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“I’m too stressed to ‘like’ your post!”: Exploring the 
Connections Among Facebook Relational Maintenance, 

Stress, and Closeness   
 

Jamie E. Foster & Allison R. Thorson 
 
This study examined the relationships among Facebook relational 
maintenance strategies, relationship closeness, and stress.  Participants’ (N 
= 127) responses were analyzed through a series of correlations, ANOVAs, 
and moderated regressions.  Results indicated that there was a strong, 
positive correlation between closeness and Facebook relational maintenance 
strategies (i.e., social contact, response-seeking, and relational assurances).  
When subjected to a moderated regression analysis, however, the 
relationship between closeness and relational assurances was moderated by 
stress—such that, the more participants reported being stressed, the less they 
reported posting Facebook messages related to the assessment or 
progression of their relationship.  Stress, however, did not significantly 
moderate the relationship between closeness and social contact or response-
seeking.  Results indicated that there were significant differences in the 
extent to which family members, friends, or acquaintances reported using 
Facebook relational maintenance strategies.   
 

s of 2016, Facebook, the world’s leading social networking site 
(SNS), had 1.65 billion monthly active users (Facebook, 2016).  

In fact, it is estimated that 72 percent of American adult Internet 
users have a Facebook account (Duggan, 2015).  Yet, it was only 
recently that communication researchers started to examine what 
users post and how these digital messages aid in individuals’ feelings 
of connection to others (Craig & Wright, 2012; Houser, Fleuriet, & 
Estrada, 2012; McEwan, Fletcher, Eden, & Sumner, 2014).  Still, 
there are many unanswered questions regarding how relational 
maintenance occurs on SNSs and what affects the extent to which an 
individual uses this platform to maintain their relationships. 

Specifically, Ledbetter et al. (2011) have argued that social 
connection and sharing are vital stepping-stones for developing 
satisfying interpersonal relationships.  Correspondingly, McEwan et 
al. (2014) have reported that individuals use SNSs as a unique form 
of everyday talk to connect and maintain relationships with people 
they already value on a higher level.  Connecting and sharing with 
friends and family via SNSs has been shown to regularly increase 
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self-disclosure and facilitate relational maintenance (e.g., Carr, 
Schrock, & Dauterman, 2012; Dainton, 2013; McEwan et al., 2014).  
It also has been shown to help dyads understand the nature of their 
relationship, thus cultivating interpersonal connections (Dainton, 
2013; Knobloch & Theiss, 2011).  Furthermore, McEwan et al. 
discovered that Facebook has become a strategic place for 
individuals to acknowledge their personal relationships and achieve 
relational assurance maintenance acts.  Taken as a whole, it is evident 
that increased use of SNSs, such as Facebook, have changed how 
individuals communicate with their social communities, engage in 
relational talk, and maintain their relationships over time (Carr et al., 
2012; Ledbetter et al., 2011; McEwan et al., 2014).  

In an attempt to better understand communication on SNSs, 
the current study examined the relationships between relationship 
closeness and individuals’ use of Facebook relational maintenance 
strategies.  Specifically, we tested whether users’ relational 
maintenance was consistent or differed among family members, 
friends, and acquaintances.  We further assessed the extent to which 
stress moderated these relationships in order to gain a greater 
understanding of how individuals’ perceived stress level impacts 
their motivation to communicate on SNSs.   

