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ABSTRACT 

How do people define their online relationships? Do “friends” still offer 

social support to each other on Facebook? This article discusses the effects of 

tie strength and gender difference on social support for online friendships. 

The results showed that individuals with strong ties have a significantly 

higher frequency of clicking “like,” and posting comments and messages on 

Facebook than individuals with weak ties do. In addition, females have a 

significantly higher frequency of liking, commenting and messaging than 

males. The results reconfirm the gender difference of social support in 

sociology and reveal the pattern behind user behavior on a social network 

website. These findings could be applied to the value proposition and to the 

design of interaction tools of social network websites in the future. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Friend may be a term that now has to be redefined. Social network sites 

(SNSs) are changing the behavior of Internet users
1, 2

. The appearance of 

SNSs has changed the form of information from centralization and 

broadcasting into collaboration and sharing
3
. This change has made it easier 

for Internet users to communicate and maintain c their social relationships
4
. 

Carlota et al.
1
 and Obst and Stafurik

5
 have found that SNSs encourage 

interpersonal connections and increase the availability of social support 

through information sharing, guidance, and the friendships
1
. Social support 

is a concept in sociology that measures a person’s sense of being cared for, 

responded to, and helped by people in his or her social groups
6, 7

. Cheshire
 

8
and Crocker and Canevello

9
 have described the SNSs as a platform for 

users to exchange social support. For example, Facebook users may obtain 

social support by clicking “like” and posting comments. The perception of 

social support in a SNSs not only contributes to the quality of relationships 

with friends, but also results in the intention to continue using the site
10, 11

. 

Therefore, it is important to understand the social support prototype on 

SNSs to help website service providers improve their marketing strategies. 

Facebook, the world’s largest SNSs
1
, has more than 1 billion users who 

use it to connect with their friends and maintain their social networks. 

Through all kinds of interaction on Facebook, users may obtain social 

support by clicking “like,” comment giving or private messaging. The 

clicking “like,” as the most popular interaction on Facebook, means friends 

like your saying and click a like button on your text. It can be treated as an 

emotional support behavior
12, 13

. The public comment giving and the private 

messaging mean friends make responses to you by texts or images. They 

can provide individuals to obtain social support through social interaction
14

. 

According to previous studies, strong social support makes people feel 

connected with their friends as well as building trust with those friends
9, 10

. 

So, this study tried to measured social support by the clicking “like,” 

comment giving and private messaging of Facebook and examined their 

relationships between tie strength, gender and social support.  

To measure behavior of social support on Facebook, a program was 

designed to retrieve data of user interaction behaviors. Results showed that 

strong-tie social networks have higher proportion of social support 

behaviour, and female devoted more energy to manage and maintain their 

social network on Facebook. The gender result was confirmed by Kendler, 

Myers and Prescott
15

and by Obst and Stafurik
5
. This research can be a 

foundation for future studies on effective marketing strategies for different 

gender group. 
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2. BACKGROUND LITERATURE 

2.1 Social Support 

Social support is defined as the perception or experience that one is 

loved and cared for, esteemed and valued, and part of a social network of 

mutual assistance and obligations
7
. Individuals can provide social support 

through verbal and nonverbal expressions of emotion, information, or 

referral, all of which contribute to well-being and reduce stress and illness
16, 

17, 18
. Social support usually takes place within established, 

multi-dimensional, and dyadic personal relationships, but can also take 

place through informal social networks
19

. Strong social support makes a 

user feel connected to friends while building trust with those friends
9, 10

. 

Liang et al.
11

 have suggested that better social support leads to better 

relationships, which can be applied to strengthen customer loyalty. With the 

development of Internet, social support can be provided and received in the 

form of computer-mediated communication (CMC). People no longer need 

to know each other or to communicate face-to-face (FtF) to obtain social 

support
20, 21

 Unlike FtF support relationships, most CMC support exchanges 

begin by discussing the topic of concern, immediately and often in very 

personal terms. For example, Liang et al.
11

, Obst and Stafurik
5
 and Taylor et 

al.
22 

have claimed that social support is an important social value that 

Internet users can obtain from an online community. 

