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Chapter 4

Disclosure Decisions in 
Existing Relationships Online:

Exploring Motivations for 
CMC Channel Choice

Kathryn Greene
Rutgers University, USA

Kate Magsamen-Conrad
Rutgers University, USA

abstract

Use of mediated channels of communication, such as email and instant messenger, is rapidly increas-
ing, especially with adolescents and college-aged populations. This increase may alter interpersonal 
relationship maintenance strategies and communication patterns. The role of mediated channels of com-
munication in some types of relationship initiation is well documented however, research investigating 
use within existing relationships is more limited. Self-disclosure is an important part of relationship 
maintenance, both in the initial stages of development as well as in existing relationships. This chapter 
explores motivations for disclosure through computer mediated communication (CMC) in pre-existing 
relationships and describes theoretical perspectives to advance examination of this area. Examples 
presented indicate four primary motivations for disclose through computer mediated communication: 
self, other, relationship, and situational/environmental. Further, we propose several codes within each 
primary reason, many of which diverged from traditional motivations for FtF disclosure. Implications 
and future directions for interpersonal CMC research are discussed.
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IntroductIon

Non face-to-face (FtF) channels of communica-
tion are rapidly increasing in use and popularity 
(Pew Internet.org). This increase in the use of 
technology requires changes in the way interper-
sonal discourse is realized in computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) and also requires shifts in 
conceptualizations of interpersonal communica-
tion more broadly (cf. Bargh & McKenna, 2004). 
Much initial interpersonal CMC research focused 
on the development of relationships through CMC 
(e.g., Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006; Gibbs, El-
lison, & Heino, 2006; Hian, Chuan, Trevor, & 
Detenber, 2004; Parks & Floyd, 1996; Whitty & 
Gavin, 2001) or use of CMC in organizations/
business relationships (e.g., Baltes, Dickson, 
Sherman, Bauer, & LaGanke, 2002; Soukup, 
2000) rather than use of CMC in maintenance of 
existing personal relationships. Given the extent 
of changes in CMC, we need to analyze how 
people are utilizing CMC to manage personal 
relationships. This chapter adapts models and 
frameworks of interpersonal communication to 
a CMC context to investigate how people report 
using CMC to disclose in existing relationships. 
The chapter will explore why participants report 
choosing CMC to share private information. By 
scrutinizing how individuals manage personal and 
private information, the chapter provides insight 
into interpersonal communication practices online. 
We begin with the increase in CMC use before 
turning to definitions of disclosure and reasons 
for using CMC disclosure.

background

Even 20 years ago, CMC use was not widespread 
outside of industry, yet today CMC is an integral 
part of how many people maintain personal 
relationships. Pew Internet (2007) reported that 
62% of US adults communicated with family and 
friends using the Internet everyday or multiple 

times a week, compared to 38% who communi-
cated via Internet several times a month or less. 
Many people use their home internet connection 
predominantly for interpersonal communication 
(Kraut, Mukhopadhyay, Szczypula, Kiesler, & 
Scherlis, 2000). People are also using mediated 
communication channels to seek information 
about others, which may be related to relationship 
maintenance (Westerman, Der Heide, Klein, & 
Walther, 2008). Finally, people are using email 
to maintain relationships in ways similar to FtF 
communication (Johnson, Haigh, Becker, Craig, & 
Wigley, 2008). One crucial feature of this relational 
maintenance is disclosing information online, 
and we turn next to definitions and description 
of self-disclosure literature.

There are several conceptualizations of self-
disclosure, but self-disclosure is most commonly 
defined and studied as a voluntary, deliberate, 
intentional, and honest process (see Derlega, 
Metts, Petronio, & Margulis, 1993). We define self-
disclosure as an interpersonal interaction where 
one person deliberately shares private information 
(including thoughts, feelings, and experiences) of 
a personal nature with another person (Derlega et 
al., 1993). This definition not equivalent to some 
researchers who equate disclosure with “open-
ness.” Self-disclosure is often, but not always, 
related to positive outcomes such as health and 
social support. For example, researchers have 
found that verbally discussing or writing about 
traumatic or upsetting life experiences (compared 
to trivial events) is associated with lower illness 
rates (Pennebaker & O’Heeron, 1984), fewer phy-
sician visits (Pennebaker, Colder, & Sharp, 1990; 
Pennebaker, Kiecolt-Glaser, &Glaser, 1988), less 
immune dysfunction (Pennebaker et al., 1988), and 
decreased severity of physical symptoms (Kelley, 
Lumley, & Leisen, 1997). These findings have 
been supported in aggregate by meta-analyses 
(Smyth, 1999), although the effect sizes are small 
and there are many moderators (Frattaroli, 2006). 
Self-disclosure of distressing information is often 
linked to catharsis (Kelly, Klusas, von Weiss, & 
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Kenny, 2001; Pennebaker, 1983). Self-disclosure 
may also provide an opportunity for the discloser 
to receive social support from others.

Many studies investigate the function of self-
disclosure in relationship development, mainte-
nance, and deterioration (see Derlega et al., 1993; 
Greene, Derlega, & Mathews, 2006; Derlega, 
Winstead, & Greene, 2008), although these stud-
ies have generally not incorporated CMC. Self-
disclosure is often used to accelerate relationship 
development and to foster intimacy (Gilbert, 1976). 
This research tends focuses on disclosure in FtF 
interactions, implicitly assuming FtF communi-
cation as the primary (or only) communication 
channel. New/emerging technologies challenge 
this assumption and require reconceptualization 
of channels of communication and the process of 
disclosure in ongoing relationship maintenance. 
Communication channel may serve an important 
function in both information management and 
impression management.

At one time, studies comparing telephone and 
FtF interactions found no difference in the amount 
of self-disclosure (Janofsky, 1970) or accuracy of 
social perception (Williams, 1977). In the early 
nineties, however, researchers began to recognize 
distinct differences between FtF communication 
and non-FtF communication. For example, Poole, 
Shannon, and DeSanctis (1992) claimed that FtF 
communication is the most natural medium of com-
munication, whereas artificial media are slower, 
more taxing, and more likely to generate annoy-
ance. Drotlet and Morris (2000) argued that FtF 
contact is a facilitator of mutual cooperation. They 
refer anecdotally to the propensity for diplomats 
and business negotiators to travel in order to com-
municate FtF, now often replaced by various forms 
of technology including video conferencing. Other 
studies indicated that managers used to prefer FtF 
communication (e.g., Johansen, Vallee, & Vian, 
1979; Mintzberg, 1980). Research also reports 
better outcomes in experiments when negotiators 
communicate FtF rather than in writing (e.g., Shef-
field, 1989; Valley, Moag, & Bazerman, 1998).

People may self-disclose more online than 
in other contexts (e.g., Parks & Floyd, 1996; 
Reingold, 1993; Tidwell & Walther, 2002; Wal-
lace, 1999; Wilkins, 1991), yet the authenticity 
of this increased disclosure may be questioned 
as people present themselves strategically (e.g., 
Ellison et al., 2006; Walther, 1996). We also know 
little about the motivations for choosing CMC to 
disclose in relationships. Researchers generally 
attribute the popularity of online communication 
to two features, visual anonymity and text only 
(non-verbal) channel (Joinson, 2001). Some 
research suggests that, due to these two factors, 
CMC is considered task oriented, low in socio-
emotional content, and therefore lacks the opu-
lence of FtF communication (Kinney & Dennis, 
1994; Rice & Love, 1987; Walther, 1995). The 
relative anonymity of some online interactions 
may reduce perceptions of the risks inherent in 
self-disclosure, and potential disclosers may be 
less fearful of potential condemnation or rejection 
(McKenna & Bargh, 1998, 2000). For example, 
medical patients tend to report more symptoms 
and undesirable behaviors in computer mediated 
interviews compared to FtF interviews (Greist, 
Klein, & VanCura, 1973; see also Ferriter, 1993; 
Robinson & West, 1992). However, evidence of 
higher levels of self-disclosure within CMC also 
extends to interpersonal relationships unaffected 
by visual anonymity, such as known partners 
communicating electronically (Joinson, 2001). 
We turn next to several theories of disclosure 
and privacy that can assist with exploring CMC 
disclosure choices.

relevant theories of disclosure 
and Information management

The following section will review three prominent 
theories in the disclosure literature and provide 
a brief overview of each theory or framework, 
paying special attention to how the theory incor-
porates CMC or could be used to theorize about 
CMC choices for disclosing in established rela-
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tionships. The theories reviewed in this section 
are Communication Privacy Management theory 
(Petronio, 2002), Disclosure Decision-Making 
Model (Greene, 2009), and the Decision Making 
Model of Self-Disclosure (Greene et al., 2006).

Communication privacy management. Com-
munication Privacy Management Theory (CPM; 
Petronio, 2002) is a dialectic theory that explains 
how people regulate and control private informa-
tion in relationships through a rule-based manage-
ment system. CPM views privacy and disclosure 
as tensions in a dialectic. According to Petronio 
(2002), people attempt to exert control over 
private information for two main reasons. First, 
they feel they have the right to “own” or control 
that information including information sent via 
email. Second, revealing information contributes 
to feelings of vulnerability, and by controlling that 
information individuals may feel less vulnerable. 
The CPM framework does argue that technology 
can affect privacy, mostly through violations (e.g., 
monitoring email or electronic medical records), 
but this conceptualization is less focused on vol-
untary disclosure decision-making.

CPM does not explicitly theorize about channel 
or channel choice in the theory except in terms of 
privacy violations (not disclosure decisions), but 
CPM has been applied to mediated communica-
tion. Metzger (2007) applied CPM to understand 
the tension between information disclosure and 
privacy within e-commerce relationships. Results 
extended CPM into the domain of CMC by demon-
strating that “similar kinds of balancing dynamics 
appear to operate in the Web environment as they 
do in face-to-face situations” (Metzger, 2007, p. 
354). Thus, CPM is a broad framework that has 
been applied primarily to FtF disclosure and em-
phasizes dialectical tensions of disclosure/privacy 
management or risks/rewards; to date, CPM has 
not been applied to or tested with use of CMC 
existing relationships.

Disclosure decision-making model. The 
Disclosure Decision-Making Model (DD-MM, 
Greene, 2009) explains the decision-making 

process surrounding disclosure of information. 
Because disclosure involves risk and contributes 
to disclosers’ feelings of vulnerability (T. Afifi, 
Olson, & Armstrong, 2005), individuals make 
deliberate choices about the persons with whom 
they choose to share their private/personal in-
formation. Both the DD-MM and the Model of 
disclosure decision making (Greene et al., 2006, 
see next section) explicate how many features are 
considered when a potential discloser assesses 
information and recipients for possible sharing, 
including sharing online.

The DD-MM (Greene, 2009) elucidates a pro-
cess prior to the disclosure enactment including 
both direct and indirect effects. The first part of 
this process is to assess the information, followed 
by an evaluation of a potential receiver (includ-
ing relational quality and anticipated response), 
and finally exploration of perceived disclosure 
efficacy in predicting willingness to disclose. 
The DD-MM argues that disclosures are encour-
aged or discouraged by the relative evaluation 
of these factors. The DD-MM (Greene, 2009) 
is particularly relevant to the process of making 
health disclosure decisions, especially disclosure 
of negatively valenced information.

Channel choice is especially important once 
decision to disclose has been reached. The DD-
MM argues that message enactment includes the 
discloser planning the setting, timing, channel/
mode, and the message features, which may also 
include practice or rehearsal. The choice of dis-
closure channel, for example email or IM rather 
than FtF, maybe be influenced by assessment of 
information, receiver, or perceived efficacy. The 
only test of the DD-MM to date indicates that 
the process and variables proposed do represent 
the disclosure decision process, with anticipated 
response holding a central role (Greene et al., 
2009). Future research on channel choice would 
also be useful in understanding CMC disclosure 
decisions.

