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Perceived value has a positive impact on users’ social attachment in social media usage contexts and is a topic at the forefront of current research in consumer behavior. Although studies have begun to investigate the factors influencing social attachment, there is a lack of research on how perceived value affects social attachment. Therefore, this study uses privacy concern theory, to build a theoretical model with moderated and mediation roles, using Chinese Tik Tok users as data and survey sample, and applying Mplus7.0 to analyze the mediation mechanism and boundary conditions of the relationship between perceived value and social attachment through the structural equation model. In Study 1, data were collected from 600 Tik Tok users to verify the mediating role of the sense of belonging in perceived value and social attachment relationship. The users participating in the questionnaire survey were mainly from mainland China. In Study 2, two waves of data were collected from 500 Tik Tok users to verify the mediating role of the sense of belonging, and support part of the moderating role of privacy concern. However, except that the relationship between information value and social attachment is inhibited by privacy concern, the relationship between entertainment and social value and social attachment is not regulated by privacy concern. This research examines the practical effects of perceived value in the context of social media use, reveals the internal mechanism of the impact of perceived value on social attachment, and provides a reference for the innovative management and commercial practice of social media.
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INTRODUCTION

The new wave of information technology revolution has given rise to the flourishing of social media, making social media a sustainable activity in which everyone can participate (Skoric et al., 2016; Hogan and Strasburger, 2018). On one hand, with the improvement of people’s material living standards and the maturity of communication technologies such as the Internet, the number of social media options available to users continues to grow and their voice in the market gradually increases (Christmas, 2021). On the other hand, the rapid increase in market demand and the stimulation of the technological revolution dividend have resulted in more intense competition for social media (Irwin et al., 2021), leading to the emergence of similar social media APPs in the market, which have sprung up in the lives of the public. This means that competition is driving social media platforms to consider how to meet the needs of their users and to increase their value as the starting point of their business in order to obtain sustainable development. Further research shows that spatial distance and physical separation are weakened in the context of social media use, and that users gain a variety of perceived values such as emotional, informational and entertainment value (Wang and Huang, 2017; Gomez-Galan and Martinez-Lopez, 2020). At this point, perceived value serves as a stimulating element that allows users’ needs to be continuously satisfied, thus forming a sustainable usage behavior pattern dominated by social attachment. Clearly, in the face of increasing competition, enhancing the perceived value of users is a key issue in attracting and retaining users to promote the sustainable development of social media. The present study focuses on the following aspects of the relationship between perceived value and social attachment.

Firstly, in the context of social media usage, perceived value refers to the user’s overall preference and comprehensive evaluation of the goods or services involved in a video based on existing subjective impressions when viewing the video on a mobile short video social application (Wang and Huang, 2017). A higher degree of perceived value indicates that users get more pleasure and satisfaction in their interactions with others through self-expression and presentation in the process of using social media, thus establishing a good emotional connection with social media (Hsu and Lin, 2016). It has been argued that perceived value essentially reflects users’ subjective perceptions of the specific value that using social media brings to them (Wang and Huang, 2017; Casalo and Romero, 2019) and plays an important role in the formation of affective attachments (Li and Gao, 2019). Thus, social attachment may be influenced by perceived value, which produces specific satisfaction of various needs of the user, which in turn influences the user’s perception of social media; and treats the self as part of social media, and with the continuous satisfaction of individual perception, the user develops emotional attachment to social media and continuously invests time, energy and even money in social media. This investment ultimately strengthens the bond between the user and the social media, creating a sense of closeness and dependency, which in turn leads to a strong long-term connection (Yang et al., 2021a).

Secondly, previous research suggests that a sense of belonging is a necessary condition and a prerequisite for continued use of social media (Duffett, 2020; Chen et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2021b). So, does the perceived value inspired by users’ use of social media affect their social attachment through the mediating effect of belongingness? Belonging theory suggests that the users’ emotional value gaining self-expression and care from others through social media application platforms will strengthen the emotional connection between users and social media, the essence of which is that users want to be recognized and accepted by social media, making users feel the value of their existence in the virtual society (Hsu and Lin, 2016). This increases users’ reliance on and satisfaction with social media, which in turn enhances their sense of identity and belonging to social media, laying a positive impact on their emotional use of social media. Related studies have also found that users’ perceived value does affect social attachment between users and social media through the mediating effect of belongingness brought about by using social media (Yang et al., 2021b). Thus, the perceived value inspired by social media use may lead to an indirect positive effect on users’ social attachments through the mediating effect of belonging.

In addition, in the context of social media usage, individuals are concerned about who has access to their private information and how this information will be used. The exact attitudes and behaviors of users when confronted with privacy concern also depend on their awareness of privacy protection (Tsai et al., 2017). For example, users will abandon the use of social media once they believe that the scope and extent of their access and the use of personal information exceed their permitted risk tolerance threshold (Tang et al., 2019). As can be seen, users’ privacy concern in social contexts are extremely important, as they help to reduce the likelihood of personal privacy information leakage, reduce the possible negative impact of personal information leakage, and enhance privacy protection, which has become an indispensable moderating variable in big data era. Therefore, based on privacy concern theory, this study proposes that privacy plays a moderating role in the “perceived value-social attachment” relationship (Ayaburi and Treku, 2020).