 
Relational Maintenance on SNSs 

 
Relational maintenance—“the cognitions, behaviors, and interactions 
that individuals engage in to keep their relationship in a desired state” 
(Dainton, 2013, p. 113)—is a vital component for relational 
satisfaction and the development of interpersonal relationships, no 
matter the level of closeness between the dyad (Ayers, 1983; Canary 
& Stafford, 1994; Craig & Wright, 2012; Dainton, Zelley, & Langan, 
2003).  The increased popularity of SNSs has led researchers to 
investigate individuals’ ongoing relational maintenance behaviors on 
various such platforms, with many scholars believing these 
interactions are a primary motive for individuals to use SNSs (Bryant 
& Marmo, 2012; Dainton, 2013; McEwan et al., 2014).  
 The most common set of relational maintenance strategies 
examined over the last 25 years have been Stafford and Canary’s 
(1991) big five relational behaviors: (1) positivity, (2) openness, (3) 
assurances, (4) shared networks, and (5) shared tasks.  As such, 
researchers have used Stafford and Canary’s measurement of 
relational maintenance to better understand how maintenance occurs 
online (e.g., Houser et al., 2012; Ledbetter et al., 2011).  Specifically, 
Houser et al. (2012) have stated that these “maintenance strategies 
have remained consistent even through the advent of new 
technology” (p. 41), arguing that it is not the maintenance strategies 
that change, but the fact that individuals “use different modes of 
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CMC [computer mediated communication] for positivity, openness, 
assurances, social networks, and sharing tasks” (p. 41).  In turn, 
Dainton (2013) has explained that those using network strategies to 
maintain their existing relationships commonly do so on SNSs.  Yet, 
Dainton argues that the depth and topics discussed between 
interpersonal pairs is more important than the channel of 
communication used (i.e., face-to-face compared to online).  

Other scholars, however, have claimed that online relational 
maintenance strategies are distinct and should be studied separate 
from face-to-face maintenance strategies (e.g., Bryant & Marmo, 
2009; Cowden, 2012).  Using Stafford and Canary’s (1991) big five 
relational behaviors as a guide, new measures of online relational 
maintenance have been tested (e.g., Bryant & Marmo, 2009; 
Cowden, 2012; McEwan et al., 2014).   

These efforts have resulted in an empirically validated SNS 
relational maintenance measure—the Facebook Relational 
Maintenance Measure (FRMM; McEwan et al., 2014).  Specifically, 
McEwan et al. (2014) have argued that there are three distinct online 
relational maintenance strategies: (1) social contact, (2) response-
seeking, and (3) relational assurances.  According to McEwan and 
her colleagues, social contact includes “behaviors that reflect 
reaching out to a Facebook friend” (p. 252), such as offering 
congratulations when a Facebook friend discloses good news in a 
post.  Response-seeking behaviors include those that reflect “posting 
broadcast style mass messages that Facebook users hope will 
maintain relationships by attracting attention from their friends” (p. 
252).  For instance, a Facebook user may be motivated to post a 
status update to receive attention for a specific Facebook friend.  
Relational assurances include behaviors “tied to assessment and 
progression of the relationship” (p. 252).  Someone providing 
relational assurances may, for example, post a status message that 
talks publically about the quality of his or her relationship with a 
specific member of his or her friend network. 

Through the development of the FRMM, McEwan et al. 
(2014) have reported that online social contact, response-seeking, and 
relational assurances are positively associated with liking, 
satisfaction, closeness, and commitment.  Moreover, McEwan et al. 
have reported that response-seeking is a significant maintenance 
factor utilized online, and status updates are used to facilitate feelings 
of support from a user’s network.  Despite its discriminant validity 
with Facebook intensity and online social communication, 
convergent validity with relational quality, and reliability in multiple 
data collections, further research utilizing McEwan et al.’s FRMM is 
needed to offer a more nuanced understanding of the factors that 
influence how and when individuals use SNSs to maintain their 
relationships.  
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Thus, consistent with previous research on both online and 
offline relational maintenance and closeness, we hypothesize that:  

H1: There will be a positive correlation between relational 
closeness and individuals’ use of Facebook relational 
maintenance strategies (i.e., social contact, response-
seeking, and relational assurances).  
 

Relational Maintenance on SNSs and Friendship Types 
 
In addition to hypothesizing that online maintenance behaviors will 
be positively correlated with closeness, the type of relationship 
between individuals should be taken into account when examining 
these associations.   

