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ABSTRACT

Thisarticletestsanumberofnetworkingandinformationexchangefactorsthatmayinfluenceusers’
participationinnichesocialnetworkingsites(SNS).Thefactorsidentifiedintheliteraturereview
asinfluentialforparticipationinsocialnetworkingsiteswereimplementedinamodeltestedusing
quantitative data from 152 users. Gratifications related to socialising, self-status seeking, social
support,andlearningandinnovativenesswereidentifiedassignificantforparticipatinginnicheSNS.
AsonlyasubsetofthegeneralpurposeSNSgratificationswerefoundtobeofstatisticalsignificance
fornichesites,itissuggestedthatfurtherresearchthatincludesawidersetoffactorsisnecessaryto
determinethesimilaritiesanddifferencesbetweengratificationsinfluencingparticipationingeneral
purposeandnicheSNS.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

Usersareacriticalresourceforthesuccessofanysocialnetworkingsite(SNS)(Xuetal.2014).
Achievingusers’participationinSNSisconsideredtobeoneofthemainfactorsinhavingasustainable
communityinwhichusersremainengagedovertime.Forthisreason,researchersandpractitionersare
interestedinfindingwhatthefactorsinfluencingtheparticipationinthenetworkare.Sofar,research
hashadastrongfocusonlargeSNS,whicharemostlyassociatedwithgeneralpurposeSNSlike
FacebookandTwitter(Leskovecetal.2008,Foregger2008,Gogginsetal.2011,Smocketal.2011,
Tosun2012,Kourouthanassisetal.2015,Chen2014,YangandLin2014)Generalpurposenetworks
areonlypartoftheSNSworld,whichalsoincludesnicheSNS(BoydandEllison2008).NicheSNS
seektonarrowaudiencesbyfocusingoncharacteristicsofthepopulation,activities,identityand/or
affiliations(BoydandEllison,2008).ExamplesofnicheSNSincludeBeautifulpeople.com,which
isanetworkorientedtogoodlookingpeople,Cafemom.com,whichisorientedtowomenwhoare
orwhoaregoingtobemothers,andMychurch.org,whichisorientedtoChristianpeople.

OneofthemostaccepteddefinitionsofwhatasocialnetworkingsiteiswasgivenbyBoydand
Ellison(2008),whodefinedanSNSas“web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct 
a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with 
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whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made 
by others within the system”(BoydandEllison,2008,p.2).Thisdefinitionimpliesthatthescopeof
thenetworkisdefinedbythesystem,whichtheseauthorsuselatertodifferentiatebetweengeneral
purposeandnicheSNS.ThemaindifferencereliesonthepurposeoftheSNS,whereintheniche
ones focusoncharacteristicsof thepopulationasnotedabove,narrowing theirpublic topeople
withthosecharacteristicsorpeopleinterestedinwhatthenetworkisabout.NicheSNSaregaining
partofthemarketduepreciselytotheirprivatenature(BhappuandSchultze2018,Calero-Valdez
etal2018,Crawfordetal2017,Kwonetal2017,Lim,etal2018).Anadditionalfactarisingisthat
Facebook,whichisthemostrepresentativeexampleofageneralpurposeSNS,hasbeenlosinga
significantamountofusersrecently,notonlyduetoprivacyissuessuchasCambridgeAnalytica,
butalsoduetogenerationalchange(Castillo,2018;Welch,2018),whichhelpstoshowhowpeople
prefertobewithotherswhoaresimilartothem,knownashomophily(Kim,Lee,&Bonn,2016;
Kwonetal.,2017).SinceSNSarenowpartofoureverydayroutine,ifpeopleleaveFacebook,they
willgotoanotherSNS,andthatiswherenicheSNSbecomeanalternativegiventhehomophilous
tendencyofSNSusers.

AparalleltopicthatariseswiththestudyofSNStypesisthestudyofSNSusertypes,which
madeitpossibletodiscoverthatnoteveryoneinthenetworkbehavesinthesameway.Researchlike
thatdevelopedbyBrandtzæg(2012)proposedthefollowingtypesofSNSusers:Sporadics,Lurkers,
Socializers,Debaters,whichissimilartoConstantinidesetal(2010),whoidentifiedbeginners,habitual
Users,outstandingUsersandExperts.ThesetypologiescontrastwiththeoneproposedbyKilianet
al,(2012)who,intheirresearchaboutmillennials,identifiedthreeclusters,namely:therestrained
millennials,theentertainment-seekingmillennialsandthehighlyconnectedmillennials.Asimilar
approachwastakenbyBulutandDoğan(2017),whoidentifiedadvancedusers,business-oriented
users,communicationseekers,anddawdlers.TheclassificationsofSNSusersshowsavarietyof
approaches that this topiccan take,producingdifferent typologies.However,acknowledging the
importanceofusertypologies,thistopicgoesbeyondthescopeofthepresentresearch,aswefirst
havetofindwhetherthereisadifferencebetweenGeneralPurposeandNicheSNS,andthenwecan
startwonderingaboutthetypesofusersandtheirbehavioursonthenetworks.

Duetothedifficultyofaccessingnichenetworksandtheirparticipants,itisnotsurprisingthat
mostresearchrelatedtoSNSparticipationtypicallyrevolvesaroundgeneralpurposeSNS(Boyd
andEllison,2008),leavingagapforresearchintonicheSNS.Giventhedifferencesinthenature
andobjectivesofthetwotypesofnetworks,itcannotbeassumedthatthatthefindingsobtained
forgeneralpurposenetworkscanbegeneralisedfornicheSNS.Infactdifferencesinmotivations
forusingSNSmayexistevenforgeneral-purposenetworks(Chungetal2015,Gan&Wang2015,
KimandJiyoung2017,Phuaetal.2017,Krasnova2017,Bae2018,Bulut&Doğan2017).This
paper’sobjectiveistotestthisassumption,byexamininganumberoffactorsrelatedtonetworking
andinformationexchangeidentifiedforgeneralpurposenetworksinanicheSNSenvironment.A
betterunderstandingofthereasonsforusingnicheSNSandthedifferencesfromandsimilaritiesto
generalpurposeonescouldhavesignificantimplications.Forexample,itcaninformthedesignand
promotionofsuchnetworkswhencompetingagainstthegeneralpurposeonesforusers’attention.
Giventheabove,inthisprojectweadoptedtheusesandgratificationstheoryinordertostudyusers’
participationand,morespecifically, thenetworkingand informationexchange factors thataffect
participation.Thesectionfollowingpresentstherelevantliteratureandthehypothesestobetested.
Thepaperthencontinuesbyoutliningthemethodologyfollowed.Inturn,itpresentstheresultsand
findingsoftheanalysis,whichareputinthecontextofthepreviousstudies.Thepaperconcludesby
consideringfutureresearchavenues.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEw

OneofthemostsignificantindicatorsofSNShealthistheproportionofactiveusers,showingto
whatextentpeopleareusingthenetwork,whichcanbecomplementedbythenumberoftransactions
ortheamountofbandwidthrequired.Sincethesuccessofthenetworkismostlyassociatedwith
participation, thishasbecome themain focus foracademicsandpractitioner research.Themost
commonapproachestostudyingSNSparticipationareframedwithintheTheoryofPlannedBehaviour
(TPB)(Hajlietal.2015,HuangandShiau2015,Chenetal.2016)anditsvariation,theDecomposed
TheoryofPlannedBehaviour(GirondaandKorgaonkar2014).

TPBaimstoexplainaparticularhumanbehaviourbasedontheintention,whichisinfluencedby
attitudinalbeliefsandsocialnormsandperceivedbehaviourcontrol.AccordingtoTPB,attitudinal
beliefisorientatedtowardsthefavourabilitythattheuserhastowardsperformingcertainbehaviour.
Subjectivenormisrelatedtothesocialpressuretoperformthebehaviour,andperceivedbehavioural
control(PBC)isrelatedtotheresourcesandopportunitiesavailablethatmayinfluencethebehaviour
(Ajzen,1991).OneofthemaincriticismsoftheTPBistheunidimensionalityofthefactorsinvolved
inthestandardTPBmodelforexplainingbeliefformation(Hsuetal.,2006,TaylorandTodd,1995).
Closelyrelated to theTPB, theTechnologyAcceptanceModelhasalsobeenusedto investigate
participation(Shen2015,Zhuetal.2014,Xuetal.2012,Lorenzo‐Romero,Constantinides,&Alarcón‐
del‐Amo,2011),KwonandWen2010).Thismodel,similarlytotheTPB,predictsthebehaviourbased
ontheintention,consideringattitude,perceivedusefulnessandperceivedeaseofuseasantecedents.
TheparsimonyofTAMisalsooneofitspotentialshortcomingsas“it is unreasonable to expect that 
one model, and one so simple, would explain decisions and behaviour fully across a wide range of 
technologies, adoption situations, and differences in decision making and decision makers”.(Bagozzi,
2007,p.244).ThesetheoriesfindtheiroriginsintheTheoryofReasonedAction(FishbeinandAjzen
1975),andarebasedonacognitive/behaviouralframework,aimedatpredictingabehaviour(inthis
caseSNSparticipation)basedontheintentiontoperformthatbehaviour.Asecondstreamofuser
participationresearchfollowstheUsesandGratifications(U&G)theory(Baek2011,Giannakoset
al.2013,YangandLin2014,Hsuetal.2015,ChiuandHuang2015b,ChiuandHuang2015a,Wei
etal.2015,BulutandDoğan2017,Bae2018,Gan&Wang,2015),whichisbasedonpsychosocial
variablesattemptingtounderstanddecisionmakingprocessesaboutmedia(Rubin2002).Forthis
projectaflexibleapproachsuchastheU&Gtheorywasbettersuitedtotheaimsoftheproject,asit
includesabroadervarietyofconstructstounderstandusers’participation.

Thetheoryofusesandgratifications(U&G)waspostulatedbyKatzetal.(1973),basedon
sociologicalandpsychologicalfoundations.U&Ghasbeenusedtoexplainthereasonsforchoosing
oneparticularmediumoveranother,suggestingthat“people’s needs influence their media selections; 
by seeking out and using specific media, people can meet these individual needs”(Foregger2008,p.
2).TheinitialaimsofU&Gtheorywere“a)toexplainhowpeopleusemediatogratifytheirneeds,
b) tounderstandmotives formediabehaviour, andc) to identify functionsorconsequences that
follow”(Rubin2002,p.166).TheoriginalfoundationsofthemodelwereproposedbyKatz(ascited
byForreger2008,p.15)infiveelements:“a) the audience is active, b) media choice depends on 
the audience’s link between media and need gratification, c) media compete with other sources, both 
interpersonal and other media, for need satisfaction, d) audience members can self-report their needs, 
and e) value judgments of mass media content should be suspended until motives and gratifications 
are understood”.TheseassumptionswererevisedbyRubin(Rubin2002),whoproposedanupdated
versionbasedontheevolutionofthemedia.Therevisedassumptionsare:firstly,thatcommunication
behaviour is goal-directed, purposive, and motivated; secondly that people select media; thirdly
thatmanyfactorsguideourmediaselection;fourthly,thatmediacompetewithotherchannelsfor
messages;andfinallythatpeoplearetypicallymoreinfluentialthanmedia(Rubin2002).Theupdated
versionconsiderstheroleoftheuserasamoreactiveelement,influencedmainlybyneeds,social
andpsychologicalfactorsandinterpersonalinteractions(Rubin2002),alongwiththeinfluenceof
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themessagesintheselectionofthemedia.Theseassumptionsfitwiththeaimoftheresearchas
peoplehavethechoicebetweengeneralpurposeandnicheSNStopostwhattheywanttosay,as
wellaswheretolookforinformationandwheretospendtheirtime.Baeketal.(2011)statedthat
themainobjectiveofthistheoryistoexaminethemotivationsformediause,aswellasthefactors
influencingthesemotivationsbytheusers.Giventheabove,thispaperfocusesonthenetworking
andinformationexchangefactorsthataffectuserintentionstoparticipateinnichenetworks.These
arediscussedinmoredetailbelow.

