
  

 

Abstract—Facebook has become a huge virtual community 

with millions of members. This paper examines the perceptions 

of community and disclosure behaviours among Malaysian 

Facebook users.  Quantitative data was collected via an online 

survey.  Chi-square was run to find the association between 

these two aspects.  Findings show that the participants were 

cautious about their Facebook disclosures.  Though they believe 

the Facebook community to be neither stable, nor realistic, they 

thought it detrimental to share real problems with friends 

known only on Facebook; and they preferred to remain 

anonymous; however, a high percentage of them agreed that 

they had a sense of belonging to this Facebook community. 

 
Index Terms—Facebook, Facebook community, online 

community, trust and disclosure in Facebook. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Facebook has captured some basic human needs, the needs 

of wanting to be connected and being able to share with 

friends. Thus it has become one of the most popular and 

frequently used online social networking site.  The need to be 

connected and to share with friends belongs to the relational 

aspect of social life.  It allows information sharing and the 

pursuit of knowledge [1]; it also gives a platform for 

university students to get updated [2]. It has attracted massive 

memberships and has become a new mode of communication. 

Is was also found to be a tool for relationship and identity 

building in the context of Malaysia [3 ]. 

Blanchard and Markus [4] suggested that the use of 

Facebook exhibits some characteristics of community-like 

behaviours such as feelings of membership, feelings of 

influence and integration aspects whereby participants feel 

their needs are met. However, Zygmunt Bauman [5] uses 

Fluid Modernity to describe the phenomenon of 

post-modernity. Some of the characteristics of this metaphor 

of fluid modernity are transience in human bonds, instability, 

insecurity exhibited especially in a high tech communication 

society.  Does this apply to the Facebook community?  

Blanchard and Markus [4] have identified the feeling of 

belonging to and identifying with are necessary for the 

establishment of trust in a virtual community.  Do  Facebook 

users in Malaysia feel that they belong to this Facebook 

community and how do they demonstrate this sense of 

belonging in their Facebook disclosure behaviours? 

This paper examines these issues through a survey study of 

Facebook users in Malaysia to investigate their disclosure 
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behaviour, and to find out to what extent they feel that they 

belong to the Facebook community.  It will help us to better 

understand the kind of community in which our young people 

are so passionately involved.  

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. What is Meant by Community 

Toennies [6] has distinguished two types of community: 

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft community.  Those two terms 

are from German.  The former, which is based on locality or 

kinship, and took a long time and effort to develop in a 

natural setting such as in a neighbourhood, where people 

knows each other.  People feel a sense of belonging as they 

are either like-minded or like-behaving. This community 

focuses on sameness, the similarities and mutuality of their 

lives.  Safety, security and strong sense of belonging are 

some of its characteristics. Gesellschaft, on the other hand 

emphasises on individuals‟ interests and autonomy. A 

Gesellscharft society involves individuals‟ effort and choice 

to achieve status, for example through education attainment.  

Durkheim 1951 in [7] gave different typologies to explain the 

ways communities provide structure and guidelines for its 

members so that they feel regulated and integrated.  To 

Durkheim, „community‟ remains a sociological construct of 

regulation.  If we adopt Toennies‟s definition of community, 

the Gemeinschaft community is replaced by the Gesellschaft 

community as society advances.  Brint [7] characterises the 

former with fewer members, familial and community 

emotional bonds, whereas the latter is characterised by larger 

numbers of members, rules to overcome, distrust and 

regulated competition. Individuals are given more freedom; 

however, they have to take more risks in everything they do.  

They thus do not have a structure for protection or security.  

Bauman describes it as the emancipation of individuals.  

Therefore a growing sense of insecurity and taking more 

responsibility for one‟s actions is the consequence of the 

ambivalence of modern individuals.  In Bauman‟s term 

“trading off security for freedom” [8]. In a Gesellschaft 

(civilized) society, community may come in different shapes 

as long as the dimensions of membership, influence, support 

and emotional connection are present [1] However, how true 

is it that a virtual community is possible using Facebook?  

What are the challenges faced?   