Despite these valuable results, there are few studies in current literature that have explored and examined the mechanisms and boundary conditions underlying the effects of perceived value on social attachment: First, what effect does perceived value have on social attachment? What are the mediating mechanisms through which this influence is transmitted? Second, does this mediating mechanism show different patterns of action in different management contexts? Third, most previous studies have taken social media in developed western countries as a sample, and there is a lack of research on the factors influencing the perceived value of social media in China. Although these inferences can be drawn from both practical and theoretical perspectives, the deeper theoretical logic remains to be explored, and the pathways through which perceived value works remain to be explored.

To this end, this study constructs a theoretical model of the impact of perceived value on social attachment in the context of the use of social media. The social media Tik Tok is used as the research object, and its mass users are targeted as effective samples. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) is applied to explore how the different modes of perceived value lay down a driving effect of social attachment, under the mediation of the sense of belonging and the moderation of privacy concern. Through in-depth exploration of its internal theoretical logic and influence mechanism, it will provide practical guidance mechanism formed by social attachment in the social context, and provide theoretical support to the role factors contributing in the formation of users’ social attachment.



THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT


Theoretical Foundation on Privacy Concern

With the increasing use of the Internet, social networks and other forms of information sharing, the concern for privacy has gradually become the focus of many studies and discussions. In the existing literature, privacy is defined as “an anxiety about personal privacy” (Yun et al., 2019). Another definition describes it as “concern about controlling the acquisition and subsequent use of personal information” (Tan et al., 2012). Throughout the development of social media, researchers paid special attention to privacy issues in social media (Fogel and Nehmad, 2020). Some researchers tried to evaluate the impact of information disclosure and privacy options of social media on user privacy control. Acquisti et al. (2006) conducted a survey of more than 4,000 Facebook users to study the patterns of information disclosure in online social networks and their impact on privacy. The survey results show that although students’ privacy may be attacked in many ways, only a small percentage of students have changed their privacy preferences. As to the reason of the shortage of social media privacy control, Choon (2018) believe that the privacy options provided by social media do not provide users with the required flexibility to deal with conflicts with friends with different privacy concepts. The study proves that there is often a disconnection between users’ desire to protect privacy and their privacy control behavior. This phenomenon is called privacy paradox (Chung et al., 2021).

Despite the growing interest in research on privacy concern in social media, there is little information and empirical evidence on how privacy concern affects the acceptance of social media (Dienlin and Trepte, 2015). In fact, when users have stronger privacy concern about social media, they are more likely to inhibit the frequency of usage, which undermines the likelihood of continued usage. Therefore, this study aims to explore the impact of social media users’ persistence intention from the perspective of privacy concern, in order to understand the boundary conditions of privacy concern on users’ persistence in using social media, and to provide valuable references for social media developers to design their products and develop marketing strategies, so as to provide more effective services to social media users.



Hypothesis Development


Perceived Value and Social Attachment

Perceived value, a concept based on consumers’ subjective impressions, reflects their evaluation of the perceived benefits and losses of a kind of good or service (Petrulaitiene and Jylha, 2015). However, unlike the graphic information in traditional virtual social environment, the video information in the social media context makes the value perceived by users more intuitive, rich and real, so that users can express their emotional connection with the social media platform in various forms, such as likes, comments and retweets, etc. Therefore, based on the social media usage context, social value, entertainment value and information value are generally used to represent perceived value (Yang et al., 2021b). The perceived value accumulated in this relationship is seen as an extension of the self and has a significant impact on social attachment. As perceived value increases, so does the emotional connection users have to social media (Li and Gao, 2019). This is because the emotional connection created by the interaction between the user and the social media in the context of social media use satisfies the user’s need for perceived value, creating perceptions, memories and a sense of belonging, which leads to a social attachment to the social media (Yang et al., 2021b). Thus, in the context of social media use, perceived value makes users attach to the social media. Specifically, the three perceived values of social value, entertainment value and information value in the context of social media use have an impact on users’ social attachment.

Firstly, social values are mainly the subjective feelings that individuals have about satisfying their self-esteem and enhancing their social identity, reflecting the importance they attach to their self-image and their expectations of social identity (Petrulaitiene and Jylha, 2015). In the context of social media use, when users feel the need to respond positively to positive interactions, they may feel guilty if they fail to respond effectively, and will therefore respond positively through interactions in order to gain approval and get attention from others. This psychological commitment drives users to perceive that they are needed, which in turn leads to social attachment to social media.

Secondly, entertainment value refers to individuals finding interesting contents to spend their free time on and to interact with friends for pleasure (Lee et al., 2014). The study of Jin et al. (2019) finds that entertainment value can effectively influence the occurrence of attachment in intimate relationships and has a specific impact on their behavior in virtual socialization, and that the long-term interactive behavior engaged in between users and virtual communities can satisfy users’ need for emotional pleasure and stimulate positive emotions, fondness and passion, etc., toward that virtual platform. Thus the long-term interactions between users and virtual communities can satisfy users’ need for emotional pleasure, stimulate positive emotions, love and passion, and thus create attachment to the virtual platform (Jin X. L. et al., 2021). It can be seen that in the context of social media use, social attachment is formed by factors such as the user’s entertainment value to be satisfied, and has a specific impact on their individual behavior.