Researchers have argued that different relationship types 
follow different relational expectations for maintenance (Ayers, 
1983; Roberts & Dunbar, 2011).  For example, Johnson (2001) has 
argued that geographically close friends report using more 
maintenance behaviors than long-distance friends.  Ayers (1983) has 
stated that dyads use differing levels of relational maintenance based 
on their desire for the relationship to grow, remain stable, or 
deteriorate.  Further, Roberts and Dunbar (2011) have reported that 
friendships are less stable, require more maintenance, and are more 
sensitive to the decrease in the frequency of communication and 
shared activities when compared to family relationships.  Given the 
ability of SNSs to bridge the gap between time and distance, online 
interactions are an important mode through which relational patterns 
and maintenance behaviors are created and should be examined 
(Baxter, Dun, & Sahlstein, 2001).   

With regard to SNSs, Houser et al. (2012) have suggested 
that communication on SNSs significantly differ based relationship 
type.  Specifically, Houser et al. have found that users communicate 
more with their current friends on SNSs, compared to romantic 
partners or family members.  They have also found that relationship 
type plays a significant role in determining what kind of relational 
maintenance behaviors are performed online.  Similarly, Craig and 
Wright (2012) have stated that a dyad’s relational history has a 
significant impact on the level of relational talk seen on Facebook, 
which directly connects to their relational maintenance behaviors 
used online. 

Moreover, research has suggested that relational 
maintenance may look different in varying types of relationships and 
stages of relational development (Diuk, 2014).  Specifically, Diuk 
(2014) has found that as a dyad becomes a romantic couple, timeline 
posts increase during the beginning stages of courtship.  After the 
couple makes their romantic relationship Facebook official, however, 
their wall posts to each other decrease, likely because the couple is 
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spending more time communicating with one another in person.  
These findings, despite being based on the frequency of interaction 
rather than content, further suggest that relational maintenance may 
look different in relational development for individuals with differing 
levels of closeness.  

Additional research is needed to determine whether or not 
“friend” types employ relational maintenance behaviors differently 
on SNSs.  Accordingly, we propose the following hypothesis:  

H2: There will be a difference among individuals’ use of 
online relational maintenance strategies (i.e., social contact, 
response-seeking, and relational assurances) based on how 
an individual categorizes their Facebook friend (e.g., family 
member, friend, or acquaintance).  
 

Relational Maintenance, Closeness, and Stress on SNSs 
 
An individual’s stress level should also be taken into account when 
examining the links between relationship closeness and Facebook 
relational maintenance strategies.   

Kalish, Luria, Toker, and Westman (2015) have argued that, 
when stressed, the extent to which an individual communicates with 
others decreases.  Likewise, Lewandowski, Mattingly, and Pedreiro 
(2014) have suggested that when individuals experience acute stress, 
they may engage in less positive relationship behaviors and more 
actions that are potentially damaging to their relationship.  
Furthermore, Kalish et al. have stated that individuals who 
experience greater stress also report being less motivated to initiate 
new relationships; rather, they use their time and energy to maintain 
existing relationships.  As a result, an individuals’ perceived stress 
has an effect on whom they communicate with and which 
relationships they decide to maintain (Kalish et al., 2015; 
Lewandowski et al., 2014).  

With regard to stress, relational maintenance, and SNSs, 
Burke, Ruppel, and Dinsmore (2016), Leung (2007), Sandel (2014), 
and Wright (2012) have argued that an individual’s stress level 
begins to increase during life transitions.  Friggeri (2014) has 
suggested, however, that Facebook and other SNSs provide a 
platform for friends to engage in relational maintenance when they 
perceive others are experiencing these life transitions.  As such, SNSs 
offer a space where stressed individuals’ can receive emotional 
support from extended online networks, which in turn may lower 
their perceived stress, ultimately mitigating some of the negative 
mental and physical health outcomes often associated with stress 
(Leung, 2007; Wright, 2012).  Moreover, Wright’s research has 
explained that supportive communication received online is 
predictive of a decline in perceived stress, because SNSs give users 
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consistent access to a larger support network.  
Despite associated research, there is still a lack of 

understanding about how stressed individuals’ engage in relational 
maintenance online with others during times of increased strain.  
Leung (2007) has suggested that adolescents experiencing stress are 
motivated to go online to connect with their networks and ease stress.  
However, other researchers (Bevan, Gomez, & Sparks, 2014; Fox & 
Moreland, 2015) have argued that SNSs can be sources of stress and 
negative emotions, in and of themselves.  Moreover, Wendorf and 
Yang (2015) have found that stress is a predictor of individuals’ 
Facebook venting behaviors.  Specifically, in line with theorizing on 
catharsis, they have suggested that the responses to an individual’s 
venting of negative feelings on Facebook might prompt that 
individual to pay more attention to maintaining his or her own 
friendships.  Still, it is unclear whether being online when stressed 
results in greater engagement of relational maintenance.  In other 
words, it is unknown whether or not stress increases or decreases the 
extent to which an individual provides online maintenance to others.   

