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ABSTRACT
Self-disclosure can facilitate the development and maintenance of online relationships but it also 
poses challenges — the overlapping of distinct social spheres and invisibility of audiences can 
make communication more complicated. The aim of this paper is to analyze the outcomes of this 
conflict between self-disclosure risks and benefits. Data from the Latvian online social networking/
online diary site Sviesta ciba suggest that self-disclosure and trust are associated with socially posi-
tive outcomes but the number of users’ online connections does not depend on the level of their 
intimate self-disclosure. I argue that the site’s users incorporate principles of “diffused intimacy” 
in their communication patterns, i.e. they accept risks that are associated with disclosing personal 
information to their audience in return for potentially facilitated communication and other social 
benefits.
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Researchers have long recognized the differences between online and offline commu-
nication and have identified communication patterns that are particularly characteristic 
of online communication. On the one hand, online communication is seen as less sui-
table for social relationships (Cummings – Butler – Kraut 2002; Mesch – Talmud 2006) 
because of the fragility of online interpersonal ties that can be formed as well as aban-
doned more easily. On the other hand, the online environment also provides a number 
of advantages: asynchronous communication and a lack of non-verbal cues allow bet-
ter control of one’s self-presentation. Individuals to rely heavily on their (often positive) 
expectations of one another, which, in turn, lead to positive feedback loops (Walther 
1996). Kendall (2002), for example, notes that under such conditions, the interacting 
partners’ personal interpretations of each other become more relevant, and individuals’ 
desire to belong to a group, combined with their tendency to imagine the personal infor-
mation that is missing, makes it easier to sustain relationships, lessen conflicts and im-
prove group cohesion (p. 167).

In this paper, I analyze other features of online communication: altered intimacy and 
self-disclosure, which can be used as vehicles that facilitate interaction, promote the for-
mation of ties and help reduce communicative uncertainty.

*	 Work on this article has been supported by the European Social Fund through the project “Support for Doctoral 
Studies at the University of Latvia.”
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1. Online Self-Disclosure
Online communication is characterized by increased self-disclosure. Rheingold (1993) 
was among the first to point out that online interaction emboldens individuals to open up 
and reveal themselves “far more intimately than they would be inclined to do without the 
intermediation of screens and pseudonyms” (p. 13). The properties of online interaction 
— nonverbal cues, altered identifiability, asynchronous communication, and a need to re-
duce uncertainty — have an impact on individuals’ self-awareness, self-presentation con-
siderations and other psychological aspects; in addition they also encourage self-disclo-
sure and intimacy (Joinson 2004). It should be noted, though, that to some extent this 
applies to mediated communication in general, for example, in the case of conversations 
over the mobile phone held in public.

At the same time, self-disclosure is also essential for the development and maintenan-
ce of both offline and online relationships. People tend to prefer those who disclose inti-
mate details to those who disclose themselves to a lesser extent. Furthermore, people re-
veal more intimate information to those they like and also tend to like those to whom they 
have revealed intimate information (Collins – Miller 1994). This also applies to online com-
munication. Gibbs et al. (2006) suggest that perceived success in online dating is predic-
ted by self-disclosure. Ledbetter (2009) concludes that attitudes towards online self-disc-
losure are positively associated with uses of online interpersonal media and negative-
ly with face-to-face communication. However, a more recent study on Facebook did not 
support this conclusion (Ledbetter et al. 2011). Mazer et al. (2007) argue that self-disclo-
sure on Facebook can lead to better teacher-student relationships and classroom clima-
te. Tidwell and Walther (2002) have noted that individuals in computer-mediated commu-
nication settings demonstrate more direct and intimate behaviour aimed at reducing un-
certainty than do individuals in face-to-face settings. Park et al. (2011) suggest that the 
amount and positivity of self-disclosure on Facebook is associated with intimacy. Attrill 
and Jalil (2011) state that people who are more likely to reveal themselves online exhibit 
a more positive attitude towards online relationship making. These findings seem to con-
firm that self-disclosure in many cases facilitates online relationships. Thus, the potential 
for self-disclosure and intimacy can be viewed as one of the main reasons why formation 
of intense and emotional bonds in online settings is possible.

Such a communication environment also creates new challenges as individuals must 
figure out how to make use of online interaction opportunities and at the same time cope 
with the possible consequences of these features. Online anonymity allows individuals 
to express themselves more freely without concerns about self-presentation. However, 
online identities can also be enduring, especially if they are based upon online social 
network profiles that display personal information and one’s history of activities. Lasting 
online identities and identities that connect offline and online environments can reduce 
the perception of freedom of expression and help solving a variety of online sociabili-
ty problems. According to Matzat (2010), common sociability problems in online social 
groups are the lack of trust between participants, free-riding (participants’ contributions 
to group may not match the amount of resources what are being received) and changea-
bility of group participants. Matzat argues that these problems can be addressed by ad-
ding offline contacts to online acquaintances. However, not all participants of online re-
lationships want to extend their interactions to offline environments.