Decision making model of self-disclosure.
Greene et al. (2006) propose a Decision making 
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model of self-disclosure that explicates how back-
ground factors and self-, other-, and relationship-, 
and situation factors contribute to an individual’s 
decision to disclose. The situational assessment 
may include (but is not limited to) consideration of 
the availability of the disclosure target, privacy for 
disclosure, flow of conversation, self-efficacy for 
disclosure, relationship quality, and the anticipated 
response (Greene et al., 2006, p. 414). During the 
process, the potential discloser reviews these fac-
tors as well to whom, how much, where, when, 
and by what channel to disclose the information. 
The explicit references to CMC for disclosure are 
anecdotal and have not been tested systematically 
via this perspective.

Derlega and colleagues identify several motiva-
tions for disclosure (and nondisclosure), which have 
been organized into self-, other-, relationship- and 
situational/environmental-focused categories (see 
Greene et al., 2006, 2003 or Derlega et al., 2008, 
2004 for reviews). Self-focused reasons for dis-
closure are related to tangible and psychological 
benefits of disclosure including catharsis, seeking 
help, and self-clarification. Other-focused reasons 
emphasize the recipient and include a duty to in-
form, desire to educate, and test others’ reactions. 
Relationship-focused reasons for disclosure include 
being in a close relationship, similarity, and a 
desire to increase closeness/intimacy. Situational-
environmental reasons include the availability of the 
target, the target’s involvement in the content of the 
disclosure, and the recipient “demands” disclosure 
or asks questions. Derlega also provides groupings 
of reasons by category for nondisclosure, but those 
are not the focus on the present chapter.

Considering the relatively underexplored 
relationship between CMC and self-disclosure 
motivations, we now turn to a review of concep-
tual fundamentals of disclosure. The next section 
probes why participants report choosing CMC 
to share information. Finally, we examine issues 
of self and identity in online communication by 
scrutinizing how individuals manage personal and 
private information disclosure.

Issues, controversies, problems 
in disclosing online

Motivations Regulating 
Revealing via CMC

At the core of the examination of CMC disclosure 
in existing relationships is a discussion of reasons 
or motivations for choosing to share information 
via CMC. For this chapter, we adopt the category 
system developed by Derlega and colleagues (Der-
lega et al., 2004, 2008; Greene et al., 2003, 2006) 
as a framework to organize reports of motivations 
to share information through CMC.

The reasons for revealing personal information 
via CMC vary widely, and we focus here on IM 
and email as common vehicles for disclosure in 
existing relationships. Some people have tenden-
cies to tell others and have incorporated technology 
as an integral part of some or most relationships. 
Others find it difficult to disclose either generally 
or online specifically and consequently conceal. 
Hence, people are motivated to disclose or keep 
the information private because of different 
needs. There are a number of issues that provide 
insight into disclosure decisions that depend on 
people’s motivations to reveal or conceal. We 
look at reasons for revealing private information 
via CMC based on self, other, interpersonal, and 
situational motivations.

As previously discussed, people’s motivations 
for disclosure can be broadly categorized in four 
ways (see Derlega, Winstead, Folk-Barron, 2000; 
Derlega et al., 2004, 2008; Derlega & Winstead, 
2001), and to date these have been examined 
exclusively in FtF disclosure. The following 
sections will discuss separately these disclosure 
decision motivations. The first section will dis-
cuss how people have personal needs to fulfill, 
labeled self motivations. The second, how people 
are motivated to disclose based on others’ needs 
(Derlega, Winstead, Wong, & Greenspan, 1987). 
Third, how people disclose to fulfill interpersonal 
or relational needs, for the sake of the relationship 
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they have or want to have with the other person. 
Finally, people also disclose due to situational or 
environmental needs.

solutions and recommendations

Reports of Disclosure Decision 
Motivations in CMC

To explore these issues, we utilized examples from 
a survey investigating how non-FtF disclosure is 
utilized by participants in ongoing relationships 
(N = 410). Participants were asked to report on 
two occasions, one time when they shared infor-
mation that was personal or private with another 
person through a non-FtF channel, and one time 
when someone shared private information with 
them non-FtF. Variables included motivation for 
choosing channel, what was shared (content), and 
channel (the current emphasis is on CMC including 
instant messenger (IM) use and email use). Based 
on these reports, we provide examples of self, 
other, relationship, and situational motivations for 
CMC disclosure and compare how these examples 
represent theories of disclosure and CMC use 
more generally. We begin with examination of 
self-focused reasons for disclosing via CMC.

Decisions Leading to CMC 
Disclosure for Self-Gain

The first motivation for CMC disclosure is based 
on benefits for self or using disclosure to further 
their own goals and needs. Greene et al. (2006; 
Derlega et al., 2008) described at three main rea-
sons people decide to disclose that are based on 
motivations for fulfilling personal needs: striving 
for catharsis, seeking help, and self-clarification. 
In our data, prior categories did not represent the 
data well, instead four categories were represented 
in CMC disclosure: immediacy, convenience/
efficiency, constrain and organize message and 
feelings, and ease/comfort. These categories do 

not overall mirror reports for FtF disclosure, and 
we begin with discussion of immediacy.

Immediacy. The first self-focused reason for 
CMC disclosure was labeled immediacy. People 
express concerns about holding information in 
and need to share as soon as possible. Examina-
tion of self based reasons for CMC disclosure 
lead us to change this label from catharsis to im-
mediacy, and this represents the data better than 
similar discussion of catharsis (specifically, this 
label includes an immediate time element where 
catharsis does not necessarily involve sharing im-
mediately but can build over time). This is similar 
theoretically to media richness theory (Lengel & 
Daft, 1988), describing how channel choice can 
be motivated by potential for rapid feedback (cf. 
Timmerman, 2002).

Descriptions of motivations for disclosure 
via instant messenger included “it was urgent” 
and “I had to reach her as quickly as possible.” 
Another person told a friend about his suicide 
attempt and described, “I needed to tell someone 
right then.” Finally, one person used IM to share 
his parents’ reaction to his suspension from Uni-
versity: “because I needed to talk with someone 
immediately.” Each of these brief descriptions 
emphasizes the temporal relevance of CMC for 
information management, specifically disclosure 
choices. These descriptions emphasize the role of 
timing in disclosure decisions.

In addition to straightforward descriptions of 
immediacy, other participants chose to compare 
motivations for CMC disclosure explicitly with 
potential FtF disclosure. This makes evident an 
underlying assumption that current relationships 
are created/enacted using multiple channels or 
modes. The theme that runs through each of these 
examples is again the time feature, needing to 
share immediately. One woman shared her grades 
with her boyfriend via email: “I was excited by 
my straight As and couldn’t wait for face-to-face 
communication.” Another person used IM with a 
friend to share fears about having an STI: “It was 
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the fastest was to get in contact with me without 
leaving home at the moment.” Another person 
reported using IM because it was “quicker than 
waiting ‘til I saw him again.” Finally, a woman 
reported using IM to connect with a friend who 
was being abused by her boyfriend and stated, “I 
could not see her soon enough.” In these instances, 
participants recognized the utility of CMC chan-
nels for contact without delay. With technological 
connectedness continuing to increase, there may 
be further expectations for immediate contact.

Although this research is complex (see Kelly, 
2002), there is considerable evidence that not 
sharing or keeping secrets (be it immediately or 
over time) may take a considerable toll physically 
and psychologically on people who hold sensitive 
information (Lane & Wegner, 1995; Lepore & 
Smyth, 2002; Pennebaker, 1995). Telling some-
one else may relieve this burden and take some 
of the pressure off the person. Limandri (1989) 
suggested that HIV disclosure may be a form of 
“venting.” People may experience relief in letting 
a secret out. Stiles’ Fever Model (1987, 1995) 
explains how psychological distress functions to 
promote disclosure and relieve distress in the same 
way that a fever breaks physical infection. Stiles 
reported that disclosure is more common among 
people experiencing anxiety or other-arousal than 
among those not experiencing distress (Stiles, 
1987, 1995; Stiles, Shuster, & Harrigan, 1992). 
Despite the practicality of the fever model, some 
scholars argue that the fever model may not ap-
ply in non therapeutic settings and claim that 
instrumental relational goals (such as impression 
management) may override the expressive func-
tions of disclosure (e.g., Afifi & Caughlin, 2006). 
Keeping secrets (nondisclosure) can be more of a 
liability for people than telling (Lane & Wegner, 
1995), because this constant monitoring is drain-
ing. Thus, there comes a point when individuals 
need to release the weight of the information to 
someone else (e.g., Lepore, Greenberg, Brunjo, 
& Smyth, 2002; Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000; 
Pennebaker, 1995).

For immediacy, a number of examples were 
evident in the data. Participants recognize that, at 
times, CMC is one reliable way to quickly reach 
a recipient. Although the current data emphasize 
CMC disclosure, some participants reported that 
email or IM were even more immediate than phone, 
as phones were recently considered the “best” rapid 
alternate to FtF communication. This preference 
was apparent even for cell phones (or texting) 
where people complained that recipients have their 
phones off, do not answer calls, or are unavailable, 
and thus disclosers are at times unwilling to leave 
messages. In previous research, college-aged IM 
users reported that communication through IM 
was very useful for personalized communication. 
Email and IM offer communicative options that 
are often faster and more affordable than other 
channels (Huang & Yen, 2003). Immediate disclos-
ers might be seeking instrumental or expressive 
support (Derlega et al. have a code for seeking 
support) but this goal was not articulated as such 
in these responses to why they chose CMC. Be-
sides disclosing for immediacy reasons, another 
reason for disclosing via CMC was convenience 
and efficiency, and we turn to that next.

Convenience and efficiency. There were numer-
ous reports of choosing CMC for disclosure be-
cause “it was fast, efficient” and “it was quick and 
more efficient” (both via email). Others reported 
using IM because “it was just more convenient” 
and “it was more available.” The terms efficient 
and convenience were repeated in our data. What 
separates this code from immediacy is recognition 
of the function rather than simply speed. As with 
immediacy, participants recognized how CMC 
functioned in relationships and the role of these 
channel choices. Computer mediated channels 
of communication, such as email and IM, allow 
users to maintain relationships “anywhere, any-
time, on almost any computing platform, at very 
low cost” (Huang & Yen, 2003, p. 64). Because it 
lacks nonverbal cues, especially when compared 
to other channels such as telephonic channels, 
CMC is usually considered low in social pres-
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ence/media richness (e.g., Daft & Lengel, 1984; 
Rice, 1993; Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976), 
even labeled “impoverished.” Conceptualizations 
generally consider this feature to be a limitation of 
CMC, however, it may be precisely this reduction 
in “richness” that facilitates the ease and conve-
nience of CMC, or as Sproull and Kiesler (1985) 
noted, the decreased information available does 
not necessarily negatively affect the interaction. 
This reinforces the notion that people use CMC 
strategically and actively shape technology use 
(e.g., Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Hughes & Hans, 
2001). Besides immediacy and convenience/ef-
ficiency, the next reported motivation for CMC 
disclosure was constrain/organize self.

Constrain and organize message and feel-
ings. Besides disclosing immediately to relieve 
the burden of holding in sensitive information or 
convenience/efficiency, people reported using 
CMC to disclose in order to contain their own 
emotions and provide opportunity to organize 
and edit messages. The descriptions emphasize 
a greater of time—rather than the previously 
reported less time in immediacy—in motivating 
some CMC choices, and this category included 
reports of both email and IM. This emphasizes 
CMC self-presentation as “more malleable and 
subject to self-censorship” (Ellison et al., 2006, 
p. 418; see also Lengel & Daft, 1988; Walther, 
1996).

