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Abstract
Facebook started as a platform intended for connecting people but it has developed into a rich information source. Based on the
uses-and-gratification approach, we examined to what extent censorship endorsement and personality factors can explain infor-
mation seeking behavior on Facebook. 1525 German-speaking Facebook users participated in a cross-sectional survey.
Censorship endorsement, three personality traits (extraversion, neuroticism, and openness), age, and gender served as predictors
in blockwise regression models. Participants’ information seeking behavior on Facebook served as the criterion variable,
whereby we examined different behavioral strategies. Overall, the extent of one’s endorsement of censorship was positively
and reliably related to different facets of information seeking. Apparently, censorshipmight be considered a protectionmeasure to
establish a decent communication and information space. In contrast, personality traits were inconsistently related to different
facets of information seeking. Extraversion and neuroticism were positively related to information seeking in general, but their
impact was absent on some subscales. The effects of age and gender differed from what has been found in previous studies.
Overall, the results highlight the necessity of a more differentiated perspective on social media use, provide implications for uses-
and-gratification research in the context of social media, and indicate interesting venues for future research by incorporating
censorship attitude as a hitherto neglected factor.
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Introduction

Today’s digital age is dominated by the Internet and online
exchange of information. Social media platforms as well as
their users have discovered the potential of using social media,
first and foremost Facebook, as an information source.
Facebook originally started as a social network intended for
connecting people but has developed over the years and made
information of any kind accessible. Users can read news and
posts about incidents that are happening all over the world. In
fact, one of the main motivations of Facebook use is informa-
tion seeking (Whiting andWilliams 2013). The range of avail-
able information, although not properly verified in some
cases, is huge and the variety of information types offered

by Facebook comes along with different forms of users’ in-
formation seeking strategies (Asghar 2015).

However, while research with a focus on Facebook is gen-
erally substantial and has increased exponentially, “research
on Facebook as a source of information is still a developing
field” and previous studies may “have failed to address the
breadth of the construct” (Asghar 2015, p. 261). Specifically,
we only have very limited knowledge about how characteris-
tics of the individual Facebook user are related to the different
forms of information seeking behavior defined as “the purpo-
sive seeking for information as a consequence of a need to
satisfy some goal” (Wilson 2000). The uses-and-gratification
approach (UGA) provides a fruitful theoretical framework in
this context: It emphasizes the active role of the user when it
comes to media selection and consumption strategies. Media
recipients are assumed to actively link need gratification to
media choice. The UGA is not a homogeneous theory but
rather a collective term for many theoretical models varying
in complexity and conceptual nuances (cf. Rubin 2009;
Ruggiero 2000). UGA models usually assume that media re-
cipients have certain psychological and societal needs (and
associated motives), eliciting specific expectations about
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how mass media can fulfil these needs and leading to corre-
sponding behavioral patterns of media use in order to obtain
the desired gratifications at the end (cf. Katz et al. 1973).
Many researchers have already applied the UGA to
Facebook use and found that the acquisition of information
is one of the primary needs for using Facebook (e.g., Park
et al. 2009; Quan-Haase and Young 2010; Urista et al.
2009). Indeed, most previous studies focused on the identifi-
cation of the main categories of uses and gratifications in the
context of Facebook use. Many of those studies applied a
combination of qualitative survey techniques and quantitative
approaches incorporating a factor analysis to detect main cat-
egories (e.g., Joinson 2008; Park et al. 2009; Sheldon 2008).
However, it has been noted that uses and corresponding “grat-
ifications are conceptualized and operationalized too broadly
(e.g., information-seeking)” (Sundar and Limperos 2013, p.
504) and that unidimensional measures of Facebook use “ob-
fuscate motivations for using specific features” (Smock et al.
2011, p. 2322). With respect to information seeking, Whiting
andWilliams (2013) found in an exploratory study with 25 in-
depth interviews that 80% of the respondents reported using
social media for very different information seeking purposes,
including the search for information about products, social
events, business, and educational content. Similarly, Asghar
(2015) more recently showed that information seeking on
Facebook is a multifaceted concept that covers different be-
havioral strategies, including social browsing as well as ex-
tractive social searching for specific information, but also he-
donic stimulation by experiencing fun and entertainment,
searching for consumer trend information, and gaining infor-
mation for meaningful learning. This calls for a more differ-
entiated perspective on how Facebook is used to gratify the
need for information. In terms of the UGA, the different forms
of information seeking on Facebook represent different be-
havioral strategies users apply to obtain desired gratifications.
In terms of Rayburn and Palmgreen (1984), the different
forms of information seeking are the central link between
the gratifications sought and the gratifications actually
obtained.

In addition to a more specific perspective on the uses and
gratifications in the context of social media, some re-
searchers have begun to examine how inter-individual dif-
ferences in personality and attitudes correlate with uses and
gratifications to further deepen our understanding of social
media use (e.g., Kircaburun et al. 2018; Lin et al. 2017;
Wang et al. 2015). However, Wang et al. concluded that
hitherto only “few studies have considered the personal
characteristics that may predict the use of social networking
sites” (p. 119).