One of the obstacles that might discourage online trust and self-disclosure is the invisibi-
lity of audiences. It is essential for an individual to see who is participating in a conversation 
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or following it because such information enables staging different “performances” for spe-
cific audiences (Goffman 1959). When a person communicates online, his or her abili-
ty to see the audience and get a sense of its reactions is limited. Moreover, social con-
texts collapse. Individuals’ online profiles can be found and followed by people who usu-
ally represent different segments of their network of acquaintances. Individuals try to pre-
sent different messages to each of their audiences, but if such different groups become 
part of a single online social network, the individual at least partially loses his or her abili-
ty to show different “performances” to different audiences. Additionally, public and private 
realms blur as it becomes more difficult to maintain borders between them (Boyd 2011).

To cope with the conflict between online self-disclosure and uncertainties resulting 
from the unclear borders between different social spheres, particular communication 
strategies must be adopted. Individuals can try to prevent their public and private lives 
from intersecting. This can be done, for example, using pseudonyms and hiding online-
only identities when publishing private information. Online diaries, which are often used 
to publish private information (Moinian 2006), illustrate this approach. Writers of online di-
aries are encouraged by the anonymity that this format provides. De Laat (2008) chara-
cterized such self-disclosure as a “hard game to play”: despite the dangers, such as ha-
rassment and trolling, self-disclosure in many cases seems worthwhile because most vi-
sitors indeed act in a supportive and respectful manner.

Another possible strategy to avoid the undesired consequences of self-disclosure is 
to rely on self-censorship and/or make use of different technical features that online inte-
raction sites provide (e.g., Facebook groups or Google+ Circles). Individuals can deve-
lop higher awareness of the consequences of self-disclosure by controlling access to cer-
tain information and presenting different information to distinct groups. While such social 
and technical privacy controls might substantially reduce the friction between invisible au-
diences and disclosure, self-censorship can restrict the functionality and positive outco-
mes of online social networks. If an individual does not open up, he or she cannot expect 
self-disclosure from interaction partners. Therefore exchanging emotional, informational, 
and other resources and establishing mutual trust can be more difficult.

In this paper, I propose a more sophisticated manifestation of self-disclosure manage-
ment, an online relationship regime called “diffused intimacy”. The concept of “relation-
ship regime” allows the distinction of interpersonal relationships not only by differentia-
ting between online and offline relationships but also between different types of online re-
lationships. A relationship regime encompasses relationships that are based on different 
principles, exist under distinct conditions, and differ in substance. According to the prin-
ciples of diffused intimacy, an individual establishes personal relationships with other pe-
ople in his or her online social network based on intimacy; individuals respond to online 
communicational uncertainties with trust and openness. Diffused intimacy is analyzed em-
pirically in the online social networking site environment.

2. Diffused Intimacy
In various online social networking environments, individuals establish, articulate and 
maintain ties with diverse kinds of contacts (Boyd – Ellison 2007). These online networks 
are used to gain access to informational, emotional, and other kinds of support. Other 
uses involve the formation and maintenance of relationships and self-expression. Aca-
demic research on online sociability suggests that social networks can facilitate perso-
nal connections between individuals — for example, use of Facebook is associated with 
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higher levels of social capital (Ellison et al. 2011; Ellison et al. 2007). Valenzuela et al. 
(2009) report a positive relationship between students’ use of Facebook and life satis-
faction, social trust, civic engagement, and political participation. Zywica and Danowski 
(2008) have found evidence that individuals who are popular and have higher self-esteem 
offline are also more popular on Facebook, while those who are less popular offline use 
Facebook as a means of social compensation.
Individuals use these sites for effective online communication and are able to establish 
and maintain ties as well as exchange personal information. Observations on these sites 
demonstrate that users are able to cope with the uncertainties that are caused by the invi-
sible audiences and blurring between distinct social spheres. The fact that individuals ex-
pose private information in their online social networks signalizes the emergence of new 
norms and an altered perception of self-disclosure. There is a need for research that ex-
plains the ways in which individuals cope with such situations.