First, using IM, one person reported why a 
friend would choose IM to disclose: “He talks 
more freely and openly when he can write things 
down and look and them and reword them. He gets 
his point across better without saying anything of-
fensive.” This person acknowledges the feature of 
editing and planning that can be crucial in choosing 
CMC. Similarly, another person described how 
a friend shared her relationship issues over IM: 
“I would assume it was to give her time to think 
things (the situation) through as she expressed 
them to me through instant messaging.” This 
example emphasizes reflection or using time to 
refine a message (see Huang & Yen, 2003).

In terms of email, themes were similar. One 
person described, “Overall, I wrote her an email 
because I could word myself better and because 
I wanted to be short and clear about what I was 
feeling.” Another participant echoed her decision 
to disclose via email was “to ensure that I was able 
to present my info completely and in an organized 
manner without being distracted.”

Finally, a person described using email because 
“I am very closed when it comes to sharing my 
emotions—good or bad. It is hard to say things 
straight out—even when it is positive and show-
ing how much you love a person. Writing it down 
so that I could look at it, choose the words and 
sending it through email helped me say it the 
way I wanted to.” These examples all point to 
the strategic aspects of CMC where planning and 
editing is maximized, much like prior reports of 
rewriting letters or other technology (see Bargh 
& McKenna, 2004, for historical review). Walther 
(1996) indicated that the lack of spontaneous cues 
in CMC allows for strategic self-presentation and 
may support information management. Asynchro-
nous forms of computer-mediated communication 
allow people to communicate more strategically 
than they might when communicating FtF (e.g., 
Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Walther & Parks, 
2002).

One portion of this category was participants’ 
awareness of a desire to deny nonverbal cues to 
recipients, emphasizing the visual anonymity 
aspects oft-referenced in CMC literature (e.g., 
Joinson, 2001). For example, one person used 
IM to share his sexual past, “because it’s easier 
to deal with something of this magnitude without 
having to see the person’s facial and nonverbal 
response.” One woman used email “because I 
don’t want her to see that I am crying.” Another 
woman was disclosing concerns about her rela-
tionship to her boyfriend via IM: “I was upset and 
I didn’t want him to read my face.” One person 
emailed his friend about his breakup “because he 
was crying so it was easier to type than to talk.” 
In each of these examples, participants recognize 
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one benefit of CMC for disclosure is restricting 
available cues to the other. CMC is described as 
being low in social presence when compared to 
FtF communication and other telecommunica-
tion media (see social presence theory, Short et 
al., 1976). CMC is also considered much leaner 
than telephonic communication (media richness 
theory, see, Lengel & Daft, 1988), with reduc-
tion of available cues. Rather than this being a 
detriment in interaction, strategic users may be 
taking advantage of these features (e.g., Bargh & 
McKenna, 2004; Sproull & Kiesler, 1985).

Several participants explicitly compared their 
choices of CMC to FtF disclosure, emphasizing 
consideration of disclosure FtF before relying 
on CMC. We note that most participants did not 
report first considering FtF and many specifically 
chose (rather than defaulted to) CMC because 
of the inherent benefits noted previously. These 
reports echo discussions of disclosure efficacy 
seen in DD-MM (Greene, 2009) described previ-
ously, that people need to feel confident to share 
difficult messages and may feel unable to ac-
complish this FtF due to “loss of words” or being 
overwhelmed by emotions. One woman broke up 
with her boyfriend over email: “I was ashamed 
and did not think I would physically be able to 
tell him face to face.” Another participant used 
IM to disclose: “I tried to do it face-to-face, but 
my mind would always go blank and I couldn’t 
think of the words.” Finally, a man was sharing 
relationship issues with his friend who described, 
“I think he could not find the right words in person 
and needed more time to compose his thoughts.” 
Thus, CMC may serve an additional function 
within organizing/constraining of facilitating dis-
closure efficacy when people feel unable to share 
a message FtF. The time to edit/revise and word 
the message in the desired manner was central to 
these reports, and future research on disclosure 
efficacy would be useful (see Greene, 2009), for 
example to see if disclosing via CMC increases 
perceived efficacy.

The constrain and organize message and feel-
ings category is related to the concept of online 
disinhibition. CMC may present weakened social 
restraints, resulting in online disinhibition, defined 
by Joinson (1998) as ‘‘an apparent reduction in 
concerns for self-presentation and the judgment of 
others’’ (p. 44). CMC provides some individuals 
with the social freedom needed to communicate 
interpersonally by reducing social inhibition, 
anxiety, and self-consciousness (McKenna, 1998). 
People may thus feel more “free” to share messages 
via CMC or have increased efficacy to disclose 
(see DD-MM, Greene 2009). Now that we have 
discussed the constrain/organize self motivation 
for sharing online, we turn to the last self-focused 
reason of ease and comfort.

Ease and comfort. The next category repre-
sented in the data for self-focused reasons was ease 
and comfort. Participants repeatedly used phrases 
“easier” and “more comfortable” in describing 
why they used CMC to disclose. For example, a 
participant used email “because it was easier than 
having to say it”, while another chose IM to share 
her bulimia with a friend “because it is easier to 
disclose.” Similarly, a woman described sharing 
a past abusive relationship over email “because it 
was more comfortable for me than talking about it 
face to face.” Additionally, participants reported 
that it was “less painful,” “less personal,” and “felt 
more safe” to disclose via CMC. Each of these 
examples emphasizes some emotional benefit of 
disclosing via CMC.

As with other codes, some participants ex-
plicitly referenced rejection of FtF options when 
describing reasons for disclosing via CMC. For 
example, one person shared with a friend that she 
was dropping out of school because she could not 
afford it after her parents’ divorce: “email felt most 
comfortable not telling him face to face.” Another 
friend shared her past eating disorder: “I think 
it was easier for her to tell me online because it 
was hard for her to tell me in person. I think that 
it’s easier to say things that are personal without 
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seeing them face to face.” Another participant 
described a friend’s sharing his arrest for drug 
possession via IM: “he was more comfortable 
expressing his situation via instant message and 
not having to actually tell me.” A woman shared 
her same-sex feelings with a friend using IM: 
“she has been holding this back from her close 
friends for a long time and therefore probably 
felt much more comfortable online as opposed to 
face-to-face confrontation.” Finally, a woman told 
a friend about her sexual assault via IM because 
“sometimes it’s easier to type things rather than 
speak them.”

We have noted how decisions to disclose via 
CMC for self-related reasons are motivated by 
four factors (immediacy, convenience/efficiency, 
constrain and organize message and feelings, ease 
and comfort). These factors emphasize personal 
reasons for disclosure. However, people may also 
factor in others’ needs and characteristics in CMC 
disclosure decisions. Thus, individuals take ac-
count of other-related issues, as they factor in the 
other through constraining the other’s reaction.

Decisions Leading to CMC 
Disclosure for Other-Gain

The second overall motivation for disclosure online 
is based on perceived benefits for the other person. 
Although people are motivated to disclose so they 
can achieve positive outcomes for themselves, they 
also consider how their disclosure affects others 
and balance these considerations in disclosure 
decisions. Derlega et al. (2004, 2008) described 
three main reasons people disclose that are based 
on considering others: duty to inform, educate 
others, and test others’ reactions (see also Greene 
et al., 2003, 2006). In our data, these categories 
did not represent the data well, thus constrain 
other’s reaction is our single category for CMC 
other-gain.

Constrain other’s reaction. This other-focused 
category included explicit references to choosing 
CMC disclosure to direct or limit the reaction of 

the recipient. This is slightly different from prior 
research test other’s reaction, as in our descriptions 
people were relatively certain about the type of 
response they were likely to receive and thus did 
not use CMC to “test” a reaction. For example, 
one woman contacted a boyfriend after breaking 
up to ensure that her message was not ignored: “I 
emailed because he had to listen to me or read what 
I wrote.” Another woman used IM to disclose to 
a friend that she had “hooked up” (had sex with 
someone she was not dating) because “my friend 
might have got mad and yelled at me if we were 
face to face, and I didn’t want to give her the 
chance to yell at me.” Finally, one woman shared 
her decision to abort with a friend via IM because 
“she knows I oppose abortion, so I’m sure she was 
afraid I would respond negatively but AOL IM is so 
detached and impersonal that it made it easy, I sup-
pose.” In these cases, participants wanted to limit 
options available to the other, and the emphasis is 
on how the receiver handles the information. This 
category is similar theoretically to the DD-MM 
(Greene, 2009) assess receiver, where anticipated 
response is a central variable. In testing the DD-
MM, Greene et al., (2009) reported a strong rela-
tionship between anticipated response with efficacy 
and willingness to disclose. Specifically, negative 
anticipated response (e.g., gossip or negative rela-
tional consequences) reduced disclosure efficacy 
and disclosure. For CMC disclosure decisions, 
other’s reactions should receive attention.

Avoiding as a type of constrain other’s reac-
tion. One aspect of constraining other’s response 
is avoiding and focuses on specifically not engag-
ing with the disclosure recipient’s reaction to the 
shared information. For avoid other’s reaction, the 
emphasis is not on limiting the other in a specific 
way, but many use CMC to disengage from the 
other’s reaction while still completing the goal 
of sharing the information. Withholding informa-
tion may be related to protection of self-identity 
or impression management (Afifi & Guerrero, 
2000; Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997; cf. Walther, 
1996). This is especially true when information 
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presents a threat to identity (Leary & Kowalski, 
1990; Ogilvie, 1987). People do not share without 
attempting to estimate reactions of others for their 
own protection and safety (e.g., Greene, 2000, 
2009; Greene & Faulkner, 2002; Greene et al., 
2003, 2006; Holt, Court, Vedhara, Not, Holmes, & 
Snow, 1998; Kalichman, 1995; Kelly, Otto-Salaj, 
Sikkema, Pinkerton, & Bloom, 1998).

This avoid theme was repeated several times 
by participants reporting choosing CMC for dis-
closure “to avoid the reaction” and “I did not want 
to see what she thought.” One participant emailed 
her mother about getting another speeding ticket 
because “I figured I would not have to hear or see 
the disappointment in her voice or face.” Another 
person IM’d a friend to share her first sexual ex-
perience and avoid possible negative feedback: 
“I actually didn’t want to see her facial expres-
sion when I told her.” Another person emailed a 
friend that she is dating a married man because 
she “didn’t want to see my reaction. Maybe she 
thought I would be critical.” A participant emailed 
her boyfriend that she was pregnant because “I was 
nervous about his reaction—I didn’t know if he 
would be angry.” Another person sent an email to 
a roommate (indicating that she was moving out) 
because “it was something I really wasn’t proud 
of; it made it easier not to have to look her in the 
eyes.” Finally, a participant used IM to share with 
a friend that he is homosexual: “I think he might 
have been afraid to see my reaction (nonverbal).” 
In all of these cases (and others), participants es-
timated that others would respond negatively and 
sought to avoid these reactions. These anticipated 
responses were all negative and lead to decisions 
to share but attempt to limit reaction. There are 
studies about nondisclosure based on anticipated 
response, but one theoretical advancement of this 
finding is how people balance CMC disclosure 
rather than nondisclosure when expecting nega-
tive responses.

This calls to mind the issue of topic avoidance. 
When both parties know the (potentially private) 

information but actively choose not to discuss it 
(e.g., because communication results in conflict, 
discomfort, or some other negative outcome) it is 
topic avoidance (Afifi & Caughlin, 2006, Caugh-
lin & Afifi, 2004). Although theoretically-based 
arguments suggest that some topic avoidance may 
be functional in relationships, empirical research, 
in general, indicates that topic avoidance in rela-
tionships is related to dissatisfaction. However, 
using CPM to ground their investigation Caughlin 
and Afifi (2004) discovered that dissatisfaction is 
moderated by individuals’ motivations for avoid-
ance as well as by the personal and relational 
characteristics linked to these motivations. Topic 
avoidance may be circumstantially benign or, in 
fact, helpful. Moving forward, research should 
consider how using CMC for disclosure may be 
perceived by the discloser and/or recipient as 
“avoiding” [FtF] and how this perception might 
affect relational outcomes.