Thirdly, information value indicates the degree of practical convenience that users bring to themselves through their use of social media. Users can find news and other information to keep them informed and to enhance their relevant skills that interest them from social media platforms (Cheung et al., 2014), which in turn generate positive emotions or feelings. Users are able to access more valuable and relevant information in a timely manner, and can share the activities they participate in on the social media platform through functions such as commenting and retweeting, and the level of convenience in accessing the information value (Wang et al., 2017; Jin Y. et al., 2021). The higher the actual level of convenience perceived by users and the greater the information value obtained, the higher the level of attachment of users to social media.

Based on the above reasoning, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1a: Users’ social value is positively related to social attachment.

Hypothesis 1b: Users’ entertainment value is positively related to social attachment.

Hypothesis 1c: Users’ information value is positively related to social attachment.



Perceived Value and Sense of Belonging

Research has shown that the perceived value of social media users has a significant effect on their sense of belonging (Tirukkovalluri et al., 2020). Davis (2015) examined the relationship between belongingness and perceived value based on social and behavior theoretical perspectives in a study on the willingness and behavior of sustained engagement on social networking sites. The study was conducted on Facebook and data was collected from 403 Jordanian undergraduate and postgraduate students through a questionnaire, and the extended theory was tested using statistical analysis, which showed a significant effect of perceived value on belongingness (Al-Debei et al., 2013). Al-Debei et al. (2013)’s study further found that a sense of belonging facilitates users’ continued use behavior. Building on Al-Debei et al. (2013)’ s study, Zhang et al. (2017) examined the effects of direct and indirect network externalities on users’ perceived value (including social value, information value, emotional value and hedonic value), sense of belonging and persistence intention based on a survey of WeChat users, using structural equation modeling to analyze the data. The results confirmed the mediating role of belongingness in the influence of perceived value on persistence intentions. It can be seen that users’ perceived value has an influential role in the sense of belonging.

A sense of belonging reflects an individual’s experience of participating in an environment, an experience that makes the individual feel integral to that environment, a feeling that arises from the influence of the external environment on the individual, and the individual’s behavior in the external environment is a result of that influence (An and Liu, 2014; Gao et al., 2017). Belongingness has been extensively studied in both physical and online virtual environments (Zhao et al., 2012). However, unlike traditional virtual community usage contexts, this study focuses on the contexts of social media use and explores the emotional responses of perceived value affecting the emotional bond between users and social media. There are multidimensional content characteristics of users’ perceived value in social media use contexts. In summary, users’ perceived value contains social value, entertainment value and information value, etc., and the higher the degree of perceived value during usage, the stronger the users’ sense of belonging to the social media (Hsu and Lin, 2016; Yang et al., 2021b).

First, social value refers to a subjective evaluation and feeling of individuals toward social media, and reflects not only a certain value attribute inherent in the social media itself, but also a user’s self-perception of the social media (Zhang et al., 2017). In the process of social media use, when the perceived social value is strong, users focus more on learning about other users’ behavior and develop herding behavior, and stronger sense of identification and belongingness to social media use driven by herding behavior (Balakrishnan and Shamim, 2013; Kim and Lee, 2016). Therefore, individuals’ identification with other individuals is enhanced under the effect of herding behavior, which consequently leads to an increase in the degree of belongingness of individuals (Yang et al., 2021b). Therefore, the social value of users has a significant impact on their sense of belonging.

Second, in today’s society, the use of social media has become a priority which enables users to gain physical and mental relaxation and increases the entertainment value of their social situations (Wang and Huang, 2017). Therefore, in the process of human-computer interaction, the individual is also able to experience leisure and entertainment in the real environment, which makes the users comfortable and satisfied as if there is no real-life interpersonal communication and interaction at stake (Jarman et al., 2021). When users are immersed in a social media use context, good entertainment value is generated (Li and Gao, 2019; Yang et al., 2021b). Entertainment value can give users a sense of presence and enhance their entertainment experience during the use of social media. Therefore, users’ entertainment value has a significant impact on their sense of belonging.

Third, the information value not only helps individuals better perceive the presence of others involved in short video topics, but also allows them to obtain or gather more information through the perception of others’ presence (Yin and Li, 2017). Individuals can further master or enrich their self-understanding of the required knowledge and skills through the relevant information, enabling users to make more accurate judgments about the information and knowledge of the short video itself and other situations, which can enhance their sense of belonging to the social media platform (Yang et al., 2021b). According to relevant research in social psychology, individuals choose to trust and accept the influence of others by observing the way people with intimate relationships behave and by choosing to trust and accept others (Walker, 2020). Therefore, users improve their knowledge of social media and the wealth of information it provides through intimate behaviors between users, thereby enhancing their sense of belonging. It can be seen that the information value has a significant impact on users’ sense of belonging.

Based on the above statements, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2a: Users’ social value is positively related to sense of belonging.

Hypothesis 2b: Users’ entertainment value is positively related to sense of belonging.

Hypothesis 2c: Users’ information value is positively related to sense of belonging.