Diffused intimacy is established through a combination of trust towards others, self-
disclosure, and acceptance of the risks and uncertainties associated with adding users 
to one’s social network and sharing personal information with them. Under this relation-
ship regime, intimate relationships are scattered across an individual’s online social ne-
twork and the individual accepts that his or her private information transmitted over the 
network and associated with these intimate relationships is — at least partly — beyond his 
or her control. Other users’ trustworthiness cannot be inferred from previous interacti-
ons in the way it is usually achieved in offline interactions — new, often ad hoc, mechanis-
ms of verifying trustworthiness must be employed. Individuals cannot count on predicta-
bility in such relationships; instead, they must find ways to deal with the risks and uncer-
tainties that are an integral part of this altered intimacy. This “hard game to play” (de Laat 
2008) becomes an essential part of successful online relationship making and other po-
tential social benefits.

In offline environments, individuals usually disclose themselves to a carefully selec-
ted group of trustworthy people. Interaction partners assume that the contents of their 
exchanges within such circles will be kept private and that the disclosed information will 
not be passed on to an unintended public. According to Sztompka (1999), the formati-
on of trustworthiness is facilitated by closeness, intimacy, and familiarity. He states that 
the characteristics of Internet communication, such as anonymity, are limiting in  terms 
of  trust formation (Sztompka 1999: 81–82). However, as demonstrated by Henderson 
and Gilding (2004), participants in online interactions employ other sources of trust, 
some of which are reputations that individuals develop with their actions, uses of pseu-
donyms, and purposeful transformation of social contexts in which interactions take pla-
ce — namely, by disclosing themselves, individuals encourage reciprocity.

Observations on online self-disclosure and trust-building practices indicate the need 
to  reconsider our understanding of online intimacy. In online environments, the circle 
of people who gain access to individuals’ intimate and personal information has widened. 
Individuals still carefully choose an audience for their online interactions but this selecti-
on is likely to be based on different and less rigid criteria. The amount of private informati-
on that individuals reveal about themselves may differ among social networking site users 
and trust between individuals remains something to be worked on in the relationships. 
However, intimacy remains the desired result of mutual interpersonal exchanges in onli-
ne relationships. Reciprocal self-disclosure might increase intimacy between individuals 
who interact online (Park et al. 2011). Livingstone (2008) who has analyzed uses of social  
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networking sites among teenagers notes that individuals use these sites to exchange their 
private experiences, develop spaces for intimacy and connect with their friends.

The diffused intimacy is consistent with the principles of individualization which sta-
tes that in late modernity, personal relationships, social roles, and responsibilities are in-
creasingly less determined by history, place, or tradition. Individuals are being libera-
ted from predefined social categories such as gender, race, and status but this comes 
with personal responsibility for the construction of their own lives (Beck – Beck-Gern-
sheim 2002). This situation is characterized by growing uncertainty and disembedded-
ness (Bauman 2001). Under such conditions, trust and security are extremely valuable 
as a means of overcoming such disembeddedness. Individuals seek to engage in relation-
ships that would help them build trust and achieve intimacy. For Giddens (1992), intima-
cy means a disclosure of emotions and actions that would otherwise be hidden from the 
eyes of the public (p. 138). Self-disclosure, which can be defined as revealing personal 
information to other people (Archer 1980: 183), is an essential element of intimacy (Lau-
renceau – Kleinman 2006; Gibbs et al. 2006). According to Giddens, intimacy has beco-
me compulsive in late modernity and many spheres of social relations require individuals 
to open up. An answer to contemporary demands for intimacy is what Giddens calls “pure 
relationships.” These relationships exist for the sake of interaction itself and the satisfacti-
on they provide to individuals, and are centred on intimacy, equality, authenticity, and re-
ciprocity. They are freed of external, pre-existing objectives and can be terminated if any 
of the participants wants it. Like other kinds of relationships, pure relationships depend 
on commitment, yet at the same time individuals who are engaging in such relationships 
must be prepared to see them end at any time (Giddens 1992).

While empirical studies do not fully support concepts of individualization (de Beer 
2007) and scholars have also criticised the discourse of pure relationships because the 
gap between cultural ideals and structural inequalities remains (Jamieson 1999), the no-
tion of pure relationships provides a valuable perspective on online social interactions. 
Henderson and Gilding (2004), among others, have pointed out the usefulness of this 
concept in the research of this field. According to their observations, online self-disclo-
sure and risk-taking promotes the formation of interpersonal connections that are consi-
stent with characterizations of pure relationships (Henderson – Gilding 2004). There are 
more interactional uncertainties in networked online environments than in face-to-face 
settings, and initially there can be fewer shared social contexts that act as anchors and 
ease attempts at establishing and resuming interactions. Inequalities between individuals 
remain but might be transformed by the social enhancement and social compensation 
effects of the Internet (Zywica – Danowski 2008; Tufekci 2010; the former refers to the 
principle of “rich get richer” according to which those individuals who are already soci-
able, heighten their abilities to communicate with others even more. The latter, in turn, 
refers to observations that online communication provides a means of compensating for 
individuals who are less sociable in offline settings.) Under such conditions intimacy in-
deed becomes “compulsive” because there are few alternative strategies that can be ef-
fective in establishing personal and trustful connections.