Given the limited understanding of how stress may 
influence the relationship between relational closeness and relational 
maintenance strategies, we pose the following hypothesis: 

H3: The relationship between relational closeness and an 
individual’s online relational maintenance strategies (i.e., 
social contact, response-seeking, and relational  
assurances) will be moderated by an individual’s perceived 
stress. 

Method 
 
In total, 127 individuals who were at least 18 years-old, who had a 
Facebook account that they logged into at least once a month, and 
who were connected to at least 100 friends on Facebook were 
recruited to participate in this study.  Recruitment occurred in the 
following three ways:  (1) an email was sent to students in upper 
division Communication Studies classes at a small, private West 
Coast university; (2) the researchers posted a call for participants on 
their private Facebook pages; and (3) snowball sampling was used, 
with participants encouraged to tell their friends about this study.  
Once recruited, participants were directed to an online survey that 
contained an informed consent and questions related to each 
hypothesis. 
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Participants 
 
Participants included 107 (84.3%) women and 20 (15.7%) men.  The 
average age of participants was 22.44 (SD = 5.71, range 18 to 61).  
Participants were relatively frequent Facebook users, with 61 
(48.0%) indicating they logged in daily, 55 (43.3%) several times a 
day (i.e., 3+ times/day), and 11 (8.7%) rarely (i.e., once a month).  
The majority of participants identified their ethnicity as White/Non-
Hispanic (n = 54, 42.5%), followed by Hispanic/Latino (n = 16, 
12.6%), Chinese (n = 16, 12.6%), two or more races (n = 16, 12.6%), 
Non-Chinese Asian American (n = 7, 5.5%), Black/African 
American (n = 7, 5.5%), “Other” (n = 7, 5.5%), or Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander (n = 4, 3.2%). 

In order to better understand the extent to which participants 
maintained a specific Facebook friendship, participants were asked to 
log in to their Facebook profile page, click on their “Friends” tab, and 
then click on the “Birthday” tab (a procedure similar to McEwan et 
al., 2014).  Participants wrote the first name of the person whose 
picture/name appeared in the upper left corner of their screen (in the 
“Birthday” tab) in a space provided.  Participants were then 
instructed to respond to every subsequent question in the study with 
this randomly selected Facebook friend in mind.  In turn, the average 
age of the Facebook friend reported on was 25.24 (SD = 9.38, range 
16 to 65).  Regarding relationship type, 51 (40.2%) categorized this 
friend as a close or casual friend, 49 (38.6%) an acquaintance, 12 
(9.4%) an immediate or non-immediate family member, 2 (1.55%) a 
romantic partner, and 2 (1.55%) a co-worker.  Eleven (8.7%) 
participants categorized this friend as “other.”  The majority of 
participants (n = 121, 95.3%) indicated that they had a face-to-face 
relationship with their randomly selected “friend” before becoming 
Facebook friends on this SNS.  

 
Measures 
 
Three measures were used to collect data central to each hypothesis.  
A full correlation matrix of the variables in the current study can be 
found in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
 
Correlations Matrix of Observed Variables 
 
Variable CL SC RS RA S 

1. Closeness 
(CL) 

--     

2. Social Contact 
(SC) 

.728** --    

3. Response-
Seeking (RS) 

.643** .733** --   

4. Relational 
Assurances 
(RA) 

.672** .682* .605** --  

5. Stress (S) -.048 .001 -.154 .032 -- 
 
*p < .05, **p < .01 
 

Perceived Stress.  Cohen, Kamarck, and Mermelstein’s 
(1983) Perceived Stress Scale was used to address participant’s 
general stress levels.  This 14-item (M = 2.89, SD = .48; e.g., In the 
last month, how often have you been able to control the way you 
spend your time?), unidimensional scale was measured on a 1 (never) 
to 5 (very often) scale.  Previous studies have found this measure to 
be reliable (α = .84 - .86; Cohen et al., 1983), and this scale 
demonstrated reliability (α = .80) for the current study.   