Hence, the present study took a first step to bring these two
emerging research lines together by examining how different
forms of information seeking behavior on Facebook are relat-
ed to specific user characteristics.

Facebook Use and Censorship Attitude

Facebook states its mission is to “give people the power to
build community and bring the world closer together”
(Facebook 2019). Facebook is a prototypical Web 2.0 appli-
cation and the most popular social networking site (SNS) en-
abling users to collaborate by creating and sharing informa-
tion. This mission cannot be fulfilled in several countries as
access to Facebook is completely banned or strictly censored.
How or to what extent Facebook is responsible for its own
censorship remains controversial. However, Facebook is often
seen as a space of relatively uncensored information, in par-
ticular in countries where internet content is (partially) cen-
sored (e.g., Warren et al. 2016). Internet content is censored in
more than 30 countries, but social media platforms might al-
lowmore information transparency (Bertot et al. 2010). In this
context, Ng et al. (2019) recently found cultural differences in
psychological reactance to social media censorship. Iranian
Canadians were found to exhibit state reactance to a higher
degree compared to European and Asian Canadians, when the
government (fictitiously) promoted social media censorship.
Thereby, the effect of culture on psychological reactance was
mediated by previous censorship experience, which was
higher in Iranian Canadians.

Substantial internet censorship seems to exist also in China
(cf. Bamman et al. 2012). Accordingly, UGA research has
found that getting access to information is a central motivation
for Chinese users to bypass internet censorship with appropri-
ate software, while bypassing behavior was more likely when
users reported a negative attitude toward censorship (Yang
and Liu 2014). Nonetheless, Kou et al. (2017) found seeming-
ly contradictory attitudes and practices among Chinese partic-
ipants, as “they showed proficiency at bypassing censorship,
but were sometimes comfortable with censored information.
They were willing to share sensitive information with others,
but saw the benefits of limiting the public’s access to informa-
tion under certain circumstances” (p. 377), for example, with
respect to online hate speech or fake news distributed through
SNS. Apparently, Facebook users’ attitude toward censorship
contributes to their motivation for using Facebook as an infor-
mation source, but internet users’ do not completely refuse
censorship under all circumstances. This effect may not be
limited to countries where internet content is substantially
censored by governmental institutions.

In fact, research indicates that censorship is a global phe-
nomenon in social media, at least with respect to self-censor-
ship: Madsen and Verhoeven (2016) found that coworkers of a
Danish bank did not only censor themselves by withdrawing,
“but they also postpone publishing content, phrase or frame
content differently, imagine responses from organizational
members, ask others for a second opinion, choose another
channel, or write only positive comments” (p. 387).
Additionally, Das and Kramer (2013) as well as Sleeper
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et al. (2013) found that Facebook users from the U.S. tend to
censor more when their audience is harder to define and
they are not able to exactly target their desired audiences
with the tools provided by Facebook. Kwon et al. (2015)
examined U.S. college students and revealed that the expo-
sure to diverse opinions on Facebook was positively asso-
ciated with the tendency to self-censor political expression.
Correspondingly, Hoffmann and Lutz (2017) surveyed
Facebook users in Germany and found that network hetero-
geneity increased the perception of the opinion climate as
adverse, leading to more self-censorship. Interestingly, a
survey among 194 German parliamentarians by Dohle and
Bernhard (2014) revealed that “the more politicians as-
sumed the public was highly susceptible to political influ-
ence through online media, the more they supported cen-
sorship measures” (p. 263), supporting the notion that cen-
sorship is considered an appropriate measure to regulate
mass media even by German politicians. These results raise
the question how censorship attitude of Facebook users and
information seeking behavior on Facebook are related in
countries that are not suspected of having established gov-
ernmental censorship. The present study aimed to shed first
light on this topic.

Importantly, censorship can aim at very different do-
mains (including, but not limited to, written materials, mu-
sic, political activities, and art), different content (e.g., po-
litical statements, pornography, and sexuality), different
media (e.g., books, television, and internet), or even spe-
cific providers of information within a medium (e.g.,
Facebook, Google, and online magazines). Following
Hense and Wright (1992), we conceptualized participants’
attitude toward censorship in a relatively broad sense in the
present study, that is, as a general attitude toward the “free-
dom of speech and expression” (p. 1666) in media and
public being not limited to specific domains, content,
media, or content providers. We aimed to answer whether
people who are inclined to use Facebook as an information
source would be more likely to approve or disapprove of
censorship. Given the research presented above, both ways
seem reasonable as censorship can be seen as a double-
edged sword – it may hinder media users’ online freedom
but it may also help in some instances (Kou et al. 2017):

On the one hand, censorship basically violates freedom of
speech and expression and it may also counteract the overall
spirit of the Web 2.0 as an environment of interpersonal infor-
mation exchange that is not monitored and censored by na-
tional institutions on the basis of government policy (cf. Bertot
et al. 2010). Over the years, SNS have become an essential
forum for public discourse. Facebook members use their net-
work as a tool and may not want to be restricted in doing so.
Filtering information may trigger users’ opinion that basic
principles of democracy in the communication process are
threatened. Hence, people’s information seeking behavior on

Facebook might be negatively correlated with censorship
endorsement.