Avoiding embarrassment as a type of constrain 
other’s reaction. One specific negative emotion 
described by participants is a desire to avoid embar-
rassment. Some references to avoiding embarrass-
ment were direct. For example, one person emailed 
a friend about an STI diagnosis “probably because 
she was embarrassed.” Another person IM’d a 
friend that he had gotten drunk and was unfaith-
ful “probably it was less embarrassing for him.” 
AIM is much easier to share feelings, especially 
for guys.” Finally, a person IM’d a friend that she 
was having an affair with a married man, “prob-
ably because she was embarrassed and felt more 
comfortable talking this way.” Common in these 
examples is protecting self from embarrassment 
by restricting others’ responses. The emphasis is 
on identity and self-presentation, similar to themes 
present throughout CMC literatures (e.g., Ellison 
et al., 2006; Walther, 1992; 1996; Walter & Parks, 
2002) such as in Social Information Processing 
(SIP) theory.

Other references to avoiding embarrassment 
directly referenced a choice not to utilize FtF 



59

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

communication. For example, a woman shared 
with a friend her relational infidelity via IM be-
cause “I was too embarrassed to disclose it face 
to face.” Another person used email to share her 
eating disorder “because she did not have to feel 
the discomfort of face to face—she was embar-
rassed.” Someone shared abuse in her home via 
IM “because it was more embarrassing to say 
face to face. You let your guard down more on 
the phone or online.” Finally, a man reported that 
his sister shared via email that she was adopt-
ing a baby because “it was probably too intense 
and intimate for her to lay out all of her fertility 
problems in person, right in front of me.” For 
all of these examples, participants mentioned 
how CMC can decrease embarrassment of FtF 
disclosure, again emphasizing uses of strategic 
self-presentation in channel choices.

We have noted how decisions to disclose for 
others are motivated by one factor, constrain 
other’s reactions. These factors emphasize other 
or recipient focused reasons for disclosure, spe-
cifically concerning how the other would react 
to the disclosure. There were fewer of these ex-
amples than motivations for self-gain, and this is 
a substantive difference from FtF findings. One 
difference from prior research on motivations is 
the absence of educating others or generally duty 
to inform (although there were isolated reports 
of using CMC to notify a partner if someone was 
pregnant or had an STI), with CMC disclosure 
for other-gain emphasizing specific recipient 
reactions. These other motivations may be more 
implicit in CMC or perhaps prior research em-
phasizing health disclosure (e.g., HIV) does not 
generalize across all types of disclosed informa-
tion. Besides other-focused motivations, people 
may also factor in interpersonal or relational 
needs in disclosure decisions. Thus, individu-
als take the relationship into account and factor 
in the relationship. In our CMC data, one code 
was apparent for relational gain: normal mode 
of contact.

Decisions Leading to CMC Disclosure 
for Interpersonal/Relational-Gain

Although people are motivated to disclose via 
CMC so they can achieve positive outcomes 
for themselves and others, they also consider 
how their disclosure would affect the relation-
ship. These motivations for interpersonal gain 
in prior research establishing emotionally sup-
portive relationships, similarity, and increasing 
closeness. But in our data one code was more 
representative: normal mode of contact.

Normal mode of contact. The interpersonal 
reason reported for CMC disclosure described 
CMC as “normal mode of business” in many 
of these relationships. For example, one person 
described, “our schedules are completely back-
wards, I never get to see or actually talk to him, 
so we rely on email.” Participants described why 
they chose IM to reveal as “just how we normally 
talk,” “it was our common means of communica-
tion,” and “we regularly converse in this manner.” 
Another person utilized IM for similar reasons, 
“We never have time to call or see each other, 
so we just IM when we’re online and that way 
we can keep in touch.” These participants have 
incorporated CMC into everyday relationships 
and are accustomed to communicating online. 
This is consistent with previous research that 
demonstrates how people use the internet as 
another means of contacting friends and family 
when FtF or telephonic communication would 
otherwise be difficult (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; 
Hampton & Wellman, 2001).

For others, the notion of normal contact is 
more extreme, rather than being common practice 
CMC was utilized by some as a default method 
of communication. One woman contacted her 
boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend to share the timing of 
when they started dating (implying infidelity): 
“she only had my email and no other way to 
contact me.” Another ex-girlfriend tested positive 
for an STI and emailed her boyfriend “because I 
would not accept her phone calls and would not 
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want to see her.” Finally, one person described, 
“Internet was our usual mode of communication, 
as we were broken up and rarely saw each other.” 
For these participants, CMC was not necessarily 
the first choice of one (or both) of the parties, 
but the channel choice was a reflection of the 
status of the relationship. This is something of 
an aberration from the norm as Wellman, Haase, 
Witte, and Hampton (2001) reported that Internet 
users use email to supplement rather than replace 
FtF and telephone contact, especially to maintain 
longer distance relationships.

Others reported using CMC after making at-
tempts through other communication channels. 
One person shared her past abuse with a professor 
via email because “I was a busy person and always 
got his voicemail.” Another person shared an ill-
ness diagnosis with a staff person via email because 
“it was required because of the bureaucracy of a 
large institution.” For this group, CMC was not 
the preferred means of disclosure but rather they 
resorted to it. These participants accept the role 
of a less personal channel to disclose based on 
a particular situation. Implicitly, some of these 
reports demonstrate preference for a more rich 
medium than CMC for certain disclosures (e.g., 
Lengel & Daft, 1988), and this is in stark contrast 
to the organize and constrain own feelings code 
where participants sought out a leaner medium to 
serve their own goals. This is somewhat consistent 
with what Bargh and McKenna (2004) reported in 
their review of Internet communication; that for 
some interactions CMC is preferred and results 
in better outcomes.

We have described one category people report 
as a motivation for disclosing online for interper-
sonal or relational gain, normal mode of contact. 
These motivations emphasize the relational fea-
tures for channel choice and are not equivalent 
to previously reported categories close relation-
ship, similarity, or desire to increase intimacy. In 
these CMC reports, decisions to disclose were 
motivated more by function than to strategically 
increase relationship closeness. Next, we turn 

to reasons people may disclose for situational/
environmental reasons.

Decisions Leading to CMC Disclosure 
for Situational/Environmental Reasons

The final motivational grouping for CMC disclo-
sure is based situational or environmental reasons. 
In our data five codes emerged: availability, 
distance, contact multiple people, privacy, and 
came up in conversation. Previous research identi-
fied three codes that were somewhat consistent 
with our data, availability, other person asked 
or demanded information (similar to same up in 
conversation), and the other person was involved. 
We begin examining availability.

Availability. The first situational/environmen-
tal code for CMC disclosing is based on avail-
ability; people report disclosing via CMC because 
they see this as a way to ensure contact with the 
recipient. For example, one person described us-
ing IM because “he knew that I check my e-mail 
every day and that I am busy with schoolwork, so 
he emailed it to me with all the information, so it 
saved time.” Another person IM’d because “it was 
too late at night,” similar to using IM because “she 
just got home and it was late.” Finally, one person 
sent an email because “I didn’t want to wake her 
up with a phone call, it was too late.” Timing is 
key in many of these descriptions, where people 
acted to share the information but did not consider 
the information significant enough to disrupt the 
other (e.g., wake someone up at 6 am). Accord-
ing to Derlega et al. (2008), at times a disclosure 
recipient is chosen mainly because of proximal 
or situational availability. In this case, we extend 
the argument that not just a particular receiver is 
chosen based on the availability, the availability 
additionally drives channel choice. We turn next 
to distance, a similar category but emphasizing 
geographic proximity rather than temporal or 
situational availability.

Distance. By far, the most common reported 
relationship motivation for disclosing via CMC 
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was related to distance or physical location (see 
Wellman et al., 2001). These participants primarily 
had previously established relationships and were 
utilizing CMC as a way to remain connected, thus 
disclosure was a crucial part in remaining involved 
in the other’s life. We separate these reports for 
permanent versus temporary distance.

Some participants reported that CMC had 
become the primary means of communication 
with friends and family because of a change in 
geographic location. For example, one person 
used IM “because he is a friend from home and 
is at a different school.” Another person emailed a 
coworker regarding an experience with a customer: 
“because my co-worker actually works in [Mid-
west] not [east coast].” Most of these examples in 
the data were similar. Strikingly, the majority of 
people reporting geography as a reason for CMC 
disclosure were sharing with friends and only oc-
casionally with family or other groups. The topics 
of these disclosures were wide-ranging, including: 
friend was pregnant, relationship troubles, con-
sidering abortion, friend was sexually assaulted, 
friend had sex with an acquaintance, friend fears 
failing a class, friend began dating someone, friend 
considers himself bisexual, friend broke up with 
boyfriend, friend had job offer, friend started hav-
ing sex, and a friend was diagnosed with an illness. 
One person IM’d because “I live too far away to 
talk face to face.” Another IM’d a friend that he 
broke up with his girlfriend because “he goes 
to school in Philly-we don’t see each other than 
often but like to keep up on events in our lives.” 
Finally, a friend emailed about having sex for the 
first time because “that’s the only way for us to 
communicate because we’re both away at college 
in different states.” For these participants, using 
CMC is a normal and expected part of a relation-
ship. There is a naturalness to these descriptions 
of CMC, emphasizing integration of CMC into 
everyday lives and relationships.

For some participants, there was recognition 
that distance may be temporary, and they sought 
to creatively employ CMC to remain connected. 

One woman emailed a pregnancy scare to a friend: 
“I shared it via email because I was out of the 
country at the time.” Another woman used IM 
to share that she was thinking of cheating on her 
boyfriend because her friend “was away for the 
weekend and I wanted her to know.” Finally, a 
woman IM’d that she was raped, because her friend 
“doesn’t go to this school so he wasn’t around.” 
For these participants, the distance was temporary 
on some level, but the information needed to be 
shared (recall immediacy) or they wanted some 
type of support. Thus, CMC disclosure provides a 
means to maintain relationship across geographi-
cal constraints.

Contact multiple people. Another category 
that may be unique to CMC disclosure emerged 
in these data using CMC, contact multiple people. 
Several people reported using email (but not IM) 
to disclose to multiple recipients simultaneously. 
For example, a friend shared difficulties adjusting 
to college: “it was sent in a bulk email, so just to 
save time repeating the information. He couldn’t 
deal with sending a note to each person.” Another 
person emailed her cancer diagnosis to a group of 
friends: “the information needed to be passed onto 
a mass number of people.” Finally, a participant 
used email to share with friends that he was getting 
divorced: “he told several people at once. That way 
everyone knew at the same time.” In each of these 
examples, there is recognition of others’ right to 
know or expectation to know certain information 
in addition to reducing the level of effort of the 
discloser. Thus, these decisions are deliberate 
uses of email to facilitate disclosure to multiple 
recipients. This is a special case of disclosure that 
has not received a great deal of attention except in 
“public disclosure” literature that occurs often for 
“educating others.” For example Wiener, Heilman, 
and Battles (1998) studied when children become 
“poster kids” for a particular disease (i.e., HIV). In 
this situation, the “receiver” is difficult to detect 
and not selected per se, much like posting informa-
tion online on a social networking site is certainly 
self presentation and information management but 
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not the same kind of self-disclosure discussed in 
this chapter because it lacks a particular recipient. 
In our data, however, the emphasis for contact 
multiple people was placed on saving time and 
energy for the discloser rather than emphasizing 
needs of the receiver.