Closeness.  Relationship closeness between participants and 
their randomly selected Facebook friend was assessed using Aron, 
Aron, and Smollan’s (1992) Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale.  
Respondents were asked to select from seven pictorial Venn-like 
diagrams, each illustrating different degrees of overlap between two 
circles, that most accurately described their relationship with their 
randomly selected Facebook friend (M = 2.45, SD = 1.74).  A picture 
illustrating no overlap between two circles was given the lowest 
score, indicating the least amount of closeness, whereas a picture 
illustrating extreme overlap between two circles was given the 
highest score, indicating the greatest level of closeness.  

Relational maintenance. To assess online relational 
maintenance, McEwan et al.’s (2014) Facebook Relational 
Maintenance Measure (FRMM) was employed.  The FRMM consists 
of three subscales, each using a 5-point Likert type (1 = strongly 
agree, 5 = strongly disagree) scale.  Nine items on this scale were 
used to assess social contact (SC; M = 2.74, SD = 1.63; i.e., 
“communication tactics targeted toward reaching out to a specific 
individual” p. 259; e.g., I offer condolences and support when s/he 
posts bad news).  Four items were used to assess response-seeking 
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(RS; M = 2.14, SD = 1.49; i.e., “using broadcast-style messages to 
maintain one’s friendships” p. 259; e.g., I post a status update to 
receive attention from this person).  Three items were used to assess 
relational assurances (RA; M = 1.71, SD = 1.47; i.e., “discussing the 
meaning and the future of one’s friendship on Facebook” p. 259; e.g., 
I tell this person how I feel about our relationship).  Previous studies 
have found this measure to be reliable (SC α = .94; RS α = .95; RA α 
= .96; McEwan et al., 2014).  Each subscale demonstrated reliability 
(SC α = .94, RS α = .90, RA α = .97) for the current study. 

 
Results 

 
IBM SPSS Statistics 20.0 and Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro, 
Model 1, were used to conduct a series of correlations, ANOVAs, 
and regressions to determine whether or not we should reject the null 
for each hypothesis.   

The first hypothesis predicted a positive correlation between 
relational closeness and individuals’ use of Facebook relational 
maintenance strategies (i.e., social contact, response-seeking, and 
relational assurances).  To test H1, we conducted a series of bivariate 
correlations to examine the associations between relationship 
closeness and Facebook relational maintenance strategies (see Table 
1).  Results indicated that there was a strong positive correlation 
between relationship closeness and social contact, r = .73 (p < .001), 
response-seeking, r = .64 (p < .001), and relational assurances, r = 
.67 (p < .001).  H1 was supported. 
 A series of one-way ANOVAs were used to test H2, which 
predicted a difference among individuals’ use of online relational 
maintenance strategies (i.e., social contact, response-seeking, and 
relational assurances) based on how an individual categorized their 
Facebook friend (i.e., family member, friend, or acquaintance).  The 
categories of romantic relationship, co-workers, and other were 
omitted from these analyses due to the few number of individuals 
who were categorized in this ways.  Welch’s test was employed to 
weight the results, since there was a great deal of variability in the 
number of participants reporting on family members, friends, and 
acquaintances.   