Sense of Belonging and Social Attachment

In the study of social media, belongingness can be defined as the engagement with and perception of social media (Chai and Kim, 2012). It reflects the user’s attachment to the social media (Lin et al., 2014) and describes well the psychological states experienced by social media users or their emotional responses to social media during interpersonal interactions (Guo et al., 2016). Research has highlighted the important role of belongingness in the context of social media use (Zhao et al., 2012; Lin et al., 2014). Chai and Kim (2012) found that a sense of belonging positively influenced individuals’ knowledge sharing behaviors on social media, and Lin (2008) found that belongingness predicted loyalty among online social media members, and Chou et al. (2016) found that social media users’ sense of belonging positively influenced knowledge contribution behaviors and citizenship behaviors on virtual platforms, and Lin et al. (2014) found that a sense of belonging was an important indicator of users’ continued use of social media.

Some studies have shown that with the popularity of the Internet and the development of information technology, social media has become a major tool for users to make friends, chat and disseminate information online, and virtual socializing has become a major lifestyle for the public, satisfying individuals’ needs for social interaction (Osatuyi, 2013), with higher controllability for users (Gao et al., 2017), and in a more convenient form. In this context, although the masses are superficially becoming more friendly and more engaged, the spiritual level of interaction and communication between individuals is gradually decreasing and users are becoming emotionally distant from each other. This partly explains why more and more individuals are seeking a sense of belonging in social media and finding new objects of attachment through interpersonal interactions in social media platforms (Duffett, 2020; Yang et al., 2021b). Currently, new social relationships are being regrouped around social media as a result of information technology, reconfiguring new social relationships and focus of life between people. The tendency and trend of weakening the real life of the masses, offline social and interactive relationships are weakened by virtual social and interactive connections, individuals need to communicate with each other and reconstruct their self-identity through social media and in the process forming attachments to social media (Ifinedo, 2016). Users who have formed a strong sense of belonging to social media will feel empty and lonely staying away from social media, and need to express their existence value and emotional relationship through a sense of “belonging” as a ritual. This is why research has found that users with a strong attachment to social media want to be recognized and accepted by the social media, making them become part of the social media platform, which is essentially a sense of belonging to the social media (Hsu and Lin, 2016). Belongingness enhances the social attachment between the social media and the users, allowing them to immerse themselves in this virtual environment without being aware of it, thus creating a social attachment to the social media (Yang et al., 2021b).

The relationship between users’ sense of belonging and social attachment has been examined through data from the perspective of empirical studies. Related studies by foreign scholars point out that users with a higher sense of belonging are more willing to maintain various types of social relationships on social platforms and have a higher level of attachment to social platforms (Lee et al., 2013). Users can interact, communicate and exchange with others through social media platforms, expressing themselves, seeking care, support, recognition and sympathy in virtual social interaction, thus stimulating a sense of belonging to the social media, which in turn has a positive effect on users’ social attachment to the social media (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Lee et al. (2013)’s study also shows that users’ sense of belonging can, to some extent, indicate their level of emotional response to social platform use, and that this behavior tendency to reflect the level of emotion can lead users to reach an attachment relationship to the social platform. The implication of this is that there is a relationship between an individual’ s sense of belonging and the attachment feelings of social media users. This view has been further tested and supported by domestic scholars. Taking the popular short-video social media in China as the research object, Yang et al. (2021a) explore the relationship between users’ perceived value and their attachment to the social media and find that users’ sense of belonging has a significant positive effect on their attachment, and the stronger the degree of belonging of short-video social media users, the stronger their attachment to the continued use of short-video social media. Therefore, it is known that the user’s sense of belonging in the context of social media use can have an influential effect on social attachment.

Based on the above reasoning, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3: Users’ sense of belonging is positively related to social attachment.



Mediating Role of Sense of Belonging

Based on the above analysis of the effect of perceived value on the sense of belonging, it is clear that users’ perceived value is conducive to their sense of belonging. Also, based on the above analysis of the effect of belonging on social attachment, it can be seen that users’ sense of belonging can positively influence their social attachment. Therefore, it can be inferred that users’ sense of belonging plays an important mediating role in the relationship between perceived value and social attachment. It has been found empirically that perceived value positively influences the attachment relationship between users and social media through the mediating role of belongingness, and that the higher the degree of perceived value, the stronger the users’ social attachment (Yang et al., 2021b). Belonging theory suggests that individuals have a strong need of belongingness (Baumeister and Leary, 1995) and therefore users are motivated to engage in interpersonal interactions to satisfy their need to belong in social media contexts. The use of social media creates a convenient, immediate and fast interaction environment for the public, and the entertainment, informational and functional values that users derive from their interactions positively influence their satisfaction and engagement with the social media, which in turn influences and enhances their sense of belonging to the social media. In other words, users satisfy their need for a sense of belonging through perceived value. An individually fulfilling sense of belonging can lead to positive emotions (Baumeister and Leary, 1995), enhance users’ stickiness and attachment to social media (Kim and Lee, 2016), and promote strong social attachment to social media during interactions. Belongingness reflects the psychological state of users in the context of social media use (e.g., joy, emotion and happiness) and the social attachment they develop to the social media. It is evident that belongingness, as an emotional connection and emotional affiliation created in the use of social media, connects the user’s perceived value and social attachment. Further research finds that when users perceive great benefits from social media in the course of using it, its social, entertainment and information values can satisfy their need for belongingness (Mwencha et al., 2014), which in turn enhances and promotes their social attachment (Kim and Han, 2009).