Privacy. The next situational motivation was 
privacy, and this is another difference in findings 
for CMC. Specifically, in prior literature (e.g., 
Derlega et al., 2004, 2008; Greene et al., 2003, 
2006), privacy was noted as a reason for non-
disclosure. In this case, however, perceptions of 
privacy are driving decisions to choose a particular 
channel to share a message rather than choosing 
nondisclosure as reported in prior research. There 
is an implicit recognition of selectivity in sharing 
information and carefully choosing recipients 
that is foundational to theories of disclosure and 
privacy.

Descriptions of privacy as a motivation for 
channel choice were rare. For example, a friend 
shared that she had hooked up (had sex with 
someone she did not know) via IM because “con-
versations behind closed doors in our house are 
always suspect—by using IM, we avoided dealing 
with questions from other housemates who would 
have wondered what we were talking about.” This 
woman wanted to restrict the information to the 
particular recipient. Another woman shared her 
pregnancy via IM “because we rarely have class 
together and if she told me during class others 
might hear and make fun of her.” Another man 
described, “I get tired of people listening in to my 
phone calls, so I try to use email or IM for really 
personal business, like telling her that I’d bounced 
our rent check.” Another participant described 
how his friend came out using IM: “He was at 
work, so it’s not like we could talk on the phone, 
so IM works very well in this kind of situation.” 
Finally, one woman described trying to support 
her younger sister who was trying to begin dat-
ing against family wishes: “the only times we are 
face-to-face is at home. At home, my parents or 
grandmother is ALWAYS around. They either can 

hear us, sneak up on us, or suspect things based 
on our reactions and movements whenever we 
would talk about such things. Online, however, 
they know we’re talking but never know what 
it is we’re talking about or who we are talking 
with.” For each of these descriptions, the theme 
of privacy included emphasizing sharing with a 
particular receiver and not others. This is similar 
to CPM (Petronio, 2002) boundary notion where 
people feel that they “own” or control information, 
and this is expanded in Venetis, Greene, Banerjee, 
and Bagdasarov (2008) description of implicit 
or explicit rules used in gossip. The DD-MM 
(Greene, 2009) also considered the receiver and 
gossip in disclosure decision-making, and these 
themes are evident in some descriptions of CMC 
disclosure choices.

Came up in conversation. The final category of 
situational motivations was came up in conversa-
tion, and this is somewhat similar to prior reports of 
other asked/demanded information. This category 
only emerged with IM and not with email. With 
new and expanding technology including mobile 
phones and text message packages, there may be 
even further increase in reports of topics “emerg-
ing” in online conversations. In the simplest terms, 
“as we were talking on IM it just came up,” “it 
just happened to come up in conversation [IM],” 
and “I was already taking to her through AIM so 
it kinda just happened.” Some of these topics that 
“just came up” could be considered stigmatized 
(or secret), indicating that the context can cre-
ate openings for disclosure (e.g., Petronio et al, 
2006). These topics included: depression, stealing, 
drug use, sexual past, relational fidelity, and STI. 
Another person similarly described, “because we 
were already discussing the topic, so I figured I 
would tell her my personal problems with it.” 
Another person wrote, “the subject had somehow 
come up while we were talking online so while 
he probably could have told me face-to-face, we 
had already been talking on instant messenger. He 
made the blog entry to even out the details and 
tell his side of the story with no interruption-it 



63

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

was easier in that case than doing it face to face.” 
Finally, a woman described sharing her abortion 
online because “it was relevant to our discussion 
on AIM, she brought it up.” This is similar to DD-
MM’s description of how reciprocity can bypass 
normal disclosure decision processes; specifically 
if a topic is raised by the recipient, someone may 
choose to share--even if they had not planned to-
-if they perceive some level of similarity. People 
may share with others who have a common back-
ground (Derlega, Lovejoy, et al., 1998; Derlega 
& Winstead, 2001). Because they have common 
experiences, these people are generally expected 
to react better. This may be due to the perception 
that the other person is likely to be supportive or 
less likely to be rejecting.

Decisions Leading to CMC 
Disclosure for Multiple Reasons

Thus far, the discussion has emphasized partici-
pants’ reports of one of four reasons or motivations 
for CMC disclosure. This perspective, however, 
does not take multiple goals into account (see 
Berger, 1997; Goldsmith, 2004; O’Keefe, 1988). 
That is, people at times have more than one moti-
vation for channel choices, and these motivations 
can reinforce or contradict one another. Some 
people factor in situations where two categories 
of motivations might apply (for example both a 
self-gain and an situational gain to disclose apply). 
People much balance what may be competing or 
complementary motivations to utilize the channel 
that will maximize benefits (and minimize risks). 
For example, some participants balanced distance 
with immediacy and chose to share via IM: “We 
both attend different schools, and he wanted to 
talk asap,” and “she was in college in a different 
state and wanted to tell me right away.” Another 
person balanced distance with constrain/avoid-
ing reaction in choosing to email: “there are two 
reasons. The first because she lives out of state 
and the second because it was an embarrassing 
subject.” These examples illustrate tensions in 

multiple goals, and CPM (Petronio, 2002) argues 
that information management involves a constant 
balancing of these dialectical tensions. The DD-
MM is more specific in identifying assessments of 
information, relationship (quality and anticipated 
response) and efficacy as central to managing 
these disclosure decision tensions.

Other examples of balancing multiple goals are 
more complex, beyond juggling two motivations. 
One man shared via CMC how his parents’ ugly 
divorce was affecting him because “email is the 
fastest way to send out a message, the easiest to 
communicate with (I think I would have broken 
down if I talked on the phone). At that time it was 
late at night, and I didn’t want to deal with the 
emotions.” Another woman described her sexual 
past via IM because “I am shy and would have 
been embarrassed talking about it face-to-face. 
Plus, the subject came up while talking online, so 
it was convenient.” Finally, a woman shared her 
pregnancy with a friend via email because “she 
is so distraught right now and busy, we don’t see 
each other much, and in addition doesn’t want to 
hear my immediate reaction.” For each of these 
people, using CMC to disclose was an outcome of 
balancing a variety of goals and needs to maximize 
the choice and relational outcome. The themes 
presented, both singly and multiply, emphasize 
the significance of examining motivations for 
interpersonal communication processes in CMC 
in existing relationships.

Future research dIrectIons

This chapter discussed four CMC disclosure de-
cision– self, other, relationship, and situational/
environmental focused motivations—and ex-
plored how these motivations are consistent with 
or required changes in CMC and interpersonal 
theories.

Self-focused reasons for disclosure dominated 
reports of motivations for disclosing via CMC. 
Many participants identified motivations for 
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disclosure online that were related to the absence 
of context clues inherent in CMC. Theories of 
social presence (Short et al., 1976) and media 
richness (Daft & Lengel, 1984) propose that FtF 
is held to be the ideal, standard, and/or goal for 
interpersonal communication. However, these data 
indicate that people are deliberately utilizing and 
benefiting in particular from these oft-lamented 
“disadvantages” of CMC, such as leanness. Theo-
ries of CMC and relationships should consider 
how the widespread adoption and acceptance of 
interpersonal relationship maintenance not only 
makes mediated channels of communication “par” 
with FtF communication, but possibly even supe-
rior in some cases as indicated in this chapter. In 
particular, theories of disinhibition and efficacy 
can be adapted to explain these findings.

The data revealed one other-focused reason 
for disclosure through CMC, constrain and avoid 
other’s reaction (including embarrassment). These 
constrain and avoidance goals were overall very 
well accomplished in these reports, at least tem-
porarily. People made strategic decisions using 
CMC to constrain and avoid others’ reactions, but 
it remains to be seen if in the longer-term these 
disclosers still manage to avoid the dreaded ex-
pected reactions (one participant called her friend 
“cowardly” for sending an IM instead of calling 
or seeing her FtF). That is, with time, are nega-
tive reactions to disclosure more or less intense? 
These reasons were also related to utilizing the 
features of CMC (not available in FtF communi-
cation) for the specific purpose of interpersonal 
communication. It is possible, for example, to use 
CMC to allow the recipient time to adjust before 
reacting, and this chapter notes that perceived 
reaction is crucial in CMC disclosure decisions. 
This is consistent with the DD-MM (Greene, 
2009) where anticipated response is central to 
disclosure decision-making, and Caughlin et al. 
(2005) reminds us that disclosure reactions are 
often less negative than anticipated, with some 
intense exceptions (see also Greene & Faulkner, 
2002).

Relationship focused reasons for disclosure 
through CMC were inconsistent with research 
in FtF communication, for example increasing 
closeness and similarity. For this group, using 
CMC for disclosure was simply the normal 
mode of communication. This may be related to 
the younger sample, who, having grown up with 
this technology, find CMC disclosure integrally 
incorporated in their friendships and dating re-
lationships, and perhaps family relations as well 
(see Bargh & McKenna, 2004). That is not to 
say that participants failed to recognize when 
they were strategically managing a relationship 
by choosing CMC. We need to explore overall 
patterns of when people choose FtF compared to 
CMC and general technology use patterns in the 
relationship to delve into this further (cf. Lea & 
Spears, 1995; O’Sullivan, 1996).

Finally, the data revealed five situational/
environmental focused reasons for disclosure 
through CMC, more categories than prior research 
and widely reported. The first category was avail-
ability, somewhat unique to constantly changing 
technology. A new reason that would not be ap-
plicable in FtF communication is distance. It is not 
uncommon for today’s romantic relationships to be 
initiated and/or maintained across great physical 
distances. In addition, social mobility also extends 
to family relations and friendships, when people 
move with greater ease than prior generations. 
The third category included a different use of the 
concept of privacy. CPM (Petronio, 2002) argues 
that individuals feel they have the right to “own” 
or control their personal/private information, yet 
executing this notion becomes more complicated 
when others become “co-owners” of information 
and can gossip (see Venetis et al., 2008). The idea 
of co-ownership of information is especially inter-
esting when considering CMC and the information 
sharing capabilities it allows. For example, future 
research could test this respect for “ownership” 
phenomenon with blind CC and forwarding of 
emails. The fourth situational motivation was 
came up in conversation, similar to prior reports of 
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other asked (see also DD-MM, Greene, 2009, for 
asking questions). The final situational motivation 
was to contact many people at once, and this is 
clearly grounded in the context and ease afforded 
by technological options. It may be argued that 
the motivations underlying all reasons explicated 
are to some extent environmental/situational fo-
cused. This data collection intentionally sought 
descriptions of disclosure events through mediated 
channels of communication. Future research may 
endeavor to collect data encompassing both FtF 
and non-FtF disclosure so that other situational 
reasons for disclosure may be compared.

Extending Disclosure Theories to 
CMC for Existing Relationships

We proposed three theoretical perspectives of 
disclosure that could be applied to sharing infor-
mation via CMC. The decision making model of 
self-disclosure (Greene et al., 2006) provided group-
ings of reasons to disclose via CMC overall that 
in the broadest sense matched the framework, but 
subcategories differed a great deal. One conclusion 
would be that future research on disclosure goals 
via CMC should explore self, other, relationship 
and situational focused structure but adopt the sub-
categories of FtF with caution. There are apparent 
similarities at the abstract level but differences are 
also apparent. Additionally, for this model, future 
research could test these motivations in relation 
to decisions for timing and setting, as utilized via 
CMC.