On the other hand, censorship may serve as a protection
mechanism given there are several types of problematic online
content, such as pornography, violence, and hate speech,
which is easy to access and can have a very negative influence
on users, in particular on children. Thus, a certain amount of
censorship may be considered necessary to maintain the at-
mosphere that attracts users to SNS in the first place (cf. Kou
et al. 2017). Moreover, internet content should always be
judged with caution as it can easily be distorted and manipu-
lated, manifesting in fake news. As a consequence, informa-
tion seekers on Facebook might endorse censorship to some
extent in favor of a “decent” communication and information
space.

In a nutshell, both pro- and anti-censorship attitudes can be
associated with information seeking behavior on Facebook.
We hence examined the following hypothesis:

H1: There is a significant relation between participants’
censorship endorsement and their degree of information
seeking on Facebook.

Facebook Use and Personality Traits

Research focusing on the relationship between personality
traits and Facebook use is continuously expanding in order
to better understand who uses Facebook as an information
source (e.g., Chen 2014; Kuo and Tang 2014). In terms of
the UGA, individuals’ motivation to search for specific infor-
mation on SNS is driven by their needs. Although some the-
orists draw a sharp demarcation between traits and needs,
operationalizations of needs and traits show a remarkable
overlap on the empirical level, coining the term of “motiva-
tional traits” (Costa Jr. and McCrae 1988). In this sense, it
seems reasonable to examine the relation between relatively
time-independent personality traits and information seeking
on Facebook, as they have already been found to influence
Facebook use in general (e.g., Chen 2014; Kuo and Tang
2014). In this context, the traits extraversion, neuroticism,
and openness to new experiences showed some correlations
with Facebook use:

The trait extraversion, which generally refers to people
who enter more social situations and have larger social net-
works (Feiler and Kleinbaum 2015), seems to be positively
correlated with the frequency of Facebook use and the level of
Facebook activity (Gosling et al. 2011). Similarly, Quercia
and colleagues (Quercia et al. 2012) observed a positive cor-
relation between extraversion and the number of Facebook
friends. Kuo and Tang (2014) found more Facebook use in
highly extraverted users. Hence, extraversion seems to predict
higher Facebook use in general, but it has not yet been
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specifically associated with the different forms of information
seeking behavior on Facebook examined here. We tested the
following hypothesis:

H2a: Extraversion is positively related to information
seeking behavior on Facebook.

The trait openness to new experiences is characterized by
creativity, intellectualism, and preference for novelty
(Seidman 2013). It was found to predict more activity on
Facebook (Skues et al. 2012). High openness was also asso-
ciated with more intense Facebook use (Kuo and Tang 2014).
Individuals who score high on openness may be particularly
inclined to explore the variety of information offered by
Facebook due to their broader range of interests. Facebook’s
diverse information content and features allow them to pursue
those interests by corresponding information seeking. Hence,
we hypothesized:

H2b: Openness is positively related to information seek-
ing behavior on Facebook.

The trait neuroticism is linked to emotional liability, anxi-
ety, fear, impulsiveness, and more negative mood states
(Quercia et al. 2012). In a study by Halder et al. (2017), neu-
roticism negatively correlated with numerous facets of stu-
dents’ (offline) information seeking in the context of learning
in a higher education institution. However, information seek-
ing was conceptualized in more general terms and was not
tailored to online behavior. The authors therefore speculated
that “neurotic tendencies of an individual may act as an obsta-
cle to successful information seeking”, because highly neurot-
ic people may be vulnerable to negative emotions blocking
their way to seek, whereas people low in neuroticism are able
to resolve obstacles coming in their information seeking pro-
cess (p. 48). In contrast, and with respect to Facebook use,
high scores on neuroticism were paralleled by disclosure of
more personal information and longer posts (Shen et al. 2015).
Seidman (2013), who found a positive correlation between
neuroticism and seeking information about other people on
Facebook, suggested that neurotic people might try to solve
their social difficulties online, especially as “Facebook repre-
sents a safe place” (p. 404). Consequently, Facebook may
provide a communication and information environment that
stimulates highly neurotic people to dip into interpersonal in-
formation exchange more actively than in offline and face-to-
face environments. We thus hypothesized:

H2c: Neuroticism is positively related to information
seeking behavior on Facebook.

Importantly, besides the outlined relationships be-
tween personality traits and Facebook use, few studies

have examined correlations between censorship attitude
and the said personality traits: In one exemplary study,
Lambe (2004) did not find a correlation between extra-
version and the degree to which people endorse censor-
ship of different content. However, censorship endorse-
ment was negatively correlated with openness, whereas
it showed a positive correlation with neuroticism.
Consequently, we examined the relation between infor-
mation seeking on Facebook and censorship endorse-
ment while controlling for these personality traits –
and vice versa.

Beyond personality traits, research indicated that females
are more likely to engage in information seeking on Facebook
than males (Seidman 2013). Also, research revealed reliable
age effects: Although the number of older people using
Facebook is growing, younger users are more active and have
more contacts (Hayes et al. 2015; Quercia et al. 2012). Thus,
we considered these two factors in our study but without for-
mulating specific hypotheses regarding information seeking
behavior.