With the popularity of SNSs, the Internet has become an important 

channel for social support
8, 11

. People can share their shopping experiences 

and purchase information with their social circles on SNSs. Instead of 

writing direct responses, a “Like” can be a source of feedback and 

emotional support
 12, 13

. It provides warmth and reassurance that the 

recipient is valued and cared about. In addition, comment giving and private 

messaging behavior create and reinforce the social ties and friendships 

which can be sources of information and emotional support. If a user 

receives support from friends on SNSs, the user may also be feeling 

obligated to extent support as well
11

. Therefore, this study measured social 

support by clicking “like,” giving comment and message on Facebook and 

then examined the relationships between tie strength and gender. 

2.2 The Effect of Tie Strength on Social Support 

Tie strength is an important idea in social network analysis. It explains 

the relationship strength and quality between two people
23

. Granovetter
24 

defined the strength of a social tie as a combination of the amount of time, 

emotional intensity, intimacy, and reciprocal services devoted to a 

relationship, with all these factors being independent but correlated. For 

decades, researchers have used this definition to examine interactions 
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between social ties and media usage
20, 25

and how different relationships 

affect people and organizations
 23, 26

Xiang, Neville and Rogati
27 

suggested 

that tie strengths affect the nature and frequency of online interactions 

between pairs of users. It is a positive and symmetrical relationship, and the 

ties can be strong or weak. 

Strong ties are formed with close friends and overlapping social circles 
24, 25

. Therefore, we share and exchange the most intimacy with the friends 

with  whom we have the strongest ties; we enjoy more and higher 

self-disclosure, emotional and instrumental exchanges, frequent interaction, 

reciprocity and time commitment with them
20, 28

. These frequent interactions 

and time commitment not only offer emotional support and information to 

users
 24, 29, 30

, but also circulate information across their network of friends 

and therefore enhance access to help when necessary
28

. That is, strong ties 

provide powerful social support that not only improves mental health
31

but 

also enables people to withstand crisis
29

. In contrast, weak ties elicit 

creativity, finding a job
32

 and enliven the knowledge communication in the 

group
33

. Weak ties make it even more possible to connect distinct groups and 

individuals
24

. According to previous research, information spread out far and 

across much more social distance (path length) through weak tie
34

. Although 

a large network of weak ties via Facebook becomes a source of social capital
 

35
, the quality of social support from weak tie relationship is questionable. 

From the aspect of tie strength, this study attempts to clarify whether the 

stronger the tie, the stronger the social support. Therefore, this study proposes 

the following hypothesis: 

H1: Individuals on Facebook with strong ties provide more social support to 

each other than individuals with weak ties. 

2.3 The Effect of Gender on Social Support 

Previous studies have illustrated that interpersonal relationships are 

different for males and females, due to the differences in gender schema, 

identity and self-presentation
15, 36, 37

. In the face-to-face setting, females 

generally disclose more personal information and strive to develop their 

personal ties than males do. In the computer-mediated-communication 

setting, females’ online behavior is more interpersonal
38

. The female 

characteristics that are relevant to social support interactions are nurturance 

and affiliation; females appear to have larger, more multifaceted, 

networks-oriented social relationships. That is, females have a wider variety 

of friends, each of whom has several functions. Females are more likely to 

seek and receive emotional support than males are
38

. Generally, females 

spend more time talking, discussing personal issues, and supporting each 

other. Females are more likely to enjoy social activities such as going out 
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with their friends than non-social activities such as gambling, watching 

football games on TV, or exercising. In contrast, males’ online behavior is 

more task- and information-oriented
39

. Males enjoy activities, such as golf 

or other leisure activities with their friends
36

. Males need a reason to get 

together. Reevy and Maslach
38

suggested that males are independent and 

self-confident and do not rely much on others. When dealing with adversity, 

males may rely on friends, but their interactions are likely to focus on 

shared activities or distractions
40

. In summary, females get together for 

social interaction, but males get together to perform specific tasks. 

Females are more sensitive than males to the ways others look at them, 

and tend to change their behavior to ensure a smooth interaction
41, 42

, 

intimacy, connection and support
43

. Females might become depressed if 

they do not receive positive feedback from others, so they are more willing 

to change their behavior to make a better impression
15

. This behavior may 

also appear on SNSs. Sveningsson
44

 found that female self-presentations on 

SNS were more related to relationships and feelings, while those of males 

focused on status and technology. Therefore, to obtain optimal social 

experience on Facebook, females would have a higher frequency of 

interaction, such as text posting or social disclosure than males
45

. However, 

the social relationship of male, more independent than female, is 

task-oriented. Without a specific task to perform, males have little interest in 

using Facebook to provide social support to each other. It also means that 

females place a high priority on interpersonal communication, giving and 

receiving more social support on Facebook than males. On the basis of our 

theorizing, this study posits that:  

H2: Females on Facebook provide more social support to each other than   
do males on Facebook. 