Next, the DD-MM (Greene, 2009) showed 
promise for explaining CMC disclosure decisions. 
As noted previously, the components of efficacy 
(cf. disinhibition) and anticipated response should 
be included in future research, along with informa-
tion assessment such as valence (recall discussion 
of avoiding embarrassment, which is rooted in 
information content). We should seek to explicate 
channel choice in DD-MM. It is easy to specu-

late how assessment of information, relationship 
(relational quality and anticipated response), and 
efficacy could predict channel choice. We have 
seen examples and categories in these data that 
would support developing hypotheses. The DD-
MM is developed to date to explicate the decision 
to disclose and not message enactment per se (e.g., 
channel choice or setting), thus one logical exten-
sion would be to use the model to hypothesize about 
channel selection and test the relations.

Finally, CPM (Petronio, 2002) had been utilized 
once previously for CMC but not with personal 
relationships. In the present context, CPM was 
useful to highlight balancing dialectical tensions 
in reports of multiple goals. Additionally, CPM 
can be used to conceptualize reports of privacy 
for situational motivations to disclose via CMC, 
but a different conceptualization of privacy goals 
may be required. In the present context, privacy 
was not a motivation for nondisclosure, rather it 
explained channel choice to restrict the informa-
tion to specific recipients. The concept of perceived 
information ownership and gossip (see Greene, 
2009; Venetis et al., 2008) is worthy of exploration. 
We can use CPM to extend CMC disclosure and 
examine how people protect information when 
they utilize CMC.

conclusIon

Technology use is embedded in many existing 
relationships. This chapter includes reports of 
widespread CMC use for the critical function of 
self-disclosure, part of information management 
in relationships. We concur with prior conclusions 
that people actively shape their technological in-
teractions (see Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Hughes 
& Hans, 2001). We are also not concluding CMC 
has unilateral negative effects for heavy users, 
rather there are additional positive effects and 
benefits of CMC for social interaction through 
disclosure (cf. Bargh & McKenna; Sproull & 
Kiesler, 1985).
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Examinations such as this one help us move be-
yond study of business relationships, relationship 
initiation, or exclusively online relationships to 
include management of information via CMC for 
people using both FtF and CMC channels. This is 
an important area for continued research, as people 
continue to expand their use of CMC technolo-
gies to maintain relationships. We emphasized 
IM and email examples in this chapter, one step 
in exploring the overall process. Some findings 
are consistent with both interpersonal and CMC 
theories, but in places pointed to need to expand 
and reconceptualize certain features, reinforcing 
similar calls by others (e.g., Bargh & McKenna, 
2004; Lea & Spears, 1995). People are taking 
advantage of CMC technologies strategically in 
their disclosure choices and should reexamine as-
sumptions embedded in FtF theories. Over time, 
with greater experience and more diffusion, we 
would expect increased skill, adaption, and use 
of CMC to disclose in interpersonal relationships. 
This will continue to be a crucial area for research, 
how people use CMC to maintain close relation-
ships, emphasized here through disclosure and 
information management.

reFerences

Afifi, T. D., Olson, L. N., & Armstrong, C. (2005). 
The chilling effect and family secrets: Examin-
ing the role of self protection, other protection, 
and communication efficacy. Human Commu-
nication Research, 31, 564–598. doi:10.1093/
hcr/31.4.564

Afifi, W. A., & Caughlin, J. P. (2006). A close look 
at revealing secrets and some consequences that 
follow. Communication Research, 33, 467–488. 
doi:10.1177/0093650206293250

Afifi, W. A., & Guerrero, L. K. (2000). Motivations 
underlying topic avoidance in close relationships. 
In Petronio, S. (Ed.), Balancing the secrets of 
private disclosures (pp. 165–180). Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Baltes, B. B., Dickson, M. W., Sherman, M. P., 
Bauer, C. C., & LaGanke, J. S. (2002). Computer-
mediated communication and group decision mak-
ing: A meta-analysis. Organizational Behavior 
and Human Decision Processes, 87, 156–179. 
doi:10.1006/obhd.2001.2961

Bargh, J. A., & McKenna, K. Y. A. (2004). 
The Internet and social life. Annual Review of 
Psychology, 55, 573–590. doi:10.1146/annurev.
psych.55.090902.141922

Berger, C. R. (1997). Producing messages under 
uncertainty. In Greene, J. (Ed.), Message Pro-
duction: Advances in Communication Theory 
(pp. 221–244). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates.

Berger, C. R. (2005). Interpersonal communica-
tion: Theoretical perspectives, future prospects. 
The Journal of Communication, 55, 415–447. 
doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.2005.tb02680.x

Buunk, B. P., & Gibbons, F. X. (1997). Health, 
coping and well-being. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates.

Caughlin, J. P., & Afifi, T. D. (2004). When is topic 
avoidance unsatisfying? Examining moderators 
of the association between avoidance and dissat-
isfaction. Human Communication Research, 30, 
479–513. doi:10.1093/hcr/30.4.479

Caughlin, J. P., Afifi, W. A., Carpenter-Theune, 
K. E., & Miller, L. E. (2005). Reasons for, and 
consequences of, revealing personal secrets in 
close relationships: A longitudinal study. Personal 
Relationships, 12, 43–59. doi:10.1111/j.1350-
4126.2005.00101.x



67

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Daft, R. L., & Lengel, R. H. (1984). Information 
richness: A new approach to managerial behavior 
and organization design. Research in Organiza-
tional Behavior, 6, 191–233.

Derlega, V. J., Lovejoy, D., & Winstead, B. A. 
(1998). Personal accounts of disclosing and con-
cealing HIV-positive test results. In Derlega, V. J., 
& Barbee, A. P. (Eds.), HIV and social interaction 
(pp. 147–164). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Derlega, V. J., Metts, S., Petronio, S., & Margulis, 
S. T. (1993). Self-disclosure. Newbury Park, CA: 
Sage Publications.

Derlega, V. J., & Winstead, B. A. (2001). HIV 
infected persons’ attributions for the disclosure 
and nondisclosure of the seropositive diagnosis 
to significant others. In Manusov, V., & Harvey, 
J. H. (Eds.), Attribution, communication behavior, 
and close relationships (pp. 266–284). New York: 
Cambridge University Press.

Derlega, V. J., Winstead, B. A., & Folk-Barron, L. 
(2000). Reasons for and against disclosing HIV-
seropositive test results to an intimate partner: 
A functional perspective. In Petronio, S. (Ed.), 
Balancing the secrets of private disclosures (pp. 
53–69). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum As-
sociates.

Derlega, V. J., Winstead, B. A., & Greene, K. 
(2008). Self-disclosure and starting a close rela-
tionship. In Sprecher, S., Wenzel, A., & Harvey, J. 
(Eds.), Handbook of relationship beginnings (pp. 
153–174). New York: Psychology Press.

Derlega, V. J., Winstead, B. A., Greene, K., 
Serovich, J., & Elwood, W. N. (2004). Reasons 
for HIV disclosure/nondisclosure in close re-
lationships: Testing a model of HIV-disclosure 
decision making. Journal of Social and Clini-
cal Psychology, 23, 747–767. doi:10.1521/
jscp.23.6.747.54804

Derlega, V. J., Winstead, B. A., Mathews, A., & 
Braitman, A. L. (2008). Why does someone reveal 
highly personal information? Attributions for 
and against self-disclosure in close relationships. 
Communication Research Reports, 25, 115–130. 
doi:10.1080/08824090802021756

Derlega, V. J., Winstead, B. A., Wong, P. T. P., & 
Greenspan, M. (1987). Self-disclosure and rela-
tionship development: An attributional analysis. In 
Roloff, M., & Miller, G. (Eds.), Interpersonal pro-
cesses: New directions in communication research 
(pp. 172–187). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Drotlet, A. L., & Morris, M. W. (2000). Rapport 
in conflict resolution: Accounting for how face-
to-face contact fosters mutual cooperation in 
mixed-motive conflicts. Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology, 36, 25–50.

Ellison, N., Heino, R., & Gibbs, J. (2006). Man-
aging impressions online: Self-presentation pro-
cesses in the online dating environment. Journal 
of Computer-Mediated Communication, 11, 415–
441. doi:10.1111/j.1083-6101.2006.00020.x

Ferriter, M. (1993). Computer aided interviewing 
and the psychiatric social history. Social Work & 
Social Sciences Review, 4, 255–263.

Festinger, L. A. (1954). A theory of social com-
parison processes. Human Relations, 7, 117–140. 
doi:10.1177/001872675400700202

Frattaroli, J. (2006). Experimental disclosure 
and its moderators: A meta-analysis. Psycho-
logical Bulletin, 132, 823–865. doi:10.1037/0033-
2909.132.6.823

Gibbs, J. L., Ellison, N. B., & Heino, R. D. 
(2006). Self-presentation in on-line personals: 
The role of anticipated future interaction, self 
disclosure, and perceived success in internet 
dating. Communication Research, 33, 152–177. 
doi:10.1177/0093650205285368



68

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Gilbert, S. J. (1976). Self-disclosure, intimacy and 
communication in families. The Family Coordina-
tor, 25, 221. doi:10.2307/582335

Goldsmith, D. J. (2004). Communicating so-
cial support. New York: Cambridge University 
Press.

Greene, K. (2000). Disclosure of chronic illness 
varies by topic and target: The role of stigma and 
boundaries in willingness to disclose. In Petronio, 
S. (Ed.), Balancing the secrets of private disclo-
sures (pp. 123–135). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates.

Greene, K. (2009). An integrated model of health 
disclosure decision-making. In Afifi, T. D., & 
Afifi, W. A. (Eds.), Uncertainty and information 
regulation in interpersonal contexts: Theories 
and applications (pp. 226–253). New York: 
Routledge.

Greene, K., Checton, M. G., Banerjee, S. C., Mag-
samen-Conrad, K., Venetis, M. K., & Bagdasarov, 
Z. (November, 2009). Assessing information and 
relationships in disclosure decisions: testing an 
integrated model of disclosure decision-making. 
Paper presented at the Annual conference of the 
National Communication Association, Chicago, 
IL.

Greene, K., Derlega, V. J., & Mathews, A. (2006). 
Self-disclosure in personal relationships. In 
Vangelisti, A., & Perlman, D. (Eds.), Cambridge 
handbook of personal relationships (pp. 409–427). 
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Greene, K., Derlega, V. J., Yep, G. A., & Petronio, 
S. (2003). Privacy and disclosure of HIV in 
interpersonal relationships: A sourcebook for 
researchers and practitioners. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Greene, K., & Faulkner, S. L. (2002). Self-dis-
closure in relationships of HIV-positive African 
American adolescent females. Communication 
Studies, 54, 297–317.

Greist, J. H., Klein, M. H., & VanCura, L. J. (1973). 
A computer interview by psychiatric patient target 
symptoms. Archives of General Psychiatry, 29, 
247–253.

Hampton, K., & Wellman, B. (2001). Long 
distance community in the network society. The 
American Behavioral Scientist, 45, 476–495. 
doi:10.1177/00027640121957303

Helgeson, V. S., & Mickelson, K. D. (1995). 
Motives for social comparison. Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin, 21, 1200–1209. 
doi:10.1177/01461672952111008

Hian, L. B., Chuan, S. L., Trevor, T. M. K., & 
Detenber, B. H. (2004). Getting to know you: 
Exploring the development of relational intimacy 
in computer-mediated communication. Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication, 9. Retrieved 
February 13 2009, from http://www3.interscience.
wiley.com.proxy.libraries.rutgers.edu/cgi-bin/
fulltext/120837925/HTMLSTART

Hoffman, M. A. (1996). Counseling clients with 
HIV disease: Assessment, intervention, and pre-
vention. New York: Guilford.

Holt, R., Court, P., Vedhara, K., Nott, K. H., Hol-
mes, J., & Snow, M. H. (1998). The role of disclo-
sure in coping with HIV infection. AIDS Care, 10, 
49–60. doi:10.1080/09540129850124578

Huang, A. H., & Yen, D. C. (2003). Usefulness 
of instant messaging among young users: Social 
vs. work perspective. Human Systems Manage-
ment, 22, 62–72.