Method

Participants and Procedure

A sample of 1525 German-speaking participants (1140
females; Mage = 30.00, SDage = 10.48) provided a full
dataset and were included in the statistical analyses.
Participants had to be at least 18 years old and required
a Facebook account. Participants who were underage
(n = 28) were excluded, as well as the upper 1% of
the age distribution (age > 64, n = 15) due to some im-
plausible high values and to avoid biases in the regres-
sion analyses. We recruited the participants by means of
a combination of convenience sampling and snowball
sampling. That is, Facebook users were contacted via
university mailing lists and asked to participate in the
study as well as to distribute the link to their Facebook
friends and ask them to further distribute the link. No
personal data was collected other than the demographics
of age and gender to retain participants’ anonymity.
After clicking on the link to open the study, we in-
formed the participants that they can stop the study
whenever they want and that completion of the survey
is considered to indicate informed consent. Participants
initially provided their age and gender, then they report-
ed the amount of time spent on Facebook and the num-
ber of their Facebook friends. Afterwards, participants
filled out three questionnaires in randomized order, cov-
ering information seeking behavior on Facebook, cen-
sorship endorsement, and personality traits.
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Measurements

The Information Seeking on Facebook Scale (ISFS) The origi-
nal ISFS includes 23 5-point Likert items (1 = strongly dis-
agree, 5 = strongly agree), “reflecting core information seek-
ing strategies” (Asghar 2015, p. 262). The final ISFS scale (21
items) provides a global score (α = .84) and five subscales:
Extractive Social Searching for specific information (e.g.,
“The exchange of information offered through Facebook al-
lows me to answer personal issues effectively”, α = .65), ex-
plorative Social Browsing (e.g., “In general, I read news, sci-
entific facts or inspirational quotes shared on Facebook be-
cause I find them informative”, α = .74), Hedonic Proclivity
(e.g., “Reading Facebook newsfeed is entertaining”, α = .74),
searching for Consumer Trends Information (e.g., “I use
Facebook to follow new trends”, α = .62), and gaining infor-
mation for meaningful learning, General Erudition (e.g.,
“Facebook makes me learn about a topic I am not familiar
with”, α = .69). A German version of the ISFS was rigorously
constructed by means of translation-back-translation
methodology.

Attitude toward Censorship Questionnaire Previous research
on censorship attitude either used open-ended interviews
(e.g., Kou et al. 2017), partially outdated instruments with-
out any reference to the Internet (e.g., Hense and Wright
1992 ; Rojas e t a l . 1996) , or spec i f ic cons t ruc t
operationalizations being not appropriate for the purpose
of the present study (e.g., Lambe 2002). Therefore, we
firstly adapted seven items (α = .76) from the Hense and
Wright (1992) which can be considered as still contempo-
rary: “Music, books, movies, and video games containing
unpopular political viewpoints should not be sold”,
“Music, books, movies, and video games with obscene
and offensive content should be removed from the shelves
of public libraries”, “Demonstrations/rallies by unpopular
political groups should be prohibited”, “Music, books,
movies, and video games which are offensive to individ-
uals’ religious beliefs should be banned”, “Homosexual
relationships should not be depicted in media”, “Art ex-
hibits which contain sacrilegious images or symbols should
not be displayed by museums”, and “All individuals should
have the right to express their ideas, no matter how unpop-
ular or controversial they might be” (reversed coding).
Second, we added three new items explicitly addressing
the Internet (α = .75): “State courts should be able to ban
the access to any webpage that contains inappropriate in-
formation”, “Censorship boards should have the power to
ban dangerous webpages”, and “I support governmental
control over the internet”. We had a closer look at this
subscale in the context of the analyses. Higher values on
the 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)
indicated a stronger censorship endorsement.

The Big Five Inventory (BFI-10) The BFI-10 is a 10-item short
version of the Big Five Inventory that predicts almost 70% of
the variance of the full scales. It is suitable for online studies
with limited time constraints (Rammstedt and John 2007).
Each personality trait is measured by two 5-point Likert items
(1 = disagree strongly, 5 = agree strongly). Our focus was lim-
ited to extraversion (α = .73), neuroticism (α = .62), and open-
ness (α = .48), whereby the internal consistency of the latter
was low.

Validity Items Information seeking on Facebook is supposed
to correlate with the time spent on Facebook and with the
number of Facebook friends (Asghar 2015). To assess con-
struct validity, participants reported the amount of time daily
spent on Facebook (0–14 min: n = 168; 15–29 min.: n = 333;
30–44 min.: n = 358; 45–59 min.: n = 267; 60 and more min.:
n = 399) and the number of their Facebook friends (M =
298.95, SD = 274.37).

Data Analysis

First, we ran a reliability analysis in order to identify problem-
atic items of the ISFS on the basis of corrected item-total
correlations, as Asghar (2015) found two items which were
not appropriate and hence excluded from the original 23-item
scale.

Second, we computed correlations between the ISFS total
score and the validity items (time daily spent on Facebook and
number of Facebook friends) as well as between all subscales
of the ISFS to assess construct validity.