2.1. Networking and Information Exchange in Niche Networks
2.1.1. Networking and Socialising
Networkingandsocialisingareneedsrelated tobuildingandmaintaininganetworkofcontacts,
aswellasthebenefitsobtainedfromthecontactsinthenetwork.BulutandDoğan(2017)studied
howsocialgratificationssuchassocialisationandstatusseekinginfluencenotonlytheusageof
thenetworks,butalsohowtheychangeaccordingtothetypeofuserpresentonthenetworks.The
creationandmaintenanceofcontactsinthesocialnetworklookstobuildthenetworkofcontacts
eitherwithrelationshipspreviouslycreated(offline)orwithnewrelationshipscreatedonline(Cha
2010,Foregger2008,Kimetal.2010,Kimetal.2011,PapacharissiandRubin2000,Parketal.
2009,Sangwan2005,Xuetal.2012,Hou2011,Hsuetal.2015,Bae2018).Regardingthebenefits
obtainedfromthenetwork,thegratificationsofthistypearerelatedtowhatcanbeachieved(and/or
offered)throughtheinteractionwiththemembersofthenetwork.Thus,socialisingisatthecoreof
thegratificationsforSNSparticipation(Gogginsetal.2011,Chen2014,Cheungetal.2011,Hsuet
al.2015,Parketal.2009,CocosilaandIgonor2015,BulutandDoğan2017.Duetothesocialneeds
ofhumanbeings,SNShavebeengainingterrainasaspacetodevelopandenhancethesocialactivities
thatwereheldofflinepreviously,hencehavingapositiveinfluenceonSNSparticipation.Associated
tosocialisationarethegratificationsrelatedtointerconnectedness,whichrelatestoexpandingyour
networkofcontactsbyfindingpeoplethroughexistingcontacts,havingadirectrelationwithSNS
usage(Foregger2008,Ali-Hassanetal.2015,SynandOh2015).AnotherfrequentuseofSNSis
maintaining of old ties(Foregger2008,Joinson2008,Ellisonetal.2007,RaackeandBonds-Raacke
2008),whichisexemplifiedbybringingfriendsfromofflinenetworks,suchasfriendsfromschool
orformerworkcolleagues,andaddingthemtoyouronlinenetwork.AlongwiththeuseofSNSto
findtheiroldfriends,peoplearehighlymotivatedtouseSNStofindnewfriends(seeking friends)
(Kimetal.2011,Ellisonetal.2007,Huang2008,PapacharissiandRubin2000,Smocketal.2011).

Basedonthepresentedliteraturewehypothesisethat:

H:(1)Socialising,(2)interconnectedness,(3)maintainingoldties,(4)seekingfriends,haveapositive
andsignificanteffectontheintensityofparticipationinnicheSNS.

UsingSNStoshareinformationwithyourwholenetworkorpartofitisapopulargratification.
Amongtheexamplesarethechangesinrelationshipstatussuchasbeinginarelationship,break-ups,
engagements,etc.,orsharingphotosfromdifferentevents.Likewise,thegroupsareusedtoarrange
eventsandresolveconflictsinthegroup(Dimmicketal.2007,Baeketal.2011,RamirezJretal.
2008,Hsuetal.2015).

Interpersonal utility(Cha2010,PapacharissiandRubin2000,Wong2012),whichisrelated
withtheinformationthattheuserfindsimportantforpersonallife,suchastheopinionthatother
peoplehaveabouthimorher,informationaboutsocialeventsorkeepinguptodatewithwhatis
goingonintheuser’scircles.FollowingtheutilityoftheSNS,thereisanadditionalgratification
relatedwiththeimagethattheuserwantstoprojectintheSNS,whichislabelledself-status seeking
(Parketal.2009,Hsuetal.2015),whichhastraditionallybeenpresentedastheeffortsthatpeople
maketopresentthemselvesinaparticularmanertoothers.Theimagethattheuserportraysinthe
networkcanbearealreflectionoftheuser’slife,oradesiredimagethattheuserwantstoproject,
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whichisassociatedwithbelongingnessandnarcissisticbehaviours(SchauandGilly2003,Pugh2010,
Zhaoetal.2008,Mehdizadeh2010).Inthisregard,Chungetal(2017)presentedtheself-image,
whichiscloselyrelatedtoself-statusseeking,asa“constantprocessofcontrollingandmanaging
informationtocontinuouslydeliverone’sspecificimagetoothers”(p.82),whichcanbeconnected
withthefindingofBaeketal.(2011),whofoundthelikelihoodforpeopletoshareinformationabout
themselves,withthisinformationsharinghavinganimpactonSNSusage.Afinalgratificationin
thisgroupisseeking social support,whichisverycommoninnetworksrelatedwithhealthissues
likeIhadcancer.com,inwhichthememberssupporteachotherbyprovidingpastoralcareaswell
assharingtreatmentsandmedicinesthathavehelpedthemtofeelbetter,havingapositiveeffecton
networkparticipation(Kimetal.2011,Shen2015,Hajlietal.2015,RidingsandGefen2004,Wong
2012,Bae2018).Chungetal(2017)arguethatthemorepeopleinteractwitheachother,themore
theystartcreatingthisattachmenttoothers,whichallowsthemtoextendandaskforhelpgiventhe
situation,whichinturnstrengthensthetiesbetweenthem.

Basedontheaboveweproposethat:

H:(5)interpersonalutility,(6)self-statusseeking,and(7)seekingsocialsupporthaveapositiveand
significanteffectontheintensityofparticipationinnicheSNS.

2.1.2. Information Exchange
Informationexchangeisakeymotivationforparticipatinginsocialnetworkingsites,asstudiedby
Chungetal.(2017),consideringthenumberofmembersinthenetwork,socialinteractionhelping
andself-imageaspredictorsofthisfactorandCrawfordetal.(2017),whofocusedontheself-status
motivationoftheuser.Thisinformationcouldbeabouttheuser(i.e.personalinformationsuchas
photos, list of contacts,movies, bands, amongothers) or information about specific interests or
purposes,forexamplephotography,astronomy,etc.Informationexchangegratificationsarerelated
tothesecondtypeofinformation,consideringtheSNSasarepositoryofinformationaboutspecific
topics.Fortheinformation exchange,theusercomestothenetworkeitherlookingforinformation
and theopinionsof themembersof thenetworksabout topicsof interest to them,or looking to
acquiredeeperknowledgeofthetopicsdiscussedinthenetwork(Cha2010,Foregger2008,Kimet
al.2011,PapacharissiandRubin2000,Huang2008,Chungetal.2012,Parketal.2014,Changand
Chen2014,Hsuetal.2015,Parketal.2015,SynandOh2015,Yen2016,Chungetal.2015).This
information seekingandexchangeresultsinanewalternativetypeofwebsearchknownas“social 
search”(Lampeetal.2006),aswellasina“social shopping”process(KangandJohnson2015),
whichisbasedontheopinionsofthenetworkmembersaboutspecifictopics.