Results from the first one-way ANOVA indicated that there 
was a significant difference in the amount of Facebook social contact 
reported among the different relationship types, F (2, 27.10) = 61.19, 
p < .001, η² = .481.  Post hoc tests using Fisher’s LSD showed that 
there was a significant difference between participants in all three 
groups (p < .001).  Specifically, those reporting on the amount of 
Facebook social contact used among family members (M = 5.16, 
SD = 1.13) reported the highest levels of Facebook social contact, 
followed by those reporting on friends (M = 3.29, SD = 1.47), and 
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then acquaintances (M = 1.63, SD = .82).   
Results from the second one-way ANOVA indicated that 

there was a significant difference in the amount of Facebook 
response-seeking reported among the different relationship 
types, F (2, 26.87) = 20.99, p < .001, η² = .331.  Post hoc tests using 
Fisher’s LSD showed that there was a significant difference between 
participants in all three groups (p  < .001).  Specifically, those 
reporting on the amount of Facebook response-seeking used among 
family members (M = 4.04, SD = 1.85) reported the highest levels of 
Facebook response-seeking followed by those reporting on friends 
(M = 2.37, SD = 1.29), and then acquaintances (M = 1.36, SD = 
.73).   

Results from the third one-way ANOVA indicated that there 
was a significant difference in the amount of Facebook relational 
assurances reported among the different relationship types, F (2, 
24.65) = 11.75, p < .001, η² = .193.  Post hoc tests using Fisher’s 
LSD showed that there was a significant difference between 
participants in all three groups (family member vs. acquaintance, p < 
.001; family member vs. friend, p < .05; friend vs. acquaintance, p = 
.001).  Specifically, those reporting on the amount of Facebook 
relational assurances used among family members (M = 3.06, SD = 
2.35) reported the highest levels of Facebook relational assurances, 
followed by friends (M = 1.29, SD = 1.56) and then acquaintances 
(M = 1.07, SD = .34).  H2 was fully supported. 

The third hypothesis anticipated that the relationship 
between relational closeness and an individual’s online relational 
maintenance strategies (i.e., social contact, response-seeking, and 
relational assurances) would be moderated by an individual’s 
perceived stress.  To test H3, each dependent measure (i.e., Facebook 
social contact, Facebook response-seeking, and Facebook relational 
assurances) was subjected to separate moderated multiple regressions 
(MMR) using IBM SPSS Statistics 21.0 and Hayes’ (2013) 
PROCESS macro, Model 1.  To account for overestimation based on 
the significant findings of H2, friend type (e.g., family member, 
friend, or acquaintance) was controlled for in each model as 
covariates.  All variables were mean centered.  Twenty-five cases 
were omitted due to missing data (n = 102).  Table 2 and Figures 1, 
2, and 3 illustrate the three two-way interactions (closeness x stress 
predicting Facebook social contact, Facebook response-seeking, 
and/or Facebook relational assurances).  
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Table 2 
 
Results from Moderated Multiple Regressions (MMR): Closeness 
by Stress Predicting Facebook Social Contact, Facebook 
Response-seeking, or Facebook Relational Assurances 
 

 FB social contact FB response-
seeking  

FB relational 
assurances 

 Β (SE)  95% 
CI 

Β (SE) 95% 
CI 

Β (SE) 95% 
CI 

Closeness 
(CL) 

.64 
(.07)** 

.51 to 

.77 
.48 
(.06)** 

.36 to 

.61 
.58 
(.06)** 

.45 to 

.70 
Stress (S) .21 

(.23) 
-.25 to 
.66 

-.33 
(.21) 

-.76 to 
.10 

.10 
(.22) 

-.33 to 
.53 

CL x S .10 
(.11) 

-.12 to 
.33 

-.12 
(.10) 

-.32 to 
.88 

.22 
(.10) * 

.02 to 

.43 
Rel. type -.22 

(.12) 
-.47 to 
.20 

-.22 
(.12) 

-.45 to 
.01 

-.02 
(.12) 

-.25 to 
.22 

  R2 = 
.54** 

R2Δ = 
.00 

 R2 = 
.67** 

R2Δ = 
.01 

 R2 = 
.48** 

R2Δ = 
.02* 

 
β = unstandardized coefficients: CI = confidence interval. All 
analyses control for FB relationship type (i.e., family member, friend, 
or acquaintance). 
 