Under the diffused intimacy regime, users are at least partly willing to relinquish control 
over their personal information and take risks associated with such actions in order to fa-
cilitate online relationships with others. According to the theoretical assumptions outlined 
earlier, those users who are more open and have higher levels of trust in other users, are 
more engaged with others. In the next sections, I analyze quantitative and qualitative data 
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to test these assumptions about diffused intimacy and assess the extent to which individu-
als engage in it in online private communication.

3. Method
Qualitative data were collected using a web survey of users of the Latvian online diary and 
social networking site Sviesta ciba (N = 298). Established in 2002, it is one of the oldest 
social networking-based websites in Latvia and it has around two thousand active users. 
Sviesta ciba uses the engine of LiveJournal — an international blogging and social ne-
tworking platform — therefore, the architecture of these two sites is similar. Each Sviesta 
ciba user has a nickname (real name use is uncommon) and creates a profile that conta-
ins some basic information about the user. Users can add other diary writers to their “fri-
end list”, a section that aggregates entries from “friends”, i.e. individuals in whom the user 
is interested, usually because of the contents they post or personal connections among 
the users. When publishing an entry, the user can determine whether it will be public (ac-
cessible to everyone), semi-private (“friends-only”) or private (accessible to no one except 
the author).

Since self-reported actions through the survey might differ from those in which users 
really engage, data gathered in the survey alone might not be sufficient to draw conclusi-
ons about users’ self-disclosure activities. Attrill and Jalil (2011) have observed that in ini-
tial interactions among individuals self-disclosure is associated with sharing superficial 
personal information — personal interactions increase quantitatively but not necessarily 
qualitatively. Thus, there is a need to analyze the contents and nature of online interacti-
ons among users in order to evaluate the conditions under which diffused intimacy is for-
med. Thus, the second stage of the research project involved the analysis of themes co-
vered in Sviesta ciba users’ diary entries. The data were collected and thematically coded 
to identify the main themes; they were then divided into broad categories according to the 
levels of intimacy. With a custom-built crawler, I scanned the profiles of all users and ge-
nerated a list of users according to their “popularity”. Popularity was determined by the 
number of incoming connections that each node of the Sviesta ciba social network has 
— in other words, the number of users who have added a particular individual to their “fri-
ends”. From the list of users, I selected a group of 18 popular participants (at least 150 
users added them to their “friends list”) and 18 less popular participants (with fewer than 
60 users adding them as “friends”). All of them allowed me to analyze their entries and 
also gave me access to their friends-only posts.

Social networks are scale-free networks. It means that connections in the network are 
distributed unequally: a small number of nodes attracts most edges. In an online social 
networking site this means that a smaller group of users has many readers, “followers”, or 
“friends” while the majority of users have much fewer such connections. According to the 
principles of the distribution of connections in such a network, we can assume that the 
popular users are most fit (able to attract connections after accidental encounters) and 
most visible (e.g., most active) in the particular network (Barabási 2011). Thus, accor-
ding to this rationale, the most popular users on Sviesta ciba are those who are more wil-
ling to share their personal information with others because, as noted earlier, self-disclo-
sure facilitates online communication. By using data from Sviesta ciba, I will test these as-
sumptions.

It should be noted that online diary sites are generally more suitable for content ana-
lysis than “classic” social networking sites like Facebook. While typical social network  
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sites allow users to exchange private messages, virtual gifts, “pokes” at each other 
as  well as “like” each other’s links and status updates, the main forms of interaction 
in online diary sites are text-based diary entries that are either public or semi-private (ac-
cessible to a limited group of people, but usually more than two). These interactions 
are easier for a researcher to follow and their contents easier to interpret because they 
tend to be more contextual than short status updates or non-verbal interactions such  
as “likes” and “pokes”.

4. Findings

4. 1. Online survey data analysis
In the first step of the analysis, I use online survey data to evaluate trust and self-disclosu-
re indicators and calculate the association between them and various uses of the social 
network/online diary site. The trust and self-disclosure measurement is based on a sca-
le that was developed by Detenber et al. (2008) who used it in their attempts to analyze 
the impact of self-disclosure and perceived reciprocity on online friendships. Respon-
dents were asked to respond to the following statements: “I feel I can trust my friends 
from this site”, “On this site, I can reveal intimate or personal information about myself”, 
and “On this site, I have written things about myself that my friends could not get from any 
other source”. Responses to these statements could be selected from among the fol-
lowing answers: “totally agree”, “somewhat agree,” “hard to say”, “somewhat disagree”, 
or “totally disagree”. To simplify calculating the means from scales with different lengths, 
answers were recoded with assigned values ranging from 0 to 1: 0 = disagree, 0.33 = 
somewhat disagree, 0.66 = somewhat agree, and 1 = totally agree. The answer “hard 
to say” was coded as a missing value.