Third, we ran blockwise regression analyses, including an
outlier analysis by means of Cook’s distance. The ISFS total
score and the subscales served as criterion variables in the
regression models. Participants’ gender and age (block 1),
censorship endorsement (block 2), and the personality traits
extraversion, neuroticism, and openness (block 3) served as
predictor variables.

Finally, we re-ran all blockwise regression analyses and
substituted the general censorship endorsement score (mean
across all ten items, α = .82) by a reduced scale that was lim-
ited to the three items which specifically measured censorship
of the Internet, in order to check whether this narrower focus
would change the predictive power of the construct.

Results

Congruent with Asghar’s (2015) findings, the two items “I do
not read quotes shared through Facebook’s photos or statuses”
and “For me, reading Facebook posts is a waste of time”
showed (corrected) negative item-total correlations (−.24 and
− .43) and were dropped from the analysis. The ISFS total
score was positively correlated with the amount of time daily
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spent on Facebook (Spearman rank correlation rS = .31,
p < .001) and the number of Facebook friends (rS = .12,
p < .001), indicating some construct validity. The subscales
of the ISFS were weakly to moderately positively correlated
and showed strong positive correlations with the ISFS total
score (see Table 1).

In the next step, we computed blockwise regression
models. The ISFS total score and the subscales served as cri-
terion variables, participants’ gender and age (block 1), cen-
sorship endorsement (block 2), and the personality traits
(block 3) served as predictor variables. The preceding outlier
analysis by means of Cook’s distance aimed at the identifica-
tion of cases with values larger than 1 which are considered to
possibly bias the results. The highest value observed was
0.016. Consequently, no outlier was present and biased the
results. Table 1 presents the complete inter-correlation matrix
of the criterion and predictor variables. In general, female
participants scored higher on all personality traits and showed
a stronger censorship endorsement. Correlations between per-
sonality traits were weak.

Our initial regression analysis focused on the ISFS total
score (Table 2): Regarding H1, the blockwise regression re-
vealed a positive relation between participants’ censorship

endorsement and the amount of information seeking behavior
on Facebook. Also, extraversion and neuroticism were posi-
tively related to the ISFS total score, supporting H2a and H2c.
Contradicting H2b, openness was not related to the ISFS total
score. Finally, age was positively related to the ISFS total
score, whereas gender was not (apart from a significant bivar-
iate correlation).

With respect to social searching (see Table 2), male partic-
ipants showed higher scores. Age and censorship endorse-
ment were positively related to the amount of social searching.
Personality traits increased the explained variance in social
searching only weakly, as neuroticism and openness had a
marginally significant beta weight. In contrast, the extent of
hedonic proclivity (see Table 2) was higher in female partici-
pants and positively related to censorship endorsement and
extraversion. Age and the extent of openness received only a
marginally significant beta weight.

As shown in Table 3, things were different with respect to
the extent of social browsing: Age and openness showed a
positive relation to social browsing, whereas the impact of
gender was less pronounced. Importantly, the impact of cen-
sorship endorsement was negative and only marginally signif-
icant this time. In contrast, censorship endorsement was

Table 1 Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s α, and bivariate correlations among criterion and predictor variables of the regression models

M SD α Correlations

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.

Criterion variables

1. ISFS total score 2.91 0.55 .84

2. Social
Searching

2.28 0.79 .65 .65***

3. Hedonic
Proclivity

3.55 7.12 .74 .64*** .26***

4. Social Browsing 3.32 8.18 .74 .72*** .28*** .32***

5. Consumer
Trends
Information

2.44 0.79 .62 .68*** .29*** .30*** .30***

6. General
Erudition

3.09 0.77 .69 .83*** .49*** .48*** .64*** .37***

Predictor variables

7. Gender:
0 =male
1 = female

– – – .07** −.02 .13*** .05* .02 .07**

8. Age 30.00 10.48 – .11*** .16*** .06* .08** −.02 .14*** .03

9. Censorship
endorsement:
General

2.54 0.75 .82 .12*** .12*** .13*** −.03 .09*** .10*** .25*** .19***

10. Censorship
endorsement:
Internet

3.00 1.03 .75 .09*** .07** .14*** .01 .04+ .09*** .23*** .11*** .81***

11. Extraversion 3.51 0.97 .73 .06* −.002 .07** .04 .05* .04 .08** .07** .08** .09***

12. Neuroticism 2.71 0.95 .62 .05+ .02 .03 .01 .08** .02 .19*** −.16*** .04 .03 −.28***
13. Openness 3.66 0.91 .48 .01 .02 −.05+ .09*** −.05+ .03 .08** −.01 −.16*** −.11*** .10*** −.001
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significantly positively related to the extent of searching for
consumer trends information and the extent of general erudi-
tion (see Table 3). The former was also positively correlated
with extraversion and neuroticism, the latter was positively
correlated with age.

All in all, participants’ gender and age showed inconsistent
effects across different facets of information seeking behavior

on Facebook, while age showed the highest beta weights in
most cases. The extent of censorship endorsement was posi-
tively related to all facets of information seeking (except social
browsing). The addition of personality traits to the regression
models increased the amount of explained variance in most
cases, but the effect of extraversion, neuroticism, and open-
ness depended on the facet of information seeking behavior.