Attachedtotheinformation seekingarethelearning and knowledge gratifications,wherebyit
isexpectedthatpeoplewillaccessbetterorspecialisedresourcesthatarenotusuallysharedinthe
generalSNSgroups,thisbeinganattractivemotivationtousetheSNS(Cha2010,Huang2008,Kim
etal.2011,PapacharissiandRubin2000,Parketal.2009,Chunngametal.2014,Lingreenetal.
2013,SynandOh2015,Yen2016).InnovativenessisapopulargratificationinSNS(Huang2008,
Sangwan2005,Parketal.2015),whichisrelatedtotheopennesstonewideas(Cha2010,Rogers
2003).ThenextfactorisrelatedtotheconvenienceoftheSNSasatooltoconductspecificactivities.
ArepresentativeexampleistheuseoftheSNSasacommunication tool,makingitpossibletobe
intouchwithothermembersofthenetworkatafractionofthecostpaidwhencomparedtoother
means.Inadditiontothemoneysavings,therearesometimeandeffortsavings(Cha2010,Dimmick
etal.2007,Foregger2008,Kimetal.2011,PapacharissiandRubin2000,RamirezJretal.2008,
Dimmicketal.2000,Huang2008,Nyland2007,Sangwan2005).

Giventheabove,weputforwardthefollowinghypotheses:

H:(8)informationseeking,(9)learning,(10)innovativenessand(11)communicationgratifications
haveapositiveandsignificanteffectontheparticipationinnicheSNS.
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3. METHodoLoGy

3.1. Questionnaire design
StudiesgroundedonU&GaretypicallybasedonquestionnairesusingLikertscalestocollectdatafrom
primarysources(Leeetal.2010,Cheungetal.2011,Kimetal.2010,PapacharissiandRubin2000).
Followingtheexampleofpreviousresearch,asurveywasadoptedastheinstrumentfordatacollection
usingaLikertscaleoffivepoints.DuetothelackofresearchonnicheSNS,thisresearchadopted
theconstructsidentifiedasinfluentialingeneralpurposenetworks,whenitcametonetworkingand
informationseekingtodevelopthedatacollectioninstrument.Usingtheseconstructswasconsidered
tobeagoodfirstapproachtounderstandingnicheSNS.Furtherresearchcouldpotentiallyinclude
newconstructsorexcludeconstructsamongthoseexaminedbythispaper.Themodelimplemented
testedtherelationshipofeachitemwiththeuser’sparticipationinSNS.Thequestionnairewastested
inapilotstudyandfeedbackwasreceivedaboutthelengthofthequestionnaireanditemswithsimilar
wording,withminoradjustmentsmadebeforefinalisingthequestionnaire.Giventhenatureofthe
research,aweb-basedsurveywasdeemedappropriateforcollectingdata.Tables1and2presentthe
constructsanditemsusedinthequestionnairetocollectdata.

3.2. Sampling
Basedonthegapandtheresearchquestionforthisstudy,theinitialpopulationframeworkwasusers
ofnicheSNS.FollowingthedefinitionofBoydandEllison(2008),anicheSNSisanetworkwith
aspecificpurposeand/ororientedtoaspecifictargetofthepopulation.Thus,nicheSNScouldbe
networksfromLinkedIn,which,despiteitssize,isorientedtoprofessionalpurposes,tonetworkslike
LittleMonsters,orientedtothefansofLadyGaga.However,theverynichenatureofthesenetworks
makesitdifficulttomapthepopulation,asmanyofthemareonlyknownamongthegroupofpeople
whosharethesameinterest.Lookingforstatisticstodefineapopulationframework,itwasfoundthat
thereisalackofinformationabouthowmanynetworksthereareorhowmanyusersareregisteredin
eachofthesenetworks.Therearesomeprivateinitiativestryingtogeneratenetworkdirectories,but
theyarenotreliableenoughtocreateafullmapofthepopulation.Basedontheabove,itwasdeemed
appropriatetouseanon-probabilisticsamplingmethod.Sincethesamplingframeworkwasunknown,
volunteeropportunitysamplingwasthemostsuitablealternativetoreachnichenetworkusers.The
samplewasnarroweddowntoUKresidentstoensureaminimumofexperientialconsistency.The
invitationstoparticipateinthisresearchprojectwerepostedondifferentsocialmediaaccountsas
recommendedbyHewsonandLaurent (2012). Inaddition,asecondstrategy tocollectdatawas
basedonidentifyingthemainnicheSNSplatforms.Fromthissearch,Ning,SocialGoandElggwere
foundtobepopularoptions.Thefirstgroupapproachedwasthedevelopers’communityonthese
platforms,astheyareusuallytheadministratorsoftheirownnetworks.Theinvitationtocomplete
thequestionnaire,includingthelink,waspostedontheseforums.Likewise,networkadministrators
werecontactedviaemail,requestingpermissiontoposttheinvitationontheirnetworks.Postingthe
invitationonanopenforumwasfoundtobeamoreeffectivestrategy,comparedtotheoptionofthe
administrators,astheywerereluctanttopromotethequestionnaireintheirnetworks.

Ofthe203questionnairescompletedoverfourmonthsinQ3/2012,wefilteredoutthoseindicated
usinganSNSthatwasnotanicheoneorwereoutliers.Thefinalsamplesusedfortheanalysishad
responsesfrom152participants.44%werefromwomenand56%werefrommen,sotherewasa
relativelybalancedcompositionofthesampleregardinggender.Theaverageageofparticipantswas
29.53yearsold(std.dev.=11.01).Whenitcametotheoccupationoftheparticipants,55.26%were
students,23.03%werefull timeemployees,10.53%werepart-timeemployeesandfinally9.21%
wereself-employed.Fromtheresults,LinkedInwasthemostpopularnicheSNS,with25cases.
ThisnetworkisfollowedbyQQfromChina,with14respondents,academiawith10andVKontackte
with7.Thesefournetworksrepresent36.84%ofthetotalrespondents.Giventhenatureofniche
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Table 1. Niche SNS participation construct sources

Gratifications Acronym Definition Source Items Niche 
Mean

Niche 
Std. 
Dev.