First, social values facilitate the development of social relationships between users during the use of social media, and high levels of social values help to strengthen emotional bonds between users and are predictable in reducing and alleviating individuals’ feelings of loneliness, thereby increasing their sense of belonging and attachment to social media. Clearly, social value is also an important antecedent factor influencing the continued usage of social media by users. On one hand, studies on herding behavior have argued that belonging is a major reason for individual herding, and in social media use contexts, the social value generated by users’ interpersonal interactions through social media platforms under the influence of herding behavior enhances their sense of belonging to social media and has a positive impact on their social and usage behavior (Balakrishnan and Shamim, 2013). On the other hand, the recognition users receive from others on social media, such as likes, positive comments, retweets and video downloads inspires their confidence in continued use and creates social attachment to the social media through a sense of belonging. Thus, perceived value positively influences the attachment relationship between users and social media through the mediation of a sense of belonging. In other words, the sense of belonging plays an important mediating role in the relationship between social values and social attachment.

Second, entertainment value can immerse users in the context of social media use, and acquiring entertainment value in the process reflects a clear willingness to continue using social media, i.e., users have a stronger sense of belonging to social media (Petrulaitiene and Jylha, 2015). As an integral dimension of user perceived value in the context of social media use, entertainment value is the ability of users to enhance their positive emotions, which in turn influences their outward behavior and performance. Therefore, entertainment value helps to improve the users physically and mentally, enhances the emotional bond between the users and the social media, and promotes the formation of a sense of belonging to the social media (Gefen and Straub, 2004). In addition, the immersion that comes with entertainment value helps to increase the engagement and perception of social media by willing users, i.e., it enhances users’ sense of belonging to the social media, which in turn enhances the efficiency and meaningfulness of users’ communication, allowing for a rich feedback and emotional experience, and then a great sense of attachment (Koufaris, 2002). It can be seen that user entertainment value has a significant effect on belongingness, which in turn has a significant effect on social attachment. Thus, belongingness plays a connecting role in the relationship between users’ entertainment value and social attachment. In other words, the sense of belonging mediates the relationship between users’ entertainment value and social attachment.

Third, information value is one of the most basic perceived values that users acquire in the process of using social media (Zhao and Zhou, 2017). In the context of social media use, information value refers to maximizing users’ access to knowledge or information they need at minimal cost (Cheung et al., 2014). On one hand, users’ efficient and timely search for knowledge or information reflects their need to access to information. This efficient need influences users’ positive attitude and behavior intentions, which can promote a strong sense of belonging to the social media. Furthermore, the sense of belonging itself reflects the extent to which users understand the purpose and willingness to use social media (Sit and Birch, 2014). On the other hand, it has been suggested that a sense of belonging is an important factor influencing users’ use of social media, and that users with a strong level of belongingness will enhance their positive evaluation of and trust in social media, thus further contributing to their sense of attachment to social media (Wang and Huang, 2017). And Yen (2012)’s research shows that when users perceive the information value to be more useful, they develop a greater sense of belonging to the social media, increase the reliability of the information source, and in turn strengthen their social attachment by increasing their level of belongingness. Thus, information value positively influences social attachment through the mediating role of belongingness. In other words, belongingness plays an important mediating role in the relationship between information value and social attachment.

Based on the above analysis, it is clear that perceived value has a significant effect on belongingness in the context of social media use, which in turn has a significant effect on social attachment. It can be seen that sense of belonging plays a connecting role in the relationship between users’ perceived value and social attachment. Therefore, sense of belonging can be found to play an important mediating role in the relationship between perceived value and social attachment.

In view of this, the following hypothesis is proposed in this study:

Hypothesis 4a: Users’ sense of belonging plays a mediating role between users’ social value and social attachment.

Hypothesis 4b: Users’ sense of belonging plays a mediating role between users’ entertainment value and social attachment.

Hypothesis 4c: Users’ sense of belonging plays a mediating role between users’ information value and social attachment.



Moderating Role of Privacy Concern

Privacy concern is an individual’s awareness and assessment of the risks associated with the invasion of privacy (Tan et al., 2012; Peng et al., 2018; Chung et al., 2021). Cho et al. (2019) state that privacy concern occurs and is stimulated in specific contexts, and that individuals’ privacy concern is most prominent in situations where personal interests are at stake. Specifically, when an individual’s level of privacy concern is high, he or she will worry about the negative consequences of his or her privacy, which causes the individual to restrain his or her behavior, such as inhibiting the individual from uploading work on social media platforms and discussing issues with other users (Schomakers et al., 2019). Conversely, individuals are more willing to express themselves, demonstrate expertise, and share knowledge in virtual environments when their privacy concern is weak. In the study of virtual contexts, privacy concern plays an important role in the behavior of individuals in the context (Li et al., 2019), and empirical research on privacy concern is becoming a focus and topical issue for scholars (Jin X. L. et al., 2021). Although it has been suggested that perceived value, which measures users’ perceived preference and overall evaluation of social media, affects users’ social attachment (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007; Yang et al., 2021b), social attachment between users and social media can be strong or weak, and only strong perceived values are associated with strong emotional, fond and passionate attachments (Bowlby, 1982). This means that the prediction of attachment maintenance between users and social media is confounded by other factors, and the moderating role of privacy concern draws sufficient attention to this. In particular, with the increasing use of social media for information sharing, the extent to which users are concerned about privacy directly affects the extent to which perceived value is related to attachment to social interaction. Therefore, this study further explores the moderating role of individual differences in privacy concern in the context of social media use, based on an examination of the influence of perceived value on social attachment.