Table 2 Results of regressions: ISFS total score, social searching, and hedonic proclivity

ISFS Total Score Social Searching Hedonic Proclivity

Censorship endorsement
(CE): General

CE: Internet CE: General CE: Internet CE: General CE: Internet

β β β β β β β β β β β β

Block 1

Gender
(0 =male,
1 = female)

.06* .04 .02 .03 −.03 −.05* −.07* −.05+ .13*** .11*** .10*** .10***

Age .11*** .10*** .10*** .11*** .16*** .14*** .15*** .16*** .06* .04 .04+ .05+

Block 2

Censorship
endorsement

.09** .09** .07** .11*** .12*** .07* .10*** .09** .10***

Block 3

Extraversion .06* .06* −.01 −.01 .07** .07*

Neuroticism .08** .08** .05+ .05+ .04 .04

Openness .02 .01 .05+ .04 −.05+ −.05+

R2: .017*** .023*** .030*** .028*** .026*** .037*** .041*** .033*** .021*** .029*** .035*** .039***

ΔR2: .017*** .007** .007* .026*** .011*** .004+ .021*** .009*** .006*

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, + p < .10

Table 3 Results of regressions: social browsing, consumer trends information, and general erudition

Social Browsing Consumer Trends Information General Erudition

Censorship endorsement
(CE): General

CE: Internet CE: General CE: Internet CE: General CE: Internet

β β β β β β β β β β β β

Block 1

Gender
(0 =male,
1 = female)

.05+ .06* .05+ .04 .02 −.01 −.03 −.01 .06* .05+ .03 .04

Age .08** .09*** .09*** .08** −.02 −.04 −.03 −.02 .14*** .13*** .14*** .14***

Block 2

Censorship
endorsement

−.06* −.05+ −.01 .10*** .09** .03 .06* .06* .06*

Block 3

Extraversion .03 .03 .08** .09** .03 .03

Neuroticism .02 .02 .10*** .11*** .05+ .05+

Openness .07** .08** −.04 −.05+ .04 .03

R2: .008** .012*** .019*** .016*** .001 .010** .022*** .017*** .025*** .028*** .031*** .031***

ΔR2: .008** .004* .007* .001 .009*** .012*** .025*** .003* .004

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, + p < .10
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With respect to the ISFS total score, extraversion and neurot-
icism showed a significant positive relation. Importantly, the
result pattern across all information seeking scales was re-
markably stable when substituting the general censorship en-
dorsement by a reduced scale limited to the items which solely
addressed censorship of the Internet, except a diminishing
effect regarding searching for consumer trends information.

Discussion

Given that Facebook has evolved into a comprehensive infor-
mation source, we examined to what extent censorship en-
dorsement and personality factors can explain different forms
of information seeking behavior on Facebook.

We found that censorship endorsement was positively and
(except social browsing) reliably related to the different forms
of information seeking (H1). Individuals who endorse censor-
ship might be especially prone to use Facebook as an infor-
mation source, as Facebook allows them to self-censor their
profile content via self-selected friends, groups, and “likes”.
Apparently, censorship seems to be considered a protection
measure in favor of a decent communication and information
space. This novel result is promising but also in need of further
clarification. On the one hand, censorship can basically affect
various forms of information (processes), including hate
speech, pornographic material, and information automatically
created by bots. In this sense, censorship attitude can be di-
rected toward very different things. Future studies should fur-
ther disentangle this aspect. The present study indicates that
people’s general censorship attitude (including the internet,
books, movies, music, video games, demonstrations, and art
exhibitions) is not completely different from people’s attitude
limited to internet censorship. On the other hand, the question
arises what organization or governmental institution is consid-
ered trustworthy and capable enough to perform appropriate
information filtering.

Besides the robust effect of censorship endorsement, per-
sonality traits showed inconsistent relations to facets of infor-
mation seeking on Facebook (H2). Extraversion and neuroti-
cism were positively related to information seeking behavior
in general, but a significant relation to information seeking
was absent on some subscales. The positive effect of extraver-
sion supports previous studies showing that highly extraverted
individuals enter more social situations and have larger social
networks (Feiler and Kleinbaum 2015), use Facebook more
frequently and actively (Gosling et al. 2011), and have to
manage more content provided by more Facebook friends
(Quercia et al. 2012). Indeed, we observed a positive correla-
tion between extraversion and the number of Facebook
friends, rS = .19, p < .001. Regarding the subscales, extraver-
sionwas particularly strongly associatedwith hedonic procliv-
ity and searching for consumer trends information. These