The mean scores for Sviesta ciba respondents were 0.58 (of 1) for trust in other users, 
0.74 for users’ ability to write things about themselves that readers could not get from any 
other source, and 0.61 for publishing personal information. By using the SPSS function 
“Compute variable”, I added up the results from these three answers and created an in-
dex for self-disclosure and trust. This new variable will be used further to assess the rela-
tionship between self-disclosure/trust and social activities within online social networks. 
The index used a four-point scale in which 0 was the lowest and 3 the highest score. The 
self-disclosure/trust index for Sviesta ciba was 1.95.

4.1.1. Site uses and self-disclosure/trust
According to research previously discussed in this paper, self-disclosure and trust facili-
tate the development and maintenance of online social interactions. To test this assump-
tion, I ran a correlation analysis between the uses of Sviesta ciba and the self-disclosu-
re/trust index (see Table 1). Survey respondents were asked to evaluate eight social ac-
tivities in which they might engage on Sviesta ciba: “I collaborate to complete a task or 
make an idea come to life”, “I socialize”, “I provide advice or information”, “I receive advi-
ce or information”, “I provide emotional support”, “I receive emotional support”, “I provi-
de material (e.g., financial) support”, “I receive material (e.g. financial) support”. Again, 
these answers were recoded to fit in the interval from 0 to 1, where 0 = never, 0.33 = sel-
dom, 0.66 = sometimes, and 1 = often. The answer “hard to say” was coded as a missing 
value. Since my data did not comply with the parameters of a normal distribution, I used 
Spearman’s correlation coefficient r

s 
for calculations.
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Table 1. Correlation matrix of social network site usage with self-disclosure and trust index

Social activities Self-disclosure and trust index

I collaborate to complete a task or make an idea come to life .206*

I socialize .162*

I provide advice or information .127

I receive advice or information .166*

I provide emotional support .311**

I receive emotional support .308**

I provide material support .057

I receive material support .120

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01

The analysis showed a statistically significant relationship (p < 0.05) between self-disc-
losure/trust and a number of the aforementioned uses of Sviesta ciba, except exchange 
of material support. Among the uses measured, providing emotional support and recei-
ving emotional support have the strongest correlation; users with high scores in self-disc-
losure and trust are more likely to engage in emotional exchanges with other individuals 
online. The absence of association between self-disclosure/trust and exchange of mate-
rial support suggests that such interactions are perceived as less sensitive.

4.1.2. Online sociability and self-disclosure/trust.
In the next step, I ran a correlation analysis between the self-disclosure/trust index and 
a  number of variables that indicated users’ online and offline sociability. Respondents 
were asked to evaluate the extent to which these statements applied to their use of Svies-
ta ciba: “I’ve got many friends”, “I like to have company”, and “I communicate with other 
users of this site a lot”. They could choose from among the following answers: “totally 
agree”, “somewhat agree”, “hard to say”, “somewhat disagree”, and “disagree”. (As befo-
re, the answer “hard to say” was marked as a missing value.) The first two statements re-
fer to offline sociability but the last one denoted online sociability.

Respondents were also asked to specify how many comments or messages from other 
users they received during the past seven days, how many online diary posts they publish 
per week, and how much time per day they spend on Sviesta ciba. Answers to these six 
statements and questions were correlated with the self-disclosure/trust index.
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The results show that a statistically significant relationship exists between self-disclosu-
re/trust and online sociability (rs = 0.284, p < 0.01), however, there is no association with 
statements that refer to offline sociability. Also, there is a relationship between the num-
ber of feedback units received (rs = 0.229, p < 0.01) and the number of diary posts pub-
lished (rs = 0.32, p < 0.01). It means that those users who have higher levels of self-disc-
lose and trust are more likely to engage in interactions with other users on Sviesta ciba; 
the members of this group report that they also publish entries more often and receive 
more feedback.

4.2. Self-Disclosure in Online Diaries
At this point, quantitative data seem to support the notion that self-disclosure and trust are 
associated with facilitated online communication and those individuals who are more ca-
pable of opening up are most likely to engage in intimate interactions (i.e. exchange emo-
tional support). To test this assumption further, I analyzed online diary entries to determi-
ne the levels of self-disclosure and the amount of private details that users post online.