Increased privacy concern negatively moderates the relationship between perceived value and social attachment (Mahmoodi et al., 2018; Punj, 2019). Research has found that the effect of user perceived value on social attachment in social media use contexts is not necessarily negatively moderated by privacy concern (Peters et al., 2015). This may be due to the fact that as users’ perceived value increases, the benefits (i.e., perceived value) they gain in terms of entertainment, social relationship capital, and emotional support are higher than the risks associated with privacy disclosure, thus somewhat attenuating or ignoring the negative effects of users’ privacy concern (Xu et al., 2019), so the impact of perceived value on social attachment is not weakened by privacy concern. The impact of perceived value on social attachment is not reduced by the weakening of privacy concern. In other words, users’ lack of awareness of privacy protection results in their privacy concern not playing a negative moderating role in relationships where perceived value influenced social attachment. Regarding the lack of privacy protection for social media users, relevant studies have provided an explanation, and Kehr et al. (2015) argue that the increase in users’ perceived value drives them to be too positive and optimistic about the benefits brought by using social media, thus interfering with their final judgment, which leads them to underestimate the risk of privacy leakage. Therefore, although users are aware of the privacy leakage problem in social media, they still continue to choose to use the social media based on the positive influence of perceived value (Li et al., 2018), i.e., the influence of users’ perceived value on social attachment fails to be moderated by the negative effect of privacy concern.

However, it has also been suggested that for those individuals who focus on privacy concern, their privacy concern can diminish the role of perceived value in influencing social attachment. For example, Muhammad et al. (2018), in evaluating the impact of social media disclosure and privacy options on users’ privacy control, find that users choose to discontinue sharing personal information on social platforms due to concerns about the potential disclosure of private information, as they are more concerned about the inconvenience of privacy disclosure in their lives, which in turn negatively moderates users’ perceived value. Wang et al. (2020) argued that privacy concerns become more serious as individuals become more concerned and attentive to privacy leaks and a large amount of personal information is exposed to social media platforms. As a result, users with higher level of privacy concerns are worried about the collection, control and use of personal information in the process of using social media, thus creating a perceived loss factor of using that social media. This implies that users with higher levels of privacy concerns expect social media to enhance privacy protection in order to eliminate anxiety and concerns about personal privacy disclosure, thus negatively moderating the relationship between perceived value influencing social attachment. In particular, as the level of users’ privacy concern increases, so does its negative moderating effect on perceived value influencing continued willingness to social media use.

From the above analysis, it is inferred that the negative moderating effect of privacy concern on the relationship between perceived value and social attachment is not significant for users with low levels of privacy concern in the context of social media use. In contrast, users with high levels of privacy concern have a significant negative moderating effect of privacy concern in the relationship between perceived value and social attachment, but do not have the same lack of privacy protection and security awareness as users with low levels of privacy concern. Therefore, the relationship between perceived value and social attachment is found to be negatively moderated by privacy concern, but the moderating effect of privacy concern on the role of perceived value in influencing social attachment has not yet received sufficient attention and discussion.

Based on the above reasoning, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 5a: Users’ privacy concern plays a negative moderating role between users’ social value and social attachment.

Hypothesis 5b: Users’ privacy concern plays a negative moderating role between users’ entertainment value and social attachment.

Hypothesis 5c: Users’ privacy concern plays a negative moderating role between users’ information value and social attachment.




Overview of the Present Research

To test our theoretical model depicted in Figure 1, we have conducted two studies on user samples using complementary designs to verify our hypotheses. Study 1 uses a sample study of a cross-sectional sample of mainland China and Macau Tik Tok users to verify whether the relationship between perceived value and social attachment can mediate the role of belongingness. Study 2 extends the mediation model of Study 1 by examining privacy concern as a boundary condition, and further verifies the moderating role of privacy concern in relationship between perceived value and social attachment. The model is designed to be tested with samples of Tik Tok users in mainland China collected at two time points. Study 1 tests the mediation model (Hypothesis 1-4), and Study 2 further includes privacy concern to test the entire model (Hypothesis 1-5). Considered together, these two studies comprise a mix of different designs and samples that provide a nice combination of internal and external validity evidence for our theoretical model.
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FIGURE 1. Theoretical model.