results correspond with observations that extraversion is pos-
itively associated with hedonic motivation (Tsao and Chang
2010) and – mediated through hedonic value – with brand
affect (Matzler et al. 2006). The stronger perceptions of affec-
tive stimuli by extraverted individuals (cf. Lucas et al. 2008)
might explain why they are more prone to actively search for
information gratifying their needs. The positive relation be-
tween neuroticism and information seeking suggests that
highly neurotic people actually prefer to solve their social
difficulties online (Seidman 2013). This result complements
the finding that highly neurotic individuals disclose more per-
sonal information and provide longer posts on Facebook
(Shen et al. 2015). In contrast, openness did not correlate with
information seeking on Facebook in general but it was posi-
tively associated with explorative social browsing. This result
corresponds to the observation that openness is positively as-
sociated with internet use (Tuten and Bosnjak 2001).
However, the present result contradicts more recent findings
showing no correlation between openness and the (unspecific)
use of SNS (e.g., Skues et al. 2012; Wilson et al. 2010).
Wilson et al. (2010) concluded: “It may be that SNS may no
longer be as ‘new’ an experience for some young people, so
has lost some of its appeal for those eager to experience even
newer activities” (p. 175). Yet, the present results do not sup-
port this conclusion. Given that the effect of openness was
inconsistent across the ISFS subscales, we may conclude that
inferences limited to a global perspective on SNS are inappro-
priate. Instead, we suggest to explicitly consider different
facets of information seeking behavior.

Finally, the effects of age and gender were different from
previous findings: Seidman (2013) found that females were
more engaged in information seeking on Facebook than
males. We also observed higher ISFS total scores for fe-
males as well as higher scores regarding hedonic proclivity,
social browsing, and general erudition (bivariate
correlations, see Table 1). However, when additionally in-
cluding participants’ censorship endorsement and person-
ality traits into the regression models, the effect of gender
was generally reduced and no longer significant, except for
hedonic proclivity. Moreover, the non-significant bivariate
correlation between gender and the extent of social
searching changed into a significant relation, whereby
men reported a stronger tendency for social searching.
This result pattern highlights the necessity of a more differ-
entiated perspective on information seeking on SNS. In
contrast, we found a relatively stable positive relation be-
tween participants’ age and facets of information seeking.
This result is an interesting complement to previous find-
ings according to which younger Facebook users are more
active and have more contacts (Hayes et al. 2015; Quercia
et al. 2012). When focusing on information seeking, older
users are seemingly more engaged, reflecting age-related
differences in media selection and media use.
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Implications for UGA and Facebook Research

The present results have some important implications for fu-
ture research focusing on the UGA and Facebook.

In accordance with other researchers who criticized the
width and sometime vagueness of uses and gratification cate-
gories (e.g., Asghar 2015; Smock et al. 2011; Sundar and
Limperos 2013), we want to point out that information seek-
ing on Facebook should be understood as a multifaceted con-
cept covering very different behavioral strategies. In general, a
more differentiated perspective on SNS use allows deeper
insights into the behavioral strategies applied to gratify specif-
ic needs.With respect to Facebook, such a perspective appears
to be mandatory because the range of SNS becomes succes-
sively more diverse and specific user groups prefer specific
SNS due to the platforms’ disparate or unique features. It is
conceivable that Facebook will become a platform primarily
used to gratify specific facets of the need for information that
is related to one’s already established social network with
close others, whereas other platforms will be preferred for
self-disclosure, expanding one’s own social network, and dis-
tributing information to the public (cf. Shane-Simpson et al.
2018).

Additionally, the present study highlights the importance of
personality traits and censorship attitude in the context of
UGA. Uses-and-gratification models basically assume that
media recipients have certain needs which elicit specific ex-
pectations about how mass media can fulfill these needs, lead-
ing to specific behavioral patterns of media use in order to
obtain the desired gratifications (cf. Katz et al. 1973).
Personality traits and censorship attitude presumably shape
users’ expectations about how well a specific SNS can gratify
one’s needs, and factual censorship of SNS sets specific con-
straints for media use and need gratification. Future studies
may scrutinize how personality and censorship attitude spe-
cifically affect users’ expectations about need gratification
through SNS, depending on the degree of factual censorship.

Moreover, we want to highlight (once more) a central ques-
tion that conceptually and methodologically challenges the
UGA: Which specific needs are the driving force behind spe-
cific behavioral strategies applied to get specific gratifica-
tions? The present study puts different behavioral strategies,
which link the gratifications sought and the perceived gratifi-
cations obtained (Rayburn and Palmgreen 1984), into the fo-
cus of research. However, what still remains unclear is how
users translate their needs, expectations about mass media,
and associated motives into specific behavioral strategies.
With reference to Katz et al. (1973) who already outlined
two ways how to examine the relation between needs and
gratifications, we suggest to start with the observable behavior
and associated gratifications obtained in order to infer the
underlying needs, instead of starting with a catalogue of more
or less generic needs that are translated into behavioral

strategies targeting specific gratifications. The advantage of
the former way is that at least the true media consumption
process can be captured (even if the subsequent inference of
needs is false). In contrast, the latter way may lead to behav-
ioral strategies that are not existent in real life, and it also
entails the risk of a false catalogue of needs due to their diffi-
cult accessibility in general.