3. RESEARCH METHOD 

3.1 Program Development 

To examine the roles of tie strength and gender in online social support 

on Facebook, a program with an online questionnaire based on the Facebook 

application was developed. The program was developed using PHP and 

JavaScript as programming language to operate on Microsoft Windows 

Server 2008 R2 Standard, Apache, and MySQL, provided by the AppServ 

2.5.9 installer package. To access the social network dataset on Facebook, the 

program used the Facebook Software Development Kit (SDK) and the 

Facebook Query Language (FQL) object to connect to the Facebook accounts 

of participants and access their basic information and interaction records. 

Participants were requested to permit the program to access their Facebook 
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account. After the participants did so, questionnaires were used to measure 

the participants’ use of this platform to evaluate their Facebook friendships. 

3.2 Procedure 

The experiment consisted of several stages. In the first stage, this study 

recruited participants who then logged onto the program using their 

Facebook account and granted permission to allow the collection of user 

basic information and interaction records on Facebook. Second, after 

authorizing the program, participants were asked to rate their several 

Facebook friendship in 10 minutes, as in previous studies (e.g., Gilbert and 

Karahalios
26

). The questionnaire had five questions and participants were 

asked to assess their tie strength with each friendship. In addition to tie 

strength, information on the gender of the participant and of his or her 

friends was collected by the Facebook application. This study also used this 

application to collect interactive data, including “likes,” comments and 

private messages. These data were used to analyze how tie strength and 

gender affect online social support. Finally, participants were thanked and 

given a small gift. 

3.3 Measurement 

Tie strength. The questionnaire on tie strength included five questions 

based on the way claimed by Gilbert and Karahalios
26

 that combine ideas 

from Granovetter
24

 and Marsden and Campbell
46

. The questions were: How 

strong is your relationship with this person? How would you feel about 

asking this friend to loan you $100 or more? How helpful would this person 

be if you were looking for a job? How upset would you be if this person 

“unfriended” you? If you left Facebook for another SNS, how important 

would it be to bring this friend along? The questionnaire set a 0 to 100 

degrees standard to distinguish strong from weak ties. A score of more than 

50 is a strong tie; a score of less than 50 is a weak tie.  

Social support. Verbal and nonverbal expressions of emotion, 

information, or referral, to help reduce one’s uncertainty or stress are all 

belong to the behavior of social support
17

. Individuals on Facebook can use 

the “like,” button, write a comment or sent s private message to create and 

reinforce social ties and friendships
12, 13, 14

 which can measure social support. 

Therefore, this study used Facebook SDK to connect with participants’ 

Facebook account and request their permission to access basic information 

and interaction records on Facebook to evaluate their social support. 

4. RESULTS 

145 participants (68 men and 77 women) completed the questionnaire, 

resulting in 6477 relationship data records. The average age of the 
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participants was 20.78 (S.D. = 0.98). Their average length of Internet was 

3.2 years (S.D. = 1.01). To test hypotheses in this study, the independent 

sample t-test was adopted. Hypothesis 1 posited that individuals with strong 

ties provide more social support to each other than individuals with weak ties 

do. To examine H1, the relationship between tie strength and three types of 

social support (clicking “like,” comment giving and private messaging) on 

Facebook were tested. The results suggested that individuals with strong ties 

have significantly higher frequency of clicking “like” (p < 0.001), comment 

giving (p < 0.001) and private messaging (p < 0.001) on Facebook than 

individuals with weak ties (see Table 1). Accordingly, H1 was supported. 