Based on the number of incoming connections that participants in the Sviesta ciba 
have, I selected 36 users — 18 popular (well-connected) and 18 less popular — and inclu-
ded 30 consecutive diary entries from each of them in the sample, for a total of 1080 ana-
lyzed entries. Themes covered in the online diary entries were merged into five broad ca-
tegories varying in the degree of intimate self-disclosure: (1) public issues (posts on so-
cietal, political and economic topics), (2) socializing (general private interactions about 
family life and household, private activities, hobbies and interests, everyday observati-
ons and experiences), (3) work (professional duties, experiences, problems, and chal-
lenges), (4) phatic communication (entries whose purpose was to keep the user connec-
ted with others without transmitting messages that are meaningful outside the context 
of a particular conversation, such as small-talk), and (5) intimate issues (personal topics 
such as romantic relationships, health issues, sex, problems, failures, and emotions). 
Such categorization of the entries makes it easier to characterize the prevalence of inti-
mate information on Sviesta ciba.

4.2.1. The most discussed topics
Table 2 shows the differences between the popular and the less popular group. It can 
be observed that the arrangement of topics by frequency of use is rather similar in both 
groups. The most popular general topic in both groups is socializing-related. Every user 
whose online diary was included in the study published at least one diary entry that con-
tained themes related to socializing. Themes of socializing makes up 56 % (the popular 
group) and 60 % (the less popular group) of the coded items. The next most widely used 
category was intimate issues. In both groups, 17 users had at least one entry that matched 
this category, and the number of times such codes were used is relatively similar in both 
groups. These themes make up 16 % of the popular and 18 % of the less popular group’s 
items. This was followed by public issues. More users from the popular than the less popu-
lar group discussed such issues, although the less popular users talked about these more 
intensively (11 %) than the popular users (8 %). The fourth category was phatic communi-
cation. The number of users engaging in small talk was equal but the popular group relied 
on such communication patterns more often than the less popular group: 12 % and 5 %, re-
spectively. Work-related issues were least discussed. This topic was slightly more frequent-
ly discussed by the popular group (8 %) than the less popular group (7 %).
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Table 2. Comparison between the popular and the less popular users by themes in their online diary entries

Themes  The popular users The less popular users

Public issues 17 (81) 14 (108)

Socializing 18 (548) 18 (597)

Work 14 (78) 13 (71)

Phatic communication 17 (116) 17 (50)

Intimate issues 17 (156) 17 (181)

Total 83 (979) 79 (1007)

Note: The first figure denotes the number of users (in each group of 18) who published at least one entry on a gi-
ven topic. The second figure (in parentheses) shows how often this topic was mentioned in the entries by the users 
in a given group.

Most of the popular and the less popular group members mainly use their online diaries 
for private self-expression and exchanges with other users. While there are some signifi-
cant differences between these two groups, such as the intensity of phatic communica-
tion, intimate disclosures, and public issues, the general trends are relatively similar. The 
data suggest that the number of connections in the network might not depend on the the-
mes that a user covers in his or her diary. While the number of connections can be linked 
to a person’s individual writing skills and offline acquaintance with users rather than the 
content of entries, when it comes to general topics that are being discussed, the number 
of Sviesta ciba user connections does not seem to be linked to self-disclosure.

4.2.2. Intimacy-Related Topics
Altogether, almost 17 % of all items that were coded are about intimate issues (337 
of 1986 in total), with relatively small differences between the popular and the less popu-
lar users — as shown in the previous section, the difference is only two percentage points 
(16 % for the popular group and 18 % for the less popular group). The similar results sug-
gest that the prevalence of this type of communication is not determined by an individual’s 
online “popularity” or success in establishing connections.

In the next step, I evaluate entries about intimate issues in more detail (see Table 3). 
For the popular group, the four most common intimate self-disclosure topics were emoti-
ons, thoughts about oneself and one’s life, health, and hardships and failures. The same 
topics were most widely discussed also by the less popular group. The only difference is 
the order: the less popular group deals with topics of hardships and failures and thoughts 
about oneself and one’s life more frequently than the other group while the popular group 
talks about emotions considerably more often than the less popular group.
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Table 3. Intimacy and self-disclosure-related themes

The popular users The less popular users

Number of users
writing about it

Number of times
mentioned

Number of users 
writing about it

Number of times 
mentioned

Emotions 13 49 13 28

Thoughts about oneself
and one’s life

10 25 15 36

Health 10 24 9 20

Hardships and failures 8 18 11 40

Memories 8 13 7 8

Relationships
(including romantic)