*p < .05, **p < .01 
 

The first interaction, closeness by stress predicting 
Facebook social contact, resulted in higher levels of closeness being 
positively associated with higher levels of Facebook social contact.  
Yet, there was no significant reduction in Facebook social contact 
when stress levels were higher or lower (see Figure 1).  These 
relationships were not influenced when controlling for relationship 
type (i.e., family member, friend, or acquaintance). 
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Figure 1 
 
Interaction Effect of Stress on the Relationship between 
Closeness and Facebook Social Contact  
 

 
Stress 
 
._.  ._. 1 SD above the mean 
 
____  Mean 
 
……. 1 SD below the mean 

 
The second interaction, closeness by stress predicting 

Facebook response-seeking, resulted in higher levels of closeness 
being positively associated with higher levels of Facebook response-
seeking.  Yet, there was no significant reduction in Facebook 
response-seeking when stress levels were higher or lower (see Figure 
2).  These relationships were not influenced when controlling for 
relationship type (i.e., family member, friend, or acquaintance). 
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Figure 2 
 
Interaction Effect of Stress on the Relationship between 
Closeness and Facebook Response-seeking 
 

 
Stress 
 
._.  ._. 1 SD above the mean 
 
____  Mean 
 
……. 1 SD below the mean 

 
The third interaction, closeness by stress predicting 

Facebook relational assurances, revealed that higher levels of 
closeness were positively associated with higher levels of Facebook 
relational assurances.  This relationship, however, was significantly 
moderated by the extent to which individuals were stressed, such that 
higher stress lead to lower levels of Facebook relational assurances 
and lower stress lead to higher levels of Facebook relational 
assurances (see Figure 3).  These relationships were not influenced 
when controlling for relationship type (i.e., family member, friend, or 
acquaintance).  H3 was partially supported. 
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Figure 3 
 
Interaction Effect of Stress on the Relationship between 
Closeness and Facebook Relational Assurances 
 

 
Stress 
 
._.  ._. 1 SD above the mean 
 
____  Mean 
 
……. 1 SD below the mean 

 
Discussion 

 
The purpose of this study was to examine how relational closeness 
impacted individuals’ social contact, response-seeking, and relational 
assurances on SNSs among different Facebook friendship types, 
while also taking into account the moderating effect of stress on these 
relationships.  As such, this study sought to further understand how 
Facebook relational maintenance behaviors occur in everyday 
interaction.  Overall, the results of this research will help individuals 
navigate the expectations of SNS interactions and serve as a 
foundation for future investigations.  

The current findings further replicate previous research on 
relational closeness and SNS maintenance behaviors by 
demonstrating that the closer a dyad is the more likely they are to 
enact social contact, response-seeking, and relational assurances on 
SNSs, such as Facebook.  This finding is consistent with McEwan et 
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al.’s (2014) research, which found that Facebook relational 
maintenance strategies were all positively associated with liking, 
satisfaction, closeness, and commitment.  

The second set of findings indicate that social contact, 
response-seeking, and relational assurances occur most often among 
family members, followed by friends, and then acquaintances.  These 
findings are consistent with Craig and Wright’s (2012) research, 
which suggested that relational history has a significant impact on the 
level of relational talk seen on Facebook.  As such, given that the 
relational history among family members is assumed to be 
longstanding, it is not surprising that family members reported 
engaging in the most Facebook relational maintenance.  These 
findings are incongruent, however, with Houser et al.’s (2012) 
results, which suggested that SNS users communicate more with their 
current friends through SNSs when compared to family members and 
relational partners.  The distinction between previous findings and 
those from the current study is that Houser et al.’s focus was on the 
frequency of communication among individuals, whereas the focus 
of this study was on the use of specific Facebook relational 
maintenance behaviors.  Thus, it could be that the communication 
between family members may occur less often online, but is more 
targeted at maintenance than interactions occurring among friends or 
acquaintances.  Future studies are needed in order to determine how, 
if at all, non-relational maintenance behaviors versus relational 
maintenance behaviors influence overall feelings of closeness among 
individuals.  