Socialising SOC

Isbasedontheneed
forandinterestin
meetingandtalking
withotherpeople

(Parketal.
2009) 4

3.572 0.997

Interconnectedness IC

Findingconnections
andinformation
throughexisting
contacts

(Foregger2008) 7

2.809 0.996

Maintainingoldties MAT

Keepingthe
connectiononline
withfriendsknown
frombefore

(Foregger2008) 5

2.845 1.174

Seekingfriends SFRIE
Findingnew
friendstoexchange
informationwith

(Kimetal.
2011) 2

3.552 0.955

Interpersonalutility IPU

Theutilitysoughtin
theinteractionwith
otherpeopleata
relationallevel

(Cha2010,
Papacharissiand
Rubin2000)

8

3.580 0.853

Self-statusseeking STA

Seekingand
maintainingtheuser’s
personalstatus
throughonlinegroup
participation

(Parketal.
2009) 3

3.747 1.053

Seekingsocialsupport SUP
Obtainingemotional
supportfromtheir
groupofcontact

(Kimetal.
2011) 3

2.477 1.183

Informationseeking INSK

Searchingfor
informationthatisof
interesttotheusers,
suchasactivities
carriedoutbytheir
groupofcontacts

(Papacharissi
andRubin2000,
Parketal.2009,
Kimetal.2011)

5

3.570 0.898

Learning LEARN

Obtaininformation
andbeingeducated
aboutatopic,and
learningnewthings

(Cha,2010) 4

2.618 1.076

Innovativeness INNOV
Individual’stendency
tobemorereceptive
tonewideas

(Cha,2010) 4
3.281 1.021

Communicationconvenience COM-CON

HowSNSfacilitates
thecommunication
processwithother
people

(Cha2010) 4

3.290 0.853

Intensityofuse INT-USE

Measuresthe
engagementof
theuserwiththe
SNSbasedonthe
integrationofthe
SNSwiththeuser´s
routine

(Ellisonetal.
2007) 5

3.411 0.915
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SNS,thereisawidevarietyofnetworkswithfewcases.ExamplesofthesenicheSNSusedbythe
respondentsareDevianArt,Path,Naijapals,andTonyArts.Moredetailsabout thedemographic
variablesarepresentedinTable3.

Table 2. Items used for each construct

Gratification Acronym Items

Socialising

soc1 TostayintouchwithpeopleIknow
soc2 Tomeetinterestingpeople
soc3 Totalkaboutsomethingwithothers
soc4 Togetpeersupportfromothers

Interconnectedness

ic1 Tonetworkwithothers
ic2 Toseewhoknowswho
ic3 Tolookatpicturesofmy“friends’friends”
ic4 ToseewhomycontactsandIhaveincommon
ic5 ToseeifmycontactsandIknowthesamepeople
ic6 Toseehoweveryoneisconnected
ic7 Toseewherepeopleknoweachotherfrom

Maintain/Establisholdties

mat1 Tokeepintouchwitholdfriends
mat2 Tocontactout-of-statefriends
mat3 Totrackdownoldfriends
mat4 Toseewherepeopleareatnow
mat5 Tomaintainoldfriendships

SeekingFriends
sfrie1 TohangoutwithpeopleIenjoy
sfrie2 Totalkwithpeoplewiththesameinterests

Interpersonalutilitymotive

ipu1 Tomeetnewpeople
ipu2 Tobelongtoagroup
ipu3 Toexpressmyselffreely
ipu4 BecauseIwonderwhatotherpeoplesaid
ipu5 Tokeepcontactwithmycontacts
ipu6 Tofeelinvolvedwithwhat’sgoingonwithotherpeople
ipu7 Tokeepmycontactsup–to–date
ipu8 Tostrengthenmyrelationshipswithmycontacts

Self-statusseeking
sta1 Becauseitmakesmyselflookcool
sta2 Todevelopmycareerthroughgroupparticipation
sta3 BecauseIfeelpeerpressuretoparticipate

SeekingSocialSupport
sup1 Toletoutmyemotionseasilytootherswhowillunderstandme
sup2 Totalkoutmyproblemsandgetadvice
sup3 ToletothersknowIcareabouttheirfeelings

Informationseeking

insk1 Tolookforinformation
insk2 Togetinformationforfree
insk3 Becauseitiseasiertosearchforinformation
insk4 Toseewhatisoutthere
insk5 Becauseitisanewwaytodoresearch

Learningmotive

learn1 Becauseitletsmeexplorenewthings
learn2 Becauseitextendsmymind
learn3 Becauseitadvancesmyknowledge
learn4 Becauseitopensmeuptonewideas

Innovativeness

innov1 BecauseIamverycuriousabouthowthingswork
innov2 BecauseIliketoexperimentwithnewwaysofdoingthings
innov3 BecauseIliketotakeachance
innov4 BecauseIliketobearoundunconventionalpeoplewhodaretotrynewthings

Communicationconvenience

com-con1 UsingSNSmakesmemoreefficient
com-con2 UsingSNShelpsmeaccomplishthingsmorequickly
com-con3 UsingSNSmakesmylifeeasier
com-con4 UsingSNSwouldbeusefulinmylife

Intensityofuse

Int-use1 Thisnichenetworkispartofmyeverydayactivity
Int-use2 IamproudtotellpeopleI’monthisnichenetwork
Int-use3 IfeeloutoftouchwhenIhaven’tloggedontothisnichenetworkforawhile
Int-use4 IfeelIampartofthethisnichenetworkcommunity
Int-use5 Iwouldbesorryifthisnichenetworkshutdown
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3.3. Analysis
Theinformationwascleanedandtheconstructsweretestedregardingvalidity.ThediagonalofTable
3 lists theCronbach’sAlphaforeachconstruct.AKaiser-Meyer-Olkin(KMO)Testandafactor
analysiswerealsoconducted(Table4&5).Amultipleregressionanalysiswasusedtoanalysethe
data.TheregressionmodelwasruninSPSS,startingwithallthevariablesproposedaboveusingthe
stepwisemethod.TheDurbin-Watsoncoefficientwas2,meaningthattherewerenoautocorrelation
issues,andtheVIFvaluesforallthesignificantvariableswerebelow1.55,suggestingthattherewere
nocollinearityissues.Theresidualsshowednoevidentpatterns.Alltheseconsiderationssuggested
thatthemodelcompliedwiththeassumptionsoftheregressionmodel.