STUDY 1


Method


Participants and Procedure

Participants in Study 1 (Tik Tok users) are recruited through https://www.wjx.cn (questionnaire) from mainland China and Macau. The company operates a professional online questionnaire survey platform that focuses on providing users with powerful and user-friendly online designs, a series of services for questionnaires, data collection, and survey results analysis. Compared with traditional survey methods and other survey websites or survey systems, https://www.wjx.cn (questionnaire star) has obvious advantages of custom questionnaire background/logo, red envelope lottery/custom prizes, and automatic data statistical analysis. The validity of using this online questionnaire has been verified in previous studies, and these studies have proved its feasibility and reliability (Jin et al., 2013; Peng and Xie, 2016; Xu and Ma, 2016). Participants access the questionnaire via the hyperlink included in the invitation. Before answering the questionnaire, participants are prompted to carefully read the information sheet, which informed them that participation is voluntary and anonymous, and that only adults living in mainland are eligible to participate. More importantly, this study selected TikTok mass users as the research samples. We chose Tik Tok for the current research for several reasons. First, Tik Tok, as the largest leading social platform in China, has been proved to be feasible and reliable in previous studies. Secondly, Tik Tok is a representative APP, which is a leader in the market segments of social media and possesses the typical characteristics required by the research work. Thirdly, if research findings are supported by the data of TikTok, the current study can just provide management suggestions to improve the commercial practice of social media. Therefore, from this perspective, the use of TikTok public users to conduct data surveys is compatible with our original research purpose.

In order to further ensure that the participants are our target subjects, two filtering questions are used at the beginning of the survey to check the eligibility of the participants (that is, to exclude participants under 18 years old and those with no longer than 6 months of social media use). Since we have pre-screened in the https://www.wjx.cn (questionnaire star) system and only invite adults, no participants are disqualified when the interviewees are double-checked through these two qualification screening questions. Because researchers believe that online questionnaire surveys may cause participants to divorce from practice, we insert three trap questions in the survey as the basis for judging the validity of the questionnaire, which is consistent with the best practices adopted in previous studies (Smith et al., 2016). These trap questions are very simple and have the same format, for example, “Please select ‘2’ for this item”. Only surveys where all trap questions have been answered correctly are considered valid questionnaires. Of the 600 participants, 10.17% (n = 61) do not answer the trap question correctly and are therefore excluded from the analysis. Among 539 participants, female accounted for 55.66% and male accounted for 44.34%. The average age is 27 and 23.21% participants were under 20 years old, 38.62% between 21 to 30 years, and 19.52% between 30 to 40 years. Over 41 years old accounted for 18.65%. Unmarried participants accounted for 68.67% and the married accounted for 31.33%.



Measures

The measurement items in this study adopt existing mature scales, and carry out translation verification according to the recommendations of the back-translation method, so as to ensure the quality of the questionnaire and its applicability in Chinese context. The measurement items in this study are all measured by Likert 7-point scale. The variables are measured as follows:


Social attachment

A 16-item scale, proposed by Yang et al. (2021a), were adopted to measure three dimensions of social attachment, among which 5 items were used to measure social connection, 5 items for measuring social identity and 6 for assessing social dependence. This scale is rated on a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).



Perceived value

The perceived value scale of this study contains three sub-facets and a total of 12 items. Among them, the social value scale refers to related studies by Hagel et al. (1997), including 4 items; the entertainment value scale refers to Overby and Lee (2006); De Vries and Carlson (2014), Kim and Han (2009) including 4 items; the information value mainly refers to the research of Papacharissi and Rubin (2000); Cheung et al. (2014), including 4 items. This scale is rated on a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).



Sense of belonging

The sense of belonging scale of this research mainly refers to the research views of Teo et al. (2003) and Lin (2008), mainly to measure users’ use of social media and sense of belonging, including 4 items. This scale is rated on a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).



Control variables

In the basic personal background information part of the questionnaire, this part is divided into gender, age, marital status, education, occupation, monthly consumption level and usage time according to the characteristics of Tik Tok users, a total of 7 items.




Data Analysis Method

In this study, Mplus7.0 is used to do Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) analysis on the collected data. The data analysis includes measurement model analysis and structural model analysis (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Specifically, the data analysis methods of this study are described as follows:

First, perform Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). This research uses CFA to test the research model, including item reliability (Item Reliability), composition reliability (Construct Reliability), average variance extraction (Convergence validity), etc., to judge the convergence validity of each aspect. Second, perform discriminant validity analysis. In this study, a more rigorous AVE method is used to test the discriminative validity of the measurement model to verify whether the correlation between the two different aspects is statistically different. Fourth, perform Structural Model Analysis. Including model fit, research hypothesis significance test and explainable variance (R2) and other results. And on this basis, further analyze the mediating role and moderating role. Third, on the basis of the above analysis, further analyze the mediation effects.




Results


Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) is a part of SEM analysis. The variable reduction of CFA measurement model in this study is based on Zhang et al. (2021)’ s two-stage model modification. The measurement model must be tested before performing the structural model evaluation. A complete SEM model report can only be carried out if the measurement model is reasonably acceptable.

In this study, CFA analysis is performed on all dimensions, and the results are shown in Table 1. The standardized factor loadings of all dimensions are between 0.596 and 0.906, and the composite reliability is between 0.794 and 0.912. Convergence Validity is between 0.542 and 0.675, meeting all the standards of Fornell and Lacker (1981) with standardized factor loadings greater than 0.50, Composite Reliability greater than 0.60, and Convergence Validity greater than 0.50 (Verbeke et al., 2014; Hair et al., 2017). Therefore, the model meets the standard, and all aspects have good convergence validity.