Table 1. The effect of tie strength on the frequency of interaction 

Dependent 

variable 

Independent 

variable 
N M S.D. t p 

Clicking 

“like” 

Strong tie 3124 31.32 14.27 
7.46 .001 

Weak tie 3353 12.14 13.74 

Comment 

giving 

Strong tie 3124 28.34 21.12 
4.48 .001 

Weak tie 3353 9.92 12.47 

Private 

messaging 

Strong tie 3124 172.33 118.41 
14.81 .001 

Weak tie 3353 40.73 35. 62 
Note: N = number of the participants; M = means; S.D.= standard deviation; t = t-value; p = 

p-value 

 

Hypothesis 2 posited that females provide more social support to each 

other on Facebook than males. To examine H2, the differences of three types 

of social support on Facebook between genders were tested. The results 

showed that females have significantly higher frequency of clicking “like” (p 

< 0.001), comment giving (p < 0.001) and private messaging (p < 0.004) on 

Facebook than males (see Table 2). Accordingly, H2 was supported. 

Table 2. The effect of the same-gender friend on the frequency of 

interaction 

Dependent 

variable 

Independent 

variable 
N M S.D. t p 

Clicking 

“like” 

Female 2802 33.18 20.71 
8.74 .001 

Male 3675 10.27 7.71 

Comment 

giving 

Female 2802 25.29 19.57 
3.16 .001 

Male 3675 12.26 14.73 

Private 

messaging 

Female 2802 183.83 121.62 
12.42 .004 

Male 3675 29.12 35.17 
Note: N = number of the participants; M = means; S.D. = standard deviation; t = t-value; p 

= p-value 
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5. DISCUSSION 

Social support is important in social network ties and social commerce 

because supportive interactions make social network members closer to one 

another and more comfortable with exchanging information
11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 

17
. This study used tie strength and gender to explain social support behavior 

on Facebook for marketing executer’s disposition of their marketing 

resources. The results showed that individuals with strong ties have 

significantly higher frequency of clicking “like,” writing comments and 

sending private messages on Facebook than individuals with weak ties. H1 

was supported, the stronger the tie strength between individuals, the more 

support behavior they engage in
20, 28

. When people have problems or need 

advice, their friends with strong tie offer more help and have more power to 

influence their decisions. Hypothesis 2 was also supported. Females have 

significantly higher frequency of “likes,” comments and messages on 

Facebook than males do. The results verified that women have higher 

participation rates, higher frequency of posting and commenting to their 

friends
2, 28, 45

. This higher involvement made social support easier to 

exchange. This finding was consistent with earlier studies
38

.  

The results of this study make several unique points. First, there are 

numerous studies of Facebook users’ behavior and the information 

exchange but few studies of social support. Ryan and Xenos
47

and Ross et 

al.
48

 for example, have discussed the connection between Facebook user 

behavior and personality. Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe
35

analyzed the 

benefits of Facebook friends, and found a positive relationship between 

certain kinds of Facebook use and the maintenance and creation of social 

capital. Social support, measured by informational and emotional support, 

has a significant positive effect on the intention to continue using the 

website and the intention to conduct social commerce
11

. Therefore, this 

research developed a program to retrieve data on user interactions to analyze 

the effect of social ties and gender on social support behavior on Facebook. 

In addition, this research has found that a higher proportion of social support 

behavior is found in strong-tie networks. Although many weak-tie networks 

exist and many advantages of weak-tie networks have also been revealed, 

these weak-tie has fewer interactions to provide social support on Facebook. 

Finally, as mentioned by Kendler, Myers and Prescot
15

, females have 

broader social networks and are more emotionally involved in those 

networks. Females are more sensitive to social support and are easily 

disappointed if they receive unexpected feedback. This research supports the 

finding that females devote more energy to managing and maintaining their 

social network.  
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This study revealed the pattern behind user behavior on a SNSs. Such a 

pattern could be applied to value proposition and to the design of interaction 

tools. First, based on this study, social network service providers should 

adjust their value propositions to target acquaintances and females. The 

interaction and communication among acquaintances were shown to be 

more effective. Attracting female users may contribute to increasing the 

frequency of interaction. Second, this study concluded that females are more 

inclined to public interaction than males are. In order to increase the 

interaction in both female and male segments, SNS providers should use the 

female segment to underline their public interaction function, for example, 

the photos, pictures and stickers tools. 

Through the SNSs, people have more access to various networks and 

can receive more information through interaction. This study examines the 

influence of tie strength and gender on social support. The results of this 

research could be a reference for future research on SNS user behavior and 

assist SNS service providers to present their value propositions and services 

more effectively. These findings can help enterprises and marketing 

executives to clarify their strategies to attract consumers. 
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