7 12 6 19

Self-analysis 4 7 5 10

Dreams (in sleep) 3 4 7 8

Sex, sexual relationships 2 2 2 11

Physiological details 2 2 1 1

Total 156 181

To determine whether the difference in self-disclosure between the popular and the less 
popular users can indeed be considered small, I ran a final analysis to see if there was 
a difference between male and female users regarding the themes discussed. Among the 
18 male users whose entries were analyzed, 16 published at least one entry among the 
119 total entries (13 %) in the intimate issues category. 17 of the 18 female users publis-
hed at least one entry of the 218 times intimate issues were coded. Of all items that were 
coded in men’s diary entries, 13 % (119 of 897) were intimacy-related. In contrast, of all 
items that were coded in women’s diary entries, 20 % (218 of 1089) were intimacy-rela-
ted. The data show that not only fewer male users were writing about intimate issues but 
female users were discussing such topics much more frequently.

The main limitation of this analysis is the small sample of Sviesta ciba users. Further 
research should test these results by using larger samples and including other social ne-
tworking/online diary sites.
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5. Discussion
In this paper, I have empirically tested the diffused intimacy relationship regime that ex-
plains networked online self-disclosure.

According to its principles, individuals are willing to give up partial control over their pri-
vate information in exchange for effective interaction enabled by self-disclosure and trust 
in  others. Online self-disclosure facilitates communication and eases the development 
of social ties thus it can help engaging in social exchanges and support with other members 
of the network. But at the same time it can be risky to reveal private details about oneself.

The findings of this research demonstrate that individuals who are more capable of self-
disclosure and trust are also more successful in establishing and maintaining online con-
nections. Quantitative data indicate those individuals who open up also engage in social 
interactions more often, especially receiving and providing emotional support. A viable 
strategy for developing mutually positive relationships required for such support would be 
self-disclosure which encourages reciprocity (Collins – Miller 1994). Diffused intimacy 
implies that private information is being communicated via an online social network even 
though the individual does not know exactly who his or her audience is and if all audience 
members are trustworthy. Taking such risks seems to pay off because data show that indi-
viduals who are more open also engage in closer relationships that are based on the prin-
ciples of pure relationships (Giddens, 1992). Importantly, online self-disclosure and trust 
is not associated with self-reported offline sociability, thus my data seem to contradict ear-
lier studies that have found a link between online self-disclosure and avoidance of offline 
social contacts (Ledbetter 2009; Caplan 2005). The ability to gain access to online so-
cial resources is related to a more complex set of variables than solely an individual’s off-
line sociability characterizations or social skills.

One can assume that those who are able to engage in intimacy-based relationships 
should have a larger number of connections in the social network. However, the analy-
sis of online diary entries did not support this assumption. Instead, the results show that 
intimate self-disclosure is characteristic of a significant portion of online social network 
users regardless of their popularity and visibility on the network. In my sample of online 
diary entries, around 17 % of the items were related to intimate self-disclosure. The diffe-
rence in self-disclosure rates was small between the popular and the less popular users 
— about two percent (16 % and 18 %, respectively). The only difference is that the less po-
pular group tended to discuss more “introvert” topics such as hardships and failures and 
thoughts about oneself and one’s life while the popular group places slightly greater em-
phasis on “extrovert” topics such as discussing emotions. In comparison, the difference 
between the intensity of male and female users of intimacy-related topics was seven per-
cent (13 % and 20 %, respectively) and women talked about intimate issues considerably 
more often than men. Therefore gender was a more feasible determinant of self-disclosu-
re than the number of online connections an individual had.

The seeming contradiction between the findings based on qualitative and quantitative 
data can be explained by the diverse uses of the social networking/online diary site and 
diverse communication approaches. Not all users strive to become popular. In fact, many 
choose to keep a low profile and a smaller audience because such a strategy allows them 
to expand their freedom of expression with fewer risks of undesirable consequences.  
Limiting the invisible audience is one of the possible ways in which individuals simultane-
ously try to embrace the online environment and to manage the uncertainties that are as-
sociated with disclosing private information.
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To keep their online social networks functional for self-expression and networking, in-
dividuals have to adapt new modes of conduct that let them combine these conflicting  
activities essential for online communication and tie-building. Uses of such networks 
for personal self-expression, or access to emotional, informational, and other kinds of re-
sources for developing and maintaining social ties require privacy and intimacy trade-offs 
that distinguish these kinds of social interactions from their offline counterparts.