Our final set of results confirm that the association between 
relational closeness and the extent to which an individual engages in 
online relational assurances is dependent on an individual’s perceived 
stress level.  Specifically, higher stress leads to lower levels of 
Facebook relational assurances, and lower stress leads to higher 
levels of Facebook relational assurances.  In other words, when 
individuals are stressed they are less likely to post messages on a 
Facebook friend’s wall referring to the meaning of or future of their 
friendship, nor do they validate how they feel about their relationship 
with this person online.  Perceived stress, however, did not influence 
the relationship between closeness and social contact or response-
seeking.  This finding suggests that stress likely impacts online 
relational maintenance in unique and meaningful ways.  Additionally, 
this finding further compliments Wendorf and Yang’s (2015) 
research on catharsis theory, with stress viewed as a positive 
predictor of individuals’ Facebook venting behaviors.  However, 
whereas the current findings suggest that stressed individuals spend 
less time posting relational assurances on a Facebook friend’s wall, 
Wendorf and Yang (2015) have argued that venting negative feelings 
on Facebook could serve as a prompt to receive relational 
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maintenance from others.  Hence, relational maintenance in the form 
of relational assurances for stressed individuals may not occur on 
their friends’ Facebook wall, but rather on their own SNS profile as a 
result of sharing information related to their own frustrations, 
hardships, or trauma.  Moreover, this finding adds to the current body 
of literature that indicates having an online social network can 
mitigate negative mental and physical health outcomes (Burke et al., 
2016; Friggeri, 2014; Wright, 2012).  Further research, however, is 
needed to look at the interdependence of stress in the actor-partner 
dyad, since situations in which both partners are stressed, may greatly 
affect relational maintenance, in turn impacting each individual’s 
overall feelings of support.  

 
Limitations 
 
Despite the conclusions drawn from this study, limitations exist that 
should subsequently serve as a foundation for future research.  First, 
future research should examine whether or not there are different 
relational maintenance strategies performed based on how much 
interaction the relationship has online compared to offline.  Second, 
this study relied on individuals’ self-reported Facebook maintenance 
behaviors.  Future studies should examine the actual messages shared 
between individuals and consider how dyads interact both on SNSs 
and offline.  This approach would allow researchers to fully 
investigate how maintenance strategies are performed in specific 
contexts.  Third, the current study relied on reports from one 
individual to assess Facebook relational maintenance.  Hence, it 
would be beneficial for future studies to collect data from multiple 
members of one’s Facebook network to fully understand how, if at 
all, Facebook maintenance strategies occur collectively.  Fourth, it 
would be advantageous for future investigators to conduct a 
longitudinal study on relational maintenance via SNSs.  By 
examining communication on SNSs over time researchers, would 
yield a better understanding of how maintenance behaviors fluctuate 
over the course of a dyad’s relationship.  Fifth, researchers have 
argued even though Facebook is a convenient place to perform 
relational maintenance behaviors, the SNS itself could heighten an 
individual’s stress by creating a social pressure to stay update with 
the activity of their social network (Fox & Moreland, 2015).  
Moreover, researchers have argued that not all stressors are equal 
(Bevan et al., 2014).  Thus, future research should further examine 
the relationship between stress and Facebook use, controlling for 
both the social pressures to stay up-to-date with the activity of their 
social network and the severity of stressors that users are 
experiencing in their everyday life.  Sixth, there is a great deal of 
homogeneity among the participants of this study in terms of gender, 
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race, and age.  Future studies must examine Facebook relational 
maintenance among a larger and more diverse population.  

 
Conclusion 

 
Despite its relative limitations and call for future research, findings 
from the current investigation add value to the existing body of 
literature in a number of meaningful ways.  First, these findings 
replicate McEwan et al.’s (2014) assertion that there is an association 
between closeness and relational maintenance on SNSs.  Second, 
these findings suggest that researchers must consider the type of 
communication occurring between relational partners rather than 
simply explore the frequency by which communication occurs.  Last, 
these findings propose that stress impacts some, yet not all, of 
individuals’ online relational maintenance behaviors.  Most 
importantly, these findings underscore the constitutive nature of 
everyday online communication and emphasize that relational 
maintenance occurs in distinct ways online.  
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