4. RESULTS

Table6presentsthecorrelationcoefficientsofthevariablesincludedinthemodel,aswellasits
reliabilitycoefficients.

ThevalueofR2for theregressionwas41.2%.Basedontheresultsobtained, thesignificant
factorswere found tobe the socialising, self-status seeking, seekingsocial supportand learning
andinnovativenessgratifications(Figure1).Theseresultsshowthatusersprefertousetheniche
SNSforspecificpurposesandinteractwithlike-mindedpeople,whichisthepurposeoftheniche
SNS.Likewise,theresultsshowthatgratificationsrelatedwithcreating/maintainingthenetworkof

Table 3. Sample demographics

Characteristic Frequency % Characteristic Frequency %

Gender Age

Male 85 55.92% Blank 1 0.66%

Female 67 44.08% <19 6 3.95%

Total 152 100% 20-29 89 58.55%

Employment Status 30-39 37 24.34%

Paidfull-timeemployment 35 23.03% 40-49 5 3.29%

Paidpart-timeemployment 16 10.53% >50 14 9.21%

Self-employment 14 9.21% Total 152 100%

Unemployed 3 1.97% Educational attainment

Student 84 55.26% PrimarySchool 0 0.00%

Total 152 100% HighSchool 13 8.55%

Annual household income Technical
Education 5 3.29%

Lessthan£10,000 50 32.89% Undergraduate 53 34.87%

£10,000to£19,999 21 13.82% Postgraduate 68 44.74%

£20,000to£29,999 16 10.53% Doctoratedegree 13 8.55%

£30,000to£39,999 24 15.79% Total 152 100%

£40,000to£49,999 12 7.89%

£50,000to£59,999 10 6.58%

£60,000ormore 19 12.50%

Total 152 100%
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contactsarenotsignificantfornicheSNS,suggestingthatthesegratificationsapplyonlytogeneral
purposenetworks.

5. dISCUSSIoN

ThemodelproposedfortestingthemotivationsforparticipatinginnicheSNSaimedtostudythe
directrelationshipofeachconstructwiththeintensityofuse.Outofthe11gratificationstested,five
werefoundtobesignificant.Keepinginmindthatthemodelaimedtotestwhetherthegratifications
identifiedforgeneralpurposenetworksappliedtonicheones, itwasnosurprise thatonlyafew
variableswerenot as relevant andwereeventually rejected.This suggests that there is indeeda
differenceinthemotivationstoparticipateingeneralpurposenetworksandnicheSNS,contraryto
thecurrentpracticethattreatsallnetworksasthesame(Wilsonetal.2012)Furtherresearchonniche
SNSisneededifwearetounderstanduserbehaviourinthesenetworksbetterandmorereliably.

More specifically, the socialising hypothesis related to the social nature of the SNS, which
regardlessofthetype,nicheorgeneralpurpose,isstillakeyfactorexplainingwhyauserparticipates
inanSNSasBulutandDoğan(2017)showintheirresearch.Thisisreflectedinthevalueofits
coefficient,whichisthelargestamongthefactorstested.UsersparticipateinnicheSNSforsocial
reasons,butnotthetypicalreasonssuchaspeoplelookingtoconnectwitholdcontactsortomeet
newpeopleforthesakeofit.Thisargumentissupportedbytherejectionoftheinterconnectedness
and maintaining old ties, which are factors associated with these behaviours. Considering these
results,itcanbearguedthatsocialising,aspresentedbyPark(2009),ismoreaboutsharingtimeand
opinionswithlike-mindedpeopleontopicsthattheyareinterestedin,whichfitswiththepurpose
ofanicheSNS.

Thesecondsignificantfactorwassupportsoughtand/orprovidedbypeoplesharingthesame
issues,interest,goalsortastes(Cha2010,Foregger2008,Kimetal.2011,Lietal.2015,Hajliet
al.2015,Shen2015,Wong2012).Asanexample,onemayconsiderahealth-relatednetworkcalled
tudiabetes.org,whichisanetworkorientedtopeopledealingwithdiabetes,alsoprovidingaplatform
toshareexperienceswithotherpeoplewiththesamecondition.Kimetal.(2011)arguethatthesocial
supportisrootedintheneedtobelongtoacommunityofpeoplewithsimilarcharacteristicstothe
usercreatedbyasenseofidentification,andthisissupportedbyKwonetal(2017),Shen(2015),
andbyWong(2012).Thisidentificationwiththegroupisreflectedinthesearchforencouragement
andcompanionshipfromthepeopleinthenetwork(eitherpreviouscontactsornewcontactsmade
inthenetwork).Thisidentificationenablesthemtoexpressthemselvesmoreopenly,aspeoplein
thegroupcanunderstandwhatthepersonislookingformoreeasily.Also,sharingthesameinterest/
conditionmakesitpossibleforthemtobelessconcernedaboutbeingjudgedormisinterpretedby
otherpeople(Chungetal.2015).Acommonpracticeingeneralpurposenetworksistoputtogether
allthecontacts,mixingfamily,friends,colleagues,etc.Still,whenpeopleneedsupport,theyprefer
toappealtothosewhocanunderstandthembetter.AnicheSNScouldpotentiallybeasafeplace
inwhichtheuserscanexpressthemselvesfreely,asthesenetworksconsistofpeoplewithsimilar
characteristicstotheuser(fromphysicalcondition,tosimilarinterests,etc.).