TABLE 1. Confirmatory factor analysis.
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Discriminant Validity

The discriminant validity analysis is to examine whether different two variables in the statistics are different or not. In this study, the AVE method is used to evaluate the discriminative validity. Fornell and Lacker (1981) propose the square root of the AVE with the correlation between the construct and other constructs in the model, which means that the variables have discriminative validity. As shown in Table 2, the square roots of the AVE on the diagonal are larger than the correlations between constructs, indicating acceptable discriminant validity. Therefore, study 1 has good discriminative validity.


TABLE 2. Discriminant validity for the measurement model.
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Model Fit Degree

In this study, the model fit degree index refers to the model of model fitness analysis, and the 9 most extensive fitness indicators are used for analysis (Jackson et al., 2009). Since the SEM sample is larger than 200, it is easy to cause the chi-square value to be too large and lead to poor fit, so the fit value needs to be corrected by Bootstrap (Bollen and Stine, 1992). After passing the Bollen-Stine Bootstrap correction model, all the fitness indicators in this study have been passed (as shown in Table 3), indicating that the results of this study are acceptable.


TABLE 3. Model fit criteria and the test results.
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Regression Coefficient

In this research model (as shown in Table 4), social value (SV) (b = 0.340, p < 0.001), entertainment value (EV) (b = 0.085, p < 0.001) and information value (IV) (b = 0.585, p < 0.001) significantly affect the sense of belonging (SOB). Social value (SV) (b = 0.663, p < 0.001), entertainment value (EV) (b = 0.208, p < 0.01), information value (IV) (b = 0.168, p < 0.05), and sense of belonging (SOB) (b = 0.612, p < 0.01) significantly affected social attachment (SA). Therefore, all H1∼H3 are established.


TABLE 4. Regression coefficient.
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Mediating Effect Analysis

In order to calculate the mediation effect more accurately, this study uses the confidence interval method (Bootstrap Distribution of Effects) to analyze and test the mediation effect. The Bootstrap estimation technique is used to analyze the confidence intervals of the total effect, the indirect effect and the direct effect, and then the significance level of the mediation effect is further calculated (Hayes, 2009). The upper and lower limits of the Bias-corrected 95% confidence interval do not contain “0,” which means the effect is passed. The results of this study show (as shown in Table 5) that the total effect of social value on social attachment is 0.251. At the 95% confidence level, the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.146∼0.386, and the confidence interval of Percentile is 0.138∼0.363, not including 0, so the total effect is established. The indirect effect is 0.069, the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.013∼0.158 at the 95% confidence level, and the confidence interval of Percentile is 0.017∼0.172, which does not contain 0, so the indirect effect is valid. The direct effect is 0.182, the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.061∼0.330 at the 95% confidence level, and the confidence interval of Percentile is 0.031∼0.297, which does not contain 0, so the direct effect is valid. Therefore, it is assumed that H4a holds and is a partial intermediary. In the same way, H4b is established as a partial intermediary. H4c is also established and is a complete intermediary.


TABLE 5. The analysis of mediation effect.
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Discussion

Study 1 provides some evidence for the relationship between perceived value and social attachment. The results of these samples show that when users use social media in the context of social media use, the three dimensions of perceived value (i.e., social value, entertainment value, and information value) have great differences in the effects and mechanisms of social attachment. Specifically, social value can positively affect social attachment, in which the sense of belonging plays a part of the mediating role. Entertainment value can positively affect social attachment, and the sense of belonging plays a part of the mediating role. Information value can positively affect social attachment, in which the sense of belonging plays a completely mediating role. Therefore, when users are in the context of social media use, the sense of belonging plays an extremely important role in the strength of the attachment relationship between the individual and the social media.

Although Study 1 provides preliminary support for the mediating role of belonging between perceived value and social attachment, it has a major limitation in that the key variables are self-reported at the same time, and all variables in the research model are from the same data source. Therefore, the results are affected by the variance of commonly used methods. Although studies have confirmed that its impact is small, it may still increase the reported effect size (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Therefore, in Study 2, we follow the recommendations of empirical sampling research and use the time interval between variables as a method to solve the common method variance problem in empirical research (Ohly et al., 2010; Beal, 2015).

Study 1 verifies the positive effect of sense of belonging on social attachment in the context of social media use. In Study 2, we try to further verify the application of the mediation model in different groups and its boundary conditions. In addition, the more important point is that in Study 2, we include privacy concern to test the entire model, further enriching and expanding existing research fields.




STUDY 2


Method


Participants and Procedure

Participants are users of social media in China, and they are mainly recruited through Tik Tok, a short video platform that is popular in the Chinese market. As the largest leading platform in China’s domestic social media industry, this platform has proved its feasibility and reliability in previous studies (Paolacci and Chandler, 2014; Wu et al., 2018; Wang, 2020). At the same time, this study also releases questionnaire recruitment information through WeChat. That is, this study collects data through multi-source surveys. Participants access the questionnaire through a hyperlink. Before answering the questionnaire, they are instructed to read the information sheet. The information tells them that participation is voluntary and anonymous, and only users using Tik Tok for more than 6 months are eligible to participate. In order to ensure that the respondents are our target audience, two filtering questions are used at the beginning of the survey to determine the eligibility of participants (that is, to exclude users under the age of 18 and users who are not continuous user).

In order to reduce common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012), we collect data at two time points, where the time interval is 2 weeks. In the first survey, participants report demographic information, perceived value, privacy concern, and sense of belonging