Hughes, R. Jr, & Hans, J. D. (2001). Com-
puters, the internet, and families: a review 
of the role new technology plays in fam-
ily life. Journal of Family Issues, 22, 778–792. 
doi:10.1177/019251301022006006

Janofsky, A. I. (1970). Affective self-disclosure in 
telephone versus face-to-face interviews. Journal 
of Humanistic Psychology, 10, 93–103.



69

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Johansen, R., Vallee, J., & Vian, K. (1979). 
Electronic meetings. Reading, MA: Addison–
Wesley.

Johnson, A. J., Haigh, M. M., Becker, J. A. H., 
Craig, E. A., & Wigley, S. (2008). College students’ 
use of relational management strategies in email 
in long-distance and geographically close rela-
tionships. Journal of Computer-Mediated Com-
munication, 13, 381–404. doi:10.1111/j.1083-
6101.2008.00401.x

Joinson, A. N. (1998). Causes and implications 
of disinhibition on the Internet. In Gackenbach, J. 
(Ed.), The psychology of the internet (pp. 43–60). 
New York, NY: Academic Press.

Joinson, A. N. (1999). Social desirability, anonym-
ity, and internet-based questionnaires. Behavior 
Research Methods, Instruments, & Computers, 
31, 433–438.

Joinson, A. N. (2001). Self-disclosure in com-
puter-mediated communication: The role of 
self-awareness and visual anonymity. European 
Journal of Social Psychology, 31, 177–192. 
doi:10.1002/ejsp.36

Kalichman, S. C. (1995). Understanding AIDS: 
A guide for mental health professionals. Wash-
ington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
doi:10.1037/10497-000

Kelley, J. E., Lumley, M. A., & Leisen, J. C. C. 
(1997). Health effects of emotional disclosure in 
rheumatoid arthritic patients. Health Psychology, 
16, 331–340. doi:10.1037/0278-6133.16.4.331

Kelly, A. E. (2002). The psychology of secrets. 
New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum.

Kelly, A. E., Klusas, J. A., von Weiss, R. T., 
& Kenny, C. (2001). What is it about reveal-
ing secrets that is beneficial? Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 651–665. 
doi:10.1177/0146167201276002

Kelly, A. E., & McKillop, K. J. (1996). Conse-
quences of revealing personal secrets. Psycho-
logical Bulletin, 120, 450–465. doi:10.1037/0033-
2909.120.3.450

Kelly, A. E., Otto-Salaj, L. L., Sikkema, K. J., 
Pinkerton, S. D., & Bloom, F. R. (1998). Implica-
tions of HIV treatment advances for behavioral 
research on AIDS: Protease inhibitors and new 
challenges in HIV secondary prevention. Health 
Psychology, 17, 310–319. doi:10.1037/0278-
6133.17.4.310

Kinney, S., & Dennis, A. (1994, January). Re-
evaluating media richness: Cues, feedback, and 
task. Paper presented at the twenty-seventh an-
nual Hawaii International Conference on System 
Sciences, Kihei, Maui, HI.

Kraut, R., Mukhopadhyay, T., Szczypula, J., 
Kiesler, S., & Scherlis, B. (2000). Information and 
communication: Alternative uses of the Internet 
in households. Information Systems Research, 10, 
287–303. doi:10.1287/isre.10.4.287

Lane, J. D., & Wegner, D. M. (1995). The cogni-
tive consequences of secrecy. Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology, 69, 237–253. 
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.69.2.237

Larson, D. G., & Chastain, R. L. (1990). Self-
concealment: Conceptualization, measurement, 
and health implications. Journal of Social and 
Clinical Psychology, 9, 439–455.

Lea, M., & Spears, R. (1995). Love at first byte? 
Building personal relationships over computer 
networks. In Wood, J. T., & Duck, S. (Eds.), Un-
derstudied relationships: Off the beaten track (pp. 
197–233). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Leary, M. R., & Kowalski, R. M. (1990). Impres-
sion management: A literature review and two-
component model. Psychological Bulletin, 107, 
34–47. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.107.1.34



70

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Lengel, R. H., & Daft, R. L. (1988). The selec-
tion of communication media as an executive 
skill. The Academy of Management Executive, 
2, 225–232.

Lepore, S. J., Greenberg, M. A., Brunjo, M., & 
Smyth, J. M. (2002). Expressive writing and 
health: Self-regulation of emotion-related ex-
periences, physiology, and behavior. In Lepore, 
S. J., & Smyth, J. M. (Eds.), The writing cure: 
How expressive writing promotes health and 
emotional well-being (pp. 99–117). Washing-
ton, D.C.: American Psychological Association. 
doi:10.1037/10451-005

Lepore, S. J., Ragan, J. D., & Jones, S. (2000). 
Talking facilitates cognitive-emotional processes 
of adaptation to an acute stressor. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 78, 499–508. 
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.78.3.499

Lepore, S. J., & Smyth, J. M. (Eds.). (2002). The 
writing cure: How expressive writing promotes 
health and emotional well-being. Washington, 
D.C.: American Psychological Association. 
doi:10.1037/10451-000

Limandri, B. J. (1989). Disclosure of stigmatizing 
conditions: The discloser’s perspective. Archives 
of Psychiatric Nursing, 3, 69–78.

McKenna, K., & Bargh, J. (1998). Coming out in 
the age of the Internet: Identity ‘demarginalization’ 
through virtual group participation. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 681–694. 
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.75.3.681

McKenna, K. Y. A., & Bargh, J. A. (2000). Plan 9 
from cyberspace: the implications of the Internet 
for personality and social psychology. Personal-
ity and Social Psychology Bulletin, 4, 57–75. 
doi:10.1207/S15327957PSPR0401_6

Metzger, M. J. (2007). Communication privacy 
management in electronic commerce. Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication, 12, 335–
361. doi:10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00328.x

Mintzberg, H. (1980). Managerial work: Analysis 
from observation. In Leavitt, H., Pondy, L., & Boje, 
D. (Eds.), Reading in managerial psychology (pp. 
551–559). Chicago, IL: Univ. of Chicago Press.

Morahan-Martin, J., & Scumacher, P. (2003). 
Loneliness and social uses of the Internet. Comput-
ers in Human Behavior, 19, 659–671. doi:10.1016/
S0747-5632(03)00040-2

O’Keefe, B. J. (1988). The logic of message de-
sign: Individual differences in reasoning about 
communication. Communication Monographs, 
55, 80–103. doi:10.1080/03637758809376159

O’Sullivan, P. B. (1996, May). A match made in 
cyberspace: interpersonal communication theory 
and interpersonal communication technology. 
Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
International Communication Association, Chi-
cago, IL.

Ogilvie, D. M. (1987). The undesired self: A ne-
glected variable in personality research. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 52, 379–385. 
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.52.2.379

Parks, M. R., & Floyd, K. (1996). Making friends 
in Cyberspace. The Journal of Communica-
tion, 46, 80–97. doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.1996.
tb01462.x

Pennebaker, J. W. (1989). Confession, inhibition, 
and disease. Advances in Experimental Social 
Psychology, 22, 211–244. doi:10.1016/S0065-
2601(08)60309-3

Pennebaker, J. W., Colder, M., & Sharp, L. K. 
(1990). Accelerating the coping process. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 58, 528–537. 
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.58.3.528

Pennebaker, J. W., Kiecolt-Glaser, J. K., & Glaser, 
R. (1988). Disclosure of traumas and immune 
function: Health implications for psychotherapy. 
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 
56, 239–245. doi:10.1037/0022-006X.56.2.239



71

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Pennebaker, J. W., & O’Heeron, R. C. (1984). 
Confiding in others and illness rate among 
spouses of suicide and accidental death victims. 
Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 93, 473–476. 
doi:10.1037/0021-843X.93.4.473

Petronio, S. (2000). The boundaries of privacy: 
Praxis in everyday life. In Petronio, S. (Ed.), 
Balancing the secrets of private disclosures (pp. 
111–122). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum As-
sociates.

Petronio, S. (2002). The boundaries of privacy: 
Dialectics of disclosure. Albany, NY: State Uni-
versity of New York Press.

Pew Internet & American Life. (2007, 3 March). 
Getting serious online: as Americans gain ex-
perience, they use the Web more at work, write 
e-mails with more significant content, perform 
more online transactions, and pursue more seri-
ous activities. Washington, DC: Pew Internet & 
American Life. Retrieved 4 March 2007, from 
http://www.pewinternet.org/

Poole, M. S., Shannon, D. L., & DeSanctis, G. 
(1992). Communication media and negotiation 
processes. In Putnam, L. L., & Roloff, M. E. 
(Eds.), Communication and negotiation: Sage 
annual reviews of communication research (pp. 
46–66). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Reingold, H. (1993). The virtual community. New 
York: Addison-Wesley.

Rice, R. E. (1993). Media appropriateness: 
Using social presence theory to compare tra-
ditional and new organizational media. Hu-
man Communication Research, 19, 451–484. 
doi:10.1111/j.1468-2958.1993.tb00309.x

Rice, R. E., & Love, G. (1987). Electronic emotion: 
Socioemotional content in a computer-mediated 
network. Communication Research, 14, 85–108. 
doi:10.1177/009365087014001005

Robinson, R., & West, R. (1992). A comparison of 
computer and questionnaire methods of history tak-
ing in a genitourinary clinic. Psychology & Health, 
6, 77–84. doi:10.1080/08870449208402024

Sheffield, J. (1989). The effects of bargaining ori-
entation and communication medium on negotia-
tions in the bilateral monopoly task: A comparison 
of decision room and computer conferencing 
communication media. In CHI ‘89 Conference 
proceedings: Human factors in computing systems 
(pp. 43–48). New York: McGraw–Hill.

Short, J. A., Williams, E., & Christie, B. (1976). 
The social psychology of telecommunications. 
London: Wiley International.

Smyth, J. M. (1999). Written disclosure: evidence, 
potential mechanism, and potential treatment. Ad-
vances in Mind-Body Medicine, 15, 179–184.

Soukup, C. (2000). Building a theory of multi-
media CMC: An analysis, critique and integration 
of computer-mediated communication theory and 
research. New Media & Society, 2, 407–425.

Sproull, L., & Kiesler, S. (1985). Reducing 
social context cues: Electronic mail in organiza-
tional communication. Managerial Science, 11, 
1492–1512.

Stanton, A. L., Danoff-Burg, S., Cameron, C. L., 
& Snider, P. R. (1999). Social comparison and 
adjustment to breast cancer: An experimental 
examination of upward affiliation and downward 
evaluation. Health Psychology, 18, 151–158. 
doi:10.1037/0278-6133.18.2.151

Stiles, W. B. (1987). “I have to talk to somebody.” 
A fever model of disclosure. In Derlega, V. J., 
& Berg, J. H. (Eds.), Self-disclosure: Theory, 
research, and therapy (pp. 257–282). New York: 
Plenum.