Table 4. KMO and Bartlett’s test

KMO and Bartlett’s test

Kaiser-Meyer-OlkinMeasureofSamplingAdequacy 0.865

Bartlett’stestofsphericity Approx.Chi-Square 7802.795

df 1431

Sig. .000
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Table 5. Factor analysis

Component
ipu mat ic int use sta learn com-con sup innov soc

Int_use1 0.765
Int_use2 0.710
Int_use3 0.769
Int_use4 0.814
Int_use5 0.754

soc1
soc2 0.724
soc3
soc4 0.339
ic1 0.261
ic2 0.769
ic3 0.322
ic4 0.797
ic5 0.819
ic6 0.785
ic7 0.746

mat1 0.866
mat2 0.784
mat3 0.783
mat4 0.588
mat5 0.858
sfrie1
sfrie2
ipu1 0.410
ipu2 0.734
ipu3 0.778
ipu4 0.779
ipu5 0.755
ipu6 0.656
ipu7 0.792
ipu8 0.755
sta1 0.718
sta2 0.803
sta3 0.580
sup1 0.786
sup2 0.748
sup3 0.739
insk1
insk2
insk3
insk4
insk5
learn1 0.837
learn2 0.904
learn3 0.906
learn4 0.716
innov1 0.739
innov2 0.556
innov3 0.720
innov4 0.738

pu1 0.826
pu2 0.800
pu3 0.798
pu4 0.782
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Thethirdgratificationwasself-statusseeking,whichisrelatedtobuildingandmaintainingan
imagethroughthecontinuousparticipationinagroup.Thisparticipationisbasedontheidentification
withthegroupandthedesiretobeacknowledgedaspartofthegroup(NadkarniandHofmann2011,
Kilianetal,2012).Sangwan(2005)arguesthattheself-statusseekinggratificationlookstoreaffirm
theself-identitybybeingrecognisedastheimagetheuserisprojecting,aswellasinteractingwith
(influential)peopleinthegroupthatotherwisewouldbedifficulttomeet.Theidentityisreaffirmed
by the acknowledgement of one’s status as a member of the group, feeding the self-satisfaction
need. In this regard, Bulut and Doğan (2017) stressed the importance of status seeking as part
ofthereinforcementofpersonalvaluesandthecreationofasocial identity,whichispartofthe
identificationprocess.Thisidentificationprocesspointstobelongingnessasoneoftheneedsthat
peoplelookforwhenparticipatinginSNS(Krasnovaetal.2008,PaiandArnott2012,Smocketal.
2011,ZolkepliandKamarulzaman2015,Hsuetal.2015,NadkarniandHofmann2011,Wong2012).
Thebelongingnessisfosteredbytheinteractionwithpeoplethatotherwiseitwouldbedifficultto
beincontactwith,duetogeographicaldistance,differentsocialcircles,etc.Thebelongingnesshas
beenstudiedbyChungetal(2016)bytheattachmentthatthepersonhastoagroup,whichmakes
themshareinformationthattheywillnotsharewitheverybody.ThisfindingisinlinewithTan’s
(Tanetal.2015)argumentabouttheimportanceofweaktiesoverthestrongonesregardingtrust
andidentificationwithaspecialisedgroup.Itisimportanttohighlightthattheidentityprojectedin

Figure 1. The model and results
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thenetworkdoesnotnecessarilymatchtheidentityofthepersoninreallife(Zhaoetal.2008,Wong
2012,Tosun2012).Infact,ausercanhaveaccountsondifferentnetworksfordifferentpurposes
(MitalandSarkar2011),havingthechancetocreateadifferentidentityoneachoneofthem,oreven
createseveralusersinthesamenetwork.Eachcanhaveadifferentidentity,asinthecaseofpeople
withdifferentFacebookaccountsorthecurrenttrendoffakeintagramaccounts(finstagram)used
bypeopletoposttheirprivatephotos(Carman2018,TheGuardian2017).Thispointisimportant,
aswhenusersjoinduetopeerorsuperiorpressure,theymaynotnecessarilyprojecttheirrealself
(Tosun2012).Thesamemayapplytothoseusersparticipatinginnichenetworksforoperational
reasons,e.g.tryingtogetsomebenefitfromthenetwork,suchasinformation,contactsorknowledge.
Theseuserswillparticipateinthenetworkjusttogetwhattheyarelookingfor.Theremayexist
conditionsforadmittingnewusers,likethecaseofaSmallworld,whichisanSNSformillionaires,
andthepeopleareacceptedonlyiftheyareinvitedbyacurrentmemberofthenetwork.

Thefourthgratificationemergingasanimportantfactorforunderstandingparticipationina
nicheSNSwaslearning.Contrarytopriorresearch(Cha,2010,Foregger2008),thecoefficientfor
thisvariablewasnegative.Consideringthatself-statusseekingwasfoundtobeasignificantfactor,
onemayinterpretthisasevidencethatusersonnichenetworksaremoreinterestedinsharinginorder
toberecognisedasexpertsbytheirpeers,ratherthanlearning.ThosewhoparticipateinnicheSNS
maywanttopositionthemselvesasexpertsonthetopicmorethanonthelearnerrole.Thissituation
canbeseenonLinkedIn,onwhichusersdemonstratetheirexpertisenotonlyusingtheinformation
presentedontheirprofiles,butalsobydrawingkudosfromtherecommendationsofotherusers.
UsersparticipateinnicheSNSasthesenetworksprovideinformationaboutaspecifictopic,aswell
asaccesstopeoplewhoknowaboutthetopic(Cha2010,Huang2008,Kimetal.2011,Papacharissi
andRubin,2000Parketal.2009).Theresources(peopleandinformation)thatpeopleperceivethey
willfindinthenicheSNSaresomethingthattheywillrarelyfindinthegeneral-purposenetworks.
Postingspecialisedviewsonnichenetworksmayhavebeenmoreappreciatedcomparedtogeneral
purposenetworks,whilethehighlyfocuseddiscussionwouldhelpengagemoremembers,encouraging
themnotonlytoread,butalsotocontributetotheconversation.