Finally, censorship attitude has been mainly examined with
respect to countries in which the Internet is actually censored
to a substantial degree. In contrast, the present study indicates
that censorship attitude is also a significant factor in countries
in which the Internet is not visibly censored. This result may
be considered as not very surprising because unrestricted free-
dom of speech and a completely uncontrolled computer-
mediated communication through SNS has facilitated the
emergence of some negative phenomena, such as online hate
speech (Kaspar et al. 2017), extensive online firestorms
(Pfeffer et al. 2014), and fake news (Allcott and Gentzkow
2017). The present results indicate that censorship seems to be
tolerated (or even desired) as far as it helps to maintain or
restore a decent communication and information space. Kou
et al. (2017) have reported similar results for Chinese internet
users. However, the central question is to what extent internet
censorship is acceptable. In this context, it might be an inter-
esting side note that the current debate about upload filters to
regulate EU copyright (cf. Nordemann 2019) goes hand in
hand with a fundamental risk of content censorship empha-
sized by opponents of the corresponding copyright reform.

Limitations

Finally, we want to highlight some limitations of the present
study and associated prospects for future research.

First, researchers should be aware of the usual drawbacks
of self-report methods as applied in the present study.
Especially the controversial topic of censorship could elicit a
bias in participants’ response behavior because extreme re-
sponses might be considered not socially desirable. Given that
the average censorship endorsement was M = 2.54 (SD =
0.75) in the present online study, this bias cannot be ruled
out. However, as computer-administered surveys trigger more
reporting of socially sensitive behaviors and issues (Gnambs
and Kaspar 2015), the online survey applied in the present
study may have weakened this problem. In any case, a direct
analysis of people’s true information seeking behavior re-
mains open, but such a research is actually a challenging task
because the different facets of information seeking and its
various nuances in reality require a profound observation
methodology.

Second, at the beginning of this article, we stated that the
variety of information types offered by Facebook comes along
with different forms of users’ information seeking strategies.
We must specify that this constellation is basically true but not
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always met in reality. The variety of information is sometimes
reduced as echo chambers can emerge due to users’ own seek-
ing behavior (Del Vicario et al. 2016) or prioritized informa-
tion is selectively assigned to the users’ individual news feed
by Facebook’s algorithms. This limitation does not generally
jeopardize the present results, but it is important to keep in
mind that the information seeking strategies examined here
may be differently prioritized in different internet communi-
ties or across individual users.

Third, the present cross-sectional study was limited to cor-
relational analyses between user attributes and information
seeking, which means that conclusions about causality are
prohibited. This calls for experimental or longitudinal studies.
Moreover, the consideration of potential mediators (e.g., sense
of security) and moderators (e.g., fear of missing out) would
give more detailed insights into the cognitive and affective
processes modulating information seeking behavior.
Thereby, the breadth of the construct “information seeking
on Facebook” must be considered. The present study showed
that the relation between users’ attributes and information
seeking on Facebook varied across the different behavioral
strategies. In this context, future studies are needed in order
to validate the proposed internal structure of the concept
(Asghar 2015).

Fourth, when interpreting the present results, the reader
should bear in mind that all conclusions only pertain to
Facebook users. For example, the positive correlation between
age and information seeking behavior does not mean that
older people have a stronger tendency to get their information
from Facebook than younger people. It rather means that if
older people use Facebook, they use it in order to search for
information more strongly than younger people do.

Fifth, the effect sizes observed were rather small. However,
for a better interpretation of this effect size, we want to point
out that it is, inter alia, in the range of relevant effects of
violent and prosocial video game exposure on behavior
(Greitemeyer and Mügge 2014). We also assume that a sub-
stantial part of the inter-individual variance in users’ informa-
tion seeking behavior on Facebook cannot be explained by
relatively time-invariant user attributes but by social determi-
nants (e.g., social influence by peers) and individual user ex-
periences. Nevertheless, we might speculate that the positive
relation between censorship endorsement and information
seeking behavior on Facebook increases when investigating
specific user communities that are confronted with offending
content to a larger degree, whereas the correlation might be
strong but negative in societies that already actively bypass
internet censorship in order to get access to information (Yang
and Liu 2014). However, as these societies also seem to en-
dorse censored information when it comes to offending con-
tent or false information (Kou et al. 2017), Facebook and other
SNS must find an appropriate balance between filtering

offending and false content (including options for users to
report such content) and remaining a space of relatively un-
censored and more complete information. Hence, the general-
izability of the present results regarding censorship endorse-
ment to other populations remains open. Further, we observed
an imbalance of male and female participants in the present
study that probably derived from the snowball samplingmeth-
od applied. The link to the online study was distributed
through several mailing lists of German universities and on
Facebook. The gender ratio may reflect self-selection process-
es that could have affected (restricted) the variance of the data.
This is not a trivial point, because the positive relation found
between censorship endorsement and information seeking on
Facebook might be limited to a group of (mostly female) users
who expect a gratification of their needs only if Facebook is
maintained a decent communication and information space.

Finally, inter-individual differences are also conceivable
in light of the relation between personality characteristics
(including traits and demographic properties) and informa-
tion seeking behavior on Facebook. In general and in the
sense of UGA, the present results signal that SNS should
have a strong focus on inter-individual differences in infor-
mation seeking behavior. As a consequence, it might be
desirable if users of SNS were able to personalize their
information seeking process, but without promoting echo
chambers. This might facilitate individual need gratifica-
tion by media use. For example, highly extraverted users
might prefer to explore the full information spectrum, while
users low in extraversion might prefer the exploitation of
specific domains.
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