72

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Stiles, W. B. (1995). Disclosure as a speech act: Is 
it psychotherapeutic to disclose?  In Pennebaker, 
J. W. (Ed.), Emotion, disclosure, and health (pp. 
71–91). Washington, DC: American Psychological 
Association. doi:10.1037/10182-004

Stiles, W. B., Shuster, P. L., & Harrigan, J. A. 
(1992). Disclosure and anxiety: A test of the 
fever model. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 63, 980–988. doi:10.1037/0022-
3514.63.6.980

Taylor, S. F., & Lobel, M. (1989). Social compari-
son activity under threat: Downward evaluation 
and upward contacts. Psychological Review, 96, 
569–575. doi:10.1037/0033-295X.96.4.569

Tidwell, L. C., & Walther, J. B. (2002). Computer-
mediated communication effects on disclosure, 
impressions, and interpersonal evaluations: 
Getting to know one another one bit at a time. 
Human Communication Research, 28, 317–348. 
doi:10.1111/j.1468-2958.2002.tb00811.x

Timmerman, C. E. (2002). The moderating effect 
of mindlessness/mindfulness upon media richness 
and social influence explanations of organizational 
media use. Communication Monographs, 69, 
111–131. doi:10.1080/714041708

Valley, K. L., Moag, J., & Bazerman, M. H. (1998). 
A matter of trust: Effects of communication on the 
efficiency and distribution of outcomes. Journal of 
Economic Behavior & Organization, 34, 211–238. 
doi:10.1016/S0167-2681(97)00054-1

Vangelisti, A. L., & Caughlin, J. P. (1997). 
Revealing family secrets: The influence of 
topic, function, and relationships. Journal of 
Social and Personal Relationships, 14, 679–705. 
doi:10.1177/0265407597145006

Vangelist i ,  A. L. ,  & Timmerman, L. 
(2001). Criteria for revealing family se-
crets. Communication Monographs, 68, 1–28. 
doi:10.1080/03637750128052

Venetis, M. K., Greene, K., Banerjee, S. C., & 
Bagdasarov, Z. (2008, May). Comparing private 
and secret information in disclosure decisions. 
Paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
International Communication Association, Mon-
treal, Canada.

Wallace, P. (1999). The psychology of the internet. 
Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

Walther, J. (1996). Computer-mediated communi-
cation: Impersonal, interpersonal, and hyperper-
sonal interaction. Communication Research, 23, 
3–43. doi:10.1177/009365096023001001

Walther, J. B. (1995). Relational aspects of 
CMC: experimental observations over time. 
Organization Science, 6, 186–203. doi:10.1287/
orsc.6.2.186

Walther, J. B. (1997). Group and interpersonal 
effects in international computer-mediated col-
laboration. Human Communication Research, 
23, 342–369. doi:10.1111/j.1468-2958.1997.
tb00400.x

Walther, J. B., & Parks, M. R. (2002). Cues filtered 
out, cues filtered in: Computer-mediated com-
munication and relationships. In Knapp, M. L., 
& Daly, J. A. (Eds.), Handbook of Interpersonal 
Communication (3rd ed., pp. 529–563). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Weisband, S., & Kiesler, S. (1996, April). Self 
disclosure on computer forms: Meta-analysis and 
implications. Paper presented at the meeting of 
the Conference on Human Factors in Computing 
Systems, Vancouver, BC.

Wellman, B., Haase, A. Q., Witte, J., & Hamp-
ton, K. (2001). Does the Internet increase, 
decrease, or supplement social capital? The 
American Behavioral Scientist, 45, 436–455. 
doi:10.1177/00027640121957286



73

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Westerman, D., Van Der Heide, B., Klein, K. A., 
& Walther, J. B. (2008). How so people really seek 
information about others?: Information seeking 
across internet and traditional communication 
channels. Journal of Computer-Mediated Com-
munication, 13, 751–767. doi:10.1111/j.1083-
6101.2008.00418.x

Whitty, M., & Gavin, J. (2001). Age/sex/location: 
Uncovering the social cues in the development of 
online relationships. Cyberpsychology & Behavior, 
4, 623–639. doi:10.1089/109493101753235223

Wilkins ,  H.  (1991) .  Computer  ta lk : 
Long distance conversations by com-
puter. Written Communication, 8, 56–78. 
doi:10.1177/0741088391008001004

Williams, E. (1977). Experimental comparisons 
of face-to-face and mediated communication: 
A review. Psychological Bulletin, 84, 963–976. 
doi:10.1037/0033-2909.84.5.963

addItIonal readIng

Afifi, T. D., Olson, L. N., & Armstrong, C. (2005). 
The chilling effect and family secrets: Examin-
ing the role of self protection, other protection, 
and communication efficacy. Human Commu-
nication Research, 31, 564–598. doi:10.1093/
hcr/31.4.564

Afifi, W. A., & Caughlin, J. P. (2006). A close look 
at revealing secrets and some consequences that 
follow. Communication Research, 33, 467–488. 
doi:10.1177/0093650206293250

Afifi, W. A., & Weiner, J. L. (2004). Toward 
a theory of motivated information manage-
ment. Communication Theory, 14, 167–190. 
doi:10.1111/j.1468-2885.2004.tb00310.x

Agne, R. R., Thompson, T. L., & Cusella, L. P. 
(2000). Stigma in the line of face: Self-disclosure 
of patients’ HIV status to health care providers. 
Journal of Applied Communication Research, 3, 
235–261. doi:10.1080/00909880009365573

Altman, I., & Taylor, D. A. (1973). Social penetra-
tion: The development of interpersonal relation-
ships. NY: Holt, Reinhart and Winston.

Babrow, A. S. (2001). Introduction to the special 
issue on uncertainty, evaluation, and communica-
tion. The Journal of Communication, 51, 453–455. 
doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.2001.tb02890.x

Babrow, A. S. (2001). Uncertainty, value, 
communication, and problematic integration. 
The Journal of Communication, 51, 553–573. 
doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.2001.tb02896.x

Bargh, J. A., McKenna, K. Y. A., & Fitzsimons, 
G. M. (2002). Can you see the real me? Activa-
tion and expression of the “True self” on the 
internet. The Journal of Social Issues, 58, 33–48. 
doi:10.1111/1540-4560.00247

Baxter, L. A., & Wilmot, W. W. (1985). Taboo 
topics in close relationships. Journal of So-
cial and Personal Relationships, 2, 253–269. 
doi:10.1177/0265407585023002

Caughlin, J. P., & Afifi, T. D. (2004). When is topic 
avoidance unsatisfying? Examining moderators 
of the association between avoidance and dissat-
isfaction. Human Communication Research, 30, 
479–513. doi:10.1093/hcr/30.4.479

Caughlin, J. P., & Golish, T. D. (2002). An analysis 
of the association between topic avoidance and dis-
satisfaction: Comparing perceptual and interper-
sonal explanations. Communication Monographs, 
69, 275–295. doi:10.1080/03637750216546

Collins, N. L., & Miller, L. C. (1994). Self-disclo-
sure and liking: A meta-analytic review. Psycho-
logical Bulletin, 116, 457–475. doi:10.1037/0033-
2909.116.3.457



74

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Derlega, V. J., & Grzelak, J. (1979). Appropriate-
ness of self-disclosure. In Chelune, G. J. (Ed.), 
Self-disclosure: Origins, patterns, and implica-
tions of openness in interpersonal relationships 
(pp. 151–176). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Derlega, V. J., Metts, S., Petronio, S., & Margu-
lis, S. T. (1993). Self-disclosure. Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage.

Derlega, V. J., Winstead, B. A., & Folk-Barron, L. 
(2000). Reasons for and against disclosing HIV-
seropositive test results to an intimate partner: 
A functional perspective. In Petronio, S. (Ed.), 
Balancing the secrets of private disclosures (pp. 
53–69). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum As-
sociates.

Derlega, V. J., Winstead, B. A., Wong, P. T. P., & 
Greenspan, M. (1987). Self-disclosure and rela-
tionship development: An attributional analysis. In 
Roloff, M., & Miller, G. (Eds.), Interpersonal pro-
cesses: New directions in communication research 
(pp. 172–187). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Dindia, K., & Allen, M. (1992). Sex differences 
in self disclosure: A meta-analysis. Psychologi-
cal Bulletin, 112, 106–124. doi:10.1037/0033-
2909.112.1.106

Gibbs, J. L., Ellison, N. B., & Heino, R. D. 
(2006). Self-presentation in on-line personals: 
The role of anticipated future interaction, self-
disclosure, and perceived success in internet 
dating. Communication Research, 33, 152–177. 
doi:10.1177/0093650205285368

Greene, K. (2009). An integrated model of health 
disclosure decision-making. In Afifi, T., & Afifi, 
W. (Eds.), Uncertainty and information regulation 
in interpersonal contexts: Theories and applica-
tions. NY: Routledge.

Greene, K., Derlega, V. J., & Mathews, A. (2006). 
Self-disclosure in personal relationships. In 
Vangelisti, A., & Perlman, D. (Eds.), Cambridge 
handbook of personal relationships (pp. 409–427). 
NY: Cambridge University Press.

Greene, K., Derlega, V. J., Yep, G. A., & Petronio, 
S. (2003). Privacy and disclosure of HIV in 
interpersonal relationships: A sourcebook for 
researchers and practitioners. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Greene, K., & Faulkner, S. L. (2002). Self-dis-
closure in relationships of HIV-positive African-
American adolescent females. Communication 
Studies, 54, 297–317.

Joinson, A. N. (2001). Self-disclosure in com-
puter-mediated communication: The role of 
self-awareness and visual anonymity. European 
Journal of Social Psychology, 31, 177–192. 
doi:10.1002/ejsp.36

Joinson, A. N. (1998). Causes and implications 
of disinhibition on the Internet. In Gackenbach, J. 
(Ed.), The psychology of the internet (pp. 43–60). 
New York, NY: Academic Press.

Jourard, S. M. (1971). Self-disclosure: An ex-
perimental analysis of the transparent self. NY: 
Wiley-Interscience.

Kelly, A. E. (2002). The psychology of secrets. 
New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum.

Kelly, A. E., & McKillop, K. J. (1996). Conse-
quences of revealing personal secrets. Psycho-
logical Bulletin, 120, 450–465. doi:10.1037/0033-
2909.120.3.450

McKenna, K., & Bargh, J. (1998). Coming out in 
the age of the Internet: Identity ̀ demarginalization’ 
through virtual group participation. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 681–694. 
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.75.3.681



75

Disclosure Decisions in Existing Relationships Online

Parks, M. R., & Floyd, K. (1996). Making friends 
in Cyberspace. The Journal of Communica-
tion, 46, 80–97. doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.1996.
tb01462.x

Pennebaker, J. W. (1989). Confession, inhibition, 
and disease. Advances in Experimental Social 
Psychology, 22, 211–244. doi:10.1016/S0065-
2601(08)60309-3

Petronio, S. (2002). The boundaries of privacy: 
Dialectics of disclosure. Albany, NY: State Uni-
versity of New York Press.

Petronio, S., Reeder, H. M., Hecht, H. L., & 
Ros-Mendoza, T. M. (1996). Disclosure of sexual 
abuse by children and adolescents. Journal of 
Applied Communication Research, 24, 181–199. 
doi:10.1080/00909889609365450

Rosenfeld, L. B. (2000). Overview of the ways 
privacy, secrecy, and disclosure are balanced in 
today’s society. In Petronio, S. (Ed.), Balancing the 
secrets of private disclosures (pp. 3–18). Hillsdale, 
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Tidwell, L. C., & Walther, J. B. (2002). Computer-
mediated communication effects on disclosure, 
impressions, and interpersonal evaluations. Hu-
man Communication Research, 28, 317–348. 
doi:10.1111/j.1468-2958.2002.tb00811.x

Vangelisti, A. L. (1994). Family secrets: Forms, 
functions, and correlates. Journal of Social 
and Personal Relationships, 11, 113–135. 
doi:10.1177/0265407594111007

Wallace, P. (1999). The psychology of the internet. 
Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

Walther, J. B. (1997). Group and interpersonal 
effects in international computer-mediated col-
laboration. Human Communication Research, 
23, 342–369. doi:10.1111/j.1468-2958.1997.
tb00400.x

Walther, J. B. (1996). Computer-mediated com-
munication: Impersonal, interpersonal, and hyper-
personal interaction. Communication Research, 
23, 3–43. doi:10.1177/009365096023001001