B. Facebook Community 

Brint [7] criticised Toennies‟ definition of community as 

insufficient to define the contemporary concept of 

community when advanced technologies are integrated in 

information and communication modes which are not 

confined to geographical or social mobility boundaries. He 

proposed a more generic definition of community. His 
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definition includes the motives of interaction.  Shared 

common activities or beliefs are the motivated factors that 

bring people together.  Therefore it is possible to have tens of 

thousands of people drawn to a similar activity due to similar 

beliefs or personal concerns.  Therefore, the motives for 

interactions become centrally important and sustain the sense 

of community.  This is a broader definition of community that 

is primarily based on shared values and the involvement in 

other people lives, such as the case of work related groups or 

voluntary interest organizations.  It thus becomes a choice 

based community. This definition of community includes 

social relationships, and self-seeking behaviour as a motive 

for interaction.  

Feelings of trust and a sense of belonging are the main 

characteristics for community building.  Facebook seems to 

be able to give a sense of belonging as the users are able to 

identify memberships by common interests and the online 

activities involved. Metzger [9] identified trust as an issue in 

electronic communication.  High levels of trust are necessary 

for tight knit community [6]. Higher trust levels will lead to 

higher levels of social interactions [10]. Putnam‟s concepts 

of trust and reciprocity have been identified by Norris as 

facilitating factors in social relationship [11] However,  can it 

be realistic to be part of a network with millions of people 

and still be able to establish trust with all of them. Some 

researchers found that the size can be an issue in establishing 

trust within a community.    

The design of Facebook has many features to facilitate 

communication and interaction. Much personal information 

disclosure is encouraged.  Users may unconsciously disclose 

personal information when they fill up the Facebook profile 

or apply to play a Facebook game.  Because of default 

settings, all information shared or posted becomes instantly 

accessible to anyone, including strangers. The “wall” in 

Facebook which is a public domain provides personal 

information.  Moreover, online interaction will automatically 

keep a record which can be traced and retained.  Pictures 

posted are tagged and shared by friends of common friends 

whom we may not even aware.  Those personal pictures or 

any personal information, if taken out of context, may have 

unintended consequences and may even jeopardise career 

opportunities [12].  Users are thus exposed to advertisement 

companies, unknown online lurkers, or stalkers who 

passively view the Facebook information without 

participation [13]; hackers or identity theves may exploit it 

and people may be subjected to cyberbullying [14].  There is 

no guarantee on safety even when users set up security.  

Dwyer [10] stated privacy within social networking sites is 

not to be expected. Users do not have the power to control the 

safety of the information they post on Facebook.  

Besides the above mentioned Facebook settings related to 

disclosure, there are other issues such as the nature of this 

virtual community which is highly flexible and self-interest 

oriented. The flexible design of Facebook does not have 

boundaries.  The entrance and exit are kept wide open.  

People come and go in an entirely free flow. This high 

flexibility allows anyone to add or to delete friends or groups 

anytime.  It poses unexpected opportunities and possibly 

unintended consequences.  On one hand people seems to 

have the autonomy to pick and choose friends, but they are 

also subject to being chosen or deleted by others.  Therefore 

there is an absence of obligation or moral responsibility. A 

sense of unstable relationship and insecurity is inevitable. 

Thus people have to safeguard themselves by using 

nicknames, open different accounts for various purposes, 

customize the security setting and so forth.   There is a sense 

of nonymous status (as is opposed to anonymous) being 

exposed to people we don‟t even know. The formation 

process of the virtual community does not require much 

effort to cultivate the same relational aspects as the historical 

Gemeinschaft community discussed earlier.  There is no 

grounded location and no pre-conditions are required.  The 

factors that motivate the participation of Facebook may be 

entirely oriented by self-interests.  Therefore the kind of 

virtual community and the perception of the sense of 

belonging to this community is the focus for this study. 

 

III. METHODOLOTY 

A total of 457 participants (42.2% males and 57.8% 

females) aged between 16 to 65 years old from all the states 

of Malaysia (Peninsula and East Malaysia), but mostly were 

from Perak (27.6%), Selangor (27.1%) and Wilayah 

Persekutuan (14.7%). Majority of participants were between 

19 to 28 years old.  

