bid for emotional support from other users [35]. Traditional American gender roles discourage men from expressing emotional vulnerability [77] and seeking out emotional support [78]. Female vaguebooking may then be
another form of this behavior, a possibility that could be explored by studying gender
roles in relation to vaguebooking in future research. The relationship between age and
social media use and acceptance was also inconsistent with past research [65]. However, this may be due to restriction of range, as the majority of our sample were young
adults. It may also be due to self-selection bias; people who use social media more
were probably more likely to elect to participate in a study about social media.
Socially desirable responders tended to report lower levels of social media acceptance and use. This may indicate that there is a stigma towards social media [2].
Also contrary to research, socially desirable responders were not less likely to selfreport vaguebooking. This suggest that, though vaguebooking is considered a negative
behavior that violates social norms [35], it is not considered socially unacceptable
among the young adults who participated in the study.

7.1

Conclusion

Users who have a higher acceptance of social media tend to vaguebook more. However, it appears that there are several differences between a user who vaguebooks versus
a user who has a higher acceptance of social media use. Typical social media acceptance and use may be motivated by a need to belong, whereas vaguebooking is
linked to negative emotional experiences such as loneliness and histrionic symptoms.
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