Finally,innovativenessfollowstheuseofnicheSNSforspecificpurposes,inthiscaseasasource
ofinnovativeideas,alternativepointsofview,orinformationthatcanleadtonewdevelopments.Cha
(2010)portraysinnovativenessasthetendencyofthepersonthebemoreopenorreceptivetonew
ideas.NicheSNScontaininformationthatisinterestingfortheirmembers,andthatuserscanpost
andwheretheycanfindinformationthatisnoteasytofindelsewhere.Usersparticipatinginthese
networksarelookingfornewideas,toenrichandreceivefeedbackabouttheirideas,ortopropose
initiativesthatcanbefoundtobeinterestingfortheothermembersofthenetwork.Theinformation
sharingwasfoundimportantbyBaeketal.(2011)toexplaintheSNSusage,asitallowedinformation
exchangeandideasthatcouldbeuseful.NicheSNScanoffermoreopportunitiestofindspecific
information, ideasandprojects tobenoticedby therightaudience thanwhenpostedongeneral
purposenetworks,wheretheycouldgoundertheradarandbeignoredalongwiththeotherseaof
postspresentedonthetimeline.

6. CoNCLUSIoN

Thisresearchhasprovidedevidencethattheremaybepotentiallydifferentfactorsinfluencingthe
participationingeneralpurposenetworksandnicheSNS.Inturn,thissuggeststhatgeneralpurpose
andnicheSNScannotbeassumedtobesimilarinnatureortreatedinthesamemanner.

Theliteraturereviewsuggestedthatsocialisationandinformationexchangegratificationsplayed
animportantroleinuserparticipation.Anumberoffactorsrelatedtothesegratificationsweretested
onnicheSNSusers.Socialising,socialsupport,self-statusseeking,learningandinnovativenesswere
themainfactorsthatmotivateduserstoparticipateinnicheSNS.Socialising,socialsupportandself-
statusseekinggratificationssuggestedthatbelongingnesswasanunderlyingfactorinparticipating,
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followingthefindingsofParketal(2009)aboutSNSusageandChungetal(2016)aboutattachment.
Userswanttobewithpeoplewhosharethesameinterest; theywanttobepartofthegroupsof
like-mindedpeople,whichalignswiththeconceptofhomophily(Leskovecetal.2008,Gogginset
al.2011).InnicheSNS,IdentityplaysanimportantroleaspeopleparticipateintheSNSasaway
ofreaffirmingtheirownidentity(realordesired)throughtheparticipationinthenetwork,which
isrelatedwithresearchonself-statusseeking(Parketal.2009,Chungetal2009)Thistriggersthe
identificationprocess,whichenablesuserstosharethesituationtheyaregoingthroughmoreeasily,
lookingforsupportfromothersinthenetwork.Inthesamevein,usersreaffirmtheiridentitythrough
groupvalidation.Theresultsarerelatedtotheself-statusseekingandlearninggratifications.They
suggestthatusersmayparticipateinnicheSNSasanopportunitytodemonstratetheirknowledge
aboutaspecifictopic(self-statusseeking).NicheSNSpresentagoodopportunityforusersnotonlyto
accessspecialisedinformation,butalsotointeractwithothersimilarly-mindedusersinterestedinthe
sametopics,integratingtheself-statusseekingandsocialsupportcharacteristicsinthisgratification.
Thesegratificationsarecomplementedbyinnovativeness.UsersmayutilisenicheSNSasasource
fornewideasorasanoutlettopresenttheirideasorprojectstoapublicthathasahigherchanceof
beinginterestedinitorhearingaboutit,followingBaeketal.’s(2011)results.

Asitisbecomingmorefrequentforbusinessorinterestgroupstoestablishtheirownsocial
networks,themanagerialimplicationsofthisresearchareorientedtowardspotentialwaysofdesigning
suchSNSandpromotinguserparticipationinthem.PeoplearepresentinnicheSNSnotonlybecause
ofthesocialisationgratifications,butbecausetheywanttocreatelinkswithlike-mindedpeople,
followingthehomophilyconcept,whereinthedegreeofspecialisationofthenetwork,thetopics,
and/oritsmembers,becomesadifferentialofthenetwork.Inotherwords,theyarenetworksthat
arenotforeverybody,creatingasenseofexclusivity.Thissenseofexclusivityissupportedbythe
self-statusseekinggratification,aspeoplesearchactivelytoberecognisedbythepeopletheytryto
identifywith.AnicheSNSmakesitpossibleforuserstoshowcasetheirexpertise,offeringusersa
platformonwhichtoproposenewideasthatcanbeimprovedbyothers.Thus,anicheSNSallowsthe
usertoestablishareputationamongpeoplerelatedtotheirinterest,whichcouldbedifficulttoreach
ingeneralpurposeSNS.Inthesamevein,learningandinnovativenessgratificationscanbeusedby
nicheSNSmanagerstoencourageparticipationamongusers,asthesenetworksareplaceswherethey
canbeinspiredtodonewthingsortogoforinnovativeideasandlearnhowtodoit,whichcanbe
exemplifiedwithacademicSNSsuchasacademiaorresearchgate,whoarenicheSNSforacademics.

6.1. Research Implications and Further Research
ThisproposedapproachtoadoptgeneralpurposeconstructsandtesttheminanicheSNScontext
wasabletoexplain41.2%ofthevarianceofthedependentvariable.Althoughsucharesultcouldbe
consideredasagoodstartingpoint,sheddinglightonthemotivationstoparticipateinnicheSNS,it
alsocallsformoreresearchtobeundertakeninthisarea.Futureeffortscanhelpincreasethepredictive
powerofthemodelbyincludingnewvariablesthatcouldberelevanttonicheSNS.Anotherstream
ofresearchisthetypeofusersinnicheSNS,whichisguidedbytheresearchofConstantinidesetal,
(2010),ConstantinidesandStagno(2011),Kilianetal,(2012),Brandtzæg(2012)andBulutandDogan
(2017),whofoundthatdifferenttypesofusershavedifferentmotivationstouseSNS.Consequently,
itwouldbe interesting tostudy the typeofusersand theirproportion innicheSNS.Due to the
difficultiesofaccessingprimarysources,itisrecommendedthatqualitativeresearchapproachesbe
usedinordertogainadeeperunderstandingofthesenetworks.Suchanapproachcouldpotentially
helpidentifyawiderlistofinfluentialfactorstotestinaquantitativemanner,withinmodelslike
theoneadoptedforthisresearch.Acasestudyapproachmayalsobeusefulforgaininginsightsinto
specificnichenetworksconsideringdifferenttypesofnetworks,e.g.basedonobjectives,audiences,
geographicalattributesetc.
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