An online survey entitled „The Use of Facebook‟ was 

conducted via UTAR Opinion Poll. Questions related to 

disclosure behaviour, and the perceptions about the 

Facebook community were posted online. Five questions on 

Facebook disclosure were adapted from Wheeless and 

Grotz‟s Revised Self-Disclosure Scale [15]. This scale 

measures self-disclosure behaviour across five dimensions – 

intent, amount, valence (positive or negative), depth and 

honesty, using Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly 

Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Only one question from 

each dimension was taken to measure self-disclosure on 

Facebook in this study.  

Another set of questions was related to perception of the 

Facebook community.  Participants were asked to indicate if 

they agree with the various descriptions of the virtual 

community. Response format was recorded in dichotomous 

form (Yes vs. No). 

 

IV. FINDINGS 

To investigate the relationship between characteristics of 

the Facebook community and types of self-disclosure, 

Chi-square Test for Independence was run. As seen in Table I 

below, results showed significant associations between 

Facebook community characteristics and types of 

self-disclosure.  

In summary, whether participants were more intentional or 

less intentional in their disclosures, disclosed more positively 

or negatively, disclosed more intimately or less intimately, 

were honest or less honest in their Facebook disclosure, they 

were all more likely to agree that Facebook was not a stable 

community.  
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TABLE I: RESULTS OF CHI-SQUARE TEST FOR INDEPENDENCE (X²) BETWEEN FACEBOOK COMMUNITY CHARACTERISTICS AND DIMENSIONS OF 

SELF-DISCLOSURE 

 
Note: *p < 0.05, **p <0.01. 

 

Similarly, participants who were more intentional or less 

intentional in their disclosures, or disclosed more positively 

or more negatively were also more likely to agree that 

attachment towards Facebook is unrealistic.  

Those who agree that it was unbeneficial to share problems 

with a Facebook friend, consist of individuals who were 

more intentional or less intentional, more positive or more 

negative, more open or less open, honest or less honest in 

their Facebook disclosure.  

Unsurprisingly, participants who were more intentional or 

less intentional in their disclosure, disclosed more positively 

or more negatively, shared more intimately or less intimately, 

all agreed that they felt safer to stay anonymous in the 

Facebook community.  

Lastly, participants who were more intentional or less 

intentional in their disclosure were more likely to agree to 

feel belonged to the Facebook community than those who 

disagree. 

 

V. DISCUSSION 

Interestingly, results from this study showed that although 

most of the Facebook users expressed their cautiousness and 

reservation in their disclosure behaviours, there was a high 

percentage (roughly 73% males and 60% females) of 

participants who agreed that they feel that they belonged to 

the Facebook community.  

Consistently, most of the participants, regardless if they 

were aware/not aware of their intent of disclosure; disclose 

more positively or more negatively about themselves; 

disclose more intimately or less intimately about themselves; 

disclosure honestly or less honestly, most of them agreed that 

Facebook was not a stable community, it was not realistic to 

become attached to the Facebook community, staying 

anonymous was safer, and that they belong to this Facebook 

community. 

It seems safer for Facebook users to stay anonymous, so 

that they could freely express themselves. This is suggested 

by Zhao and his associates [16] that chosen identity is a kind 

of self expression. Perhaps it is the new trend of development 

among teenagers and young adults. It is an evolution of 

online interaction and high tech communication.  They are 

using high tech communication to stay connected with the 

people they already know, for searching out information 

about their interest and pursuing goals, at the same time 

protecting themselves from any possible harm.  The motive 

for interaction was then satisfied by the instant and effective 

communication mode.  Stable bonds are not expected.  

According to Brint‟s definition of community [7], it is 

possible to have a sense of community even in communities 

with large numbers of members, because the shared activities 

and beliefs will determine the sense of community.  Perhaps 

this can serve as an explanation for the discrepancies found in 

this study.   

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

Community is an aspiration, most people yearn to belong. 

Contemporary Facebook users are no exception.  Therefore 

using great caution, they manage to express themselves and 

maintain connections. Most importantly, they feel a 

satisfying sense of belongings, however, transient it may be. 
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