6. Conclusion
Private interactions in online environment are characterized by heightened self-disclosure 
(Rheingold 1993; Joinson 2004). Previous research has demonstrated that online self-
disclosure is positively associated with a number of socially positive outcomes (Mazer et 
al. 2007; Tidwell – Walther 2002; Park et al. 2011) and the findings of this study support 
this. It has also been suggested that intimacy issues matter most to individuals who have 
low levels of trust, while privacy concerns are most relevant to those who use communi-
cation technologies less frequently (Frye – Dornisch 2010). Thus, online social networks 
can be seen as an environment in which individuals can develop new customs of opening 
up and trusting others as well as re-examining and questioning perceptions of the level 
of privacy that is needed for personal comfort and safety.

The analysis of online interpersonal interactions demonstrate that intimacy no longer 
means self-disclosure to an exclusive and relatively narrow group of familiar individuals. 
The altered understanding of intimacy does not require familiarity as a precondition of self-
disclosure. A number of other safety measures can be used to develop a sense that it is 
fine for an individual to disclose private details about himself or herself. Individuals might 
try to restrict access to their network from outside, choose pseudonyms, hide personal 
details, and self-censor personal information that is being published. But none of these 
strategies can give them the sense of being in full control over what happens to the infor-
mation that is disclosed. This is one of the reasons why individuals are encouraged to de-
velop an opposite approach towards communicating private details online. In parallel with 
managing their privacy, individuals also develop ways to cope with the inevitable uncer-
tainties that are associated with the disclosure of private information. It seems that taking 
privacy-related risks to communicate more intimately and effectively with others is beco-
ming the norm. For a segment of contemporary participants in online communicative spa-
ces, developing and maintaining an effective online social network is more attractive and 
useful than controlling their private information.

In online settings, the conflict between self-disclosure benefits and risks is signifi-
cantly reduced. It is largely attributed to the relative anonymity and an individual’s abi-
lity to take control over the information he or she shares (Ben-Ze’ev 2003). Diffused  
intimacy refers to a more complex characterization of processes that make online inti-
macy possible. It is a relationship regime and as such it refers to a set of conditions and 
practices through which individuals disclose themselves in order to establish and main-
tain connections with others, engage in emotional exchanges, and fulfill other social ne-
eds. Although diffused intimacy is formed in online social spaces, anonymity itself is not 
necessarily a core condition for it. Many participants in online communities also know 
each other and interact in offline settings. While initial encounters between participants 
in online social spaces are often framed by anonymity which encourages and facilitates 
(and, of course, also restricts) certain actions, in time these contacts — whether or not 
they extend to an offline environment — usually become much less anonymous. However, 
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once anonymity is reduced, individuals in the online social group are unlikely to turn more 
secretive because of  that — they still strive to maintain intimacy in their relationships.  
An understanding of online intimacy should not solely be reduced to a phenomenon that 
is enabled by a specific type of communication medium and exists as long as the initial 
characterizations of communication through such media remain intact. Since we are de-
aling with communication practices that are to some extent being converted from anony-
mous online relationships to non-anonymous online relationships to non-anonymous off-
line relationships, I argue that the conceptualization of these processes should be more 
human-oriented, rather than medium- or technology-oriented.

The present account is by no means the first attempt to characterize the changes in the 
disclosure of personal information online. Schwarz (2011) has described the shift in so-
cial practices of interpersonal communication that can be observed in the ways teenagers 
use communication tools. Since a growing part of interpersonal interactions takes place 
in written form, the content of such conversations is accessible later for unintended mo-
des of consumption, e. g. it is possible to copy a quote by a previous conversation partner 
and paste it in a different context for the entertainment of others; such archives of previ-
ous conversations are also used as evidence of what a certain person has said. Schwartz 
states that “formerly separate events coalesce and take place simultaneously, with infor-
mation leaking from one to the other’ and participants of such conversations have been 
aware that the audience of their conversations can be larger than just the intended recei-
ver of their messages (Schwarz 2011).

In the present article I interpreted the changing modes of self-disclosure and intimacy 
differently. Although I argue that the personal information that is being published online 
and distributed via an online social network goes beyond the control of its author, I also im-
ply that there are norms that prevent readers from abusing such self-disclosure. The exis-
tence of such norms cannot be taken for granted and the online social network user can-
not always be aware of his or her full audience; they cannot prevent misuse of personal 
information. However, such a disclosure of intimate information is possible at least in part 
because users of the particular online social space perceive and accept such norms and 
other users act according to their interpretations and perceptions of these. The formati-
on and perception of norms regarding online privacy is a direction of research that requi-
res further exploration for a more nuanced understanding of online self-disclosure and 
of the establishment and manifestations of diffused intimacy in online interpersonal rela-
tionships.

Ianis Bucholtz (Jānis Buholcs) received his PhD from the University of Latvia in 2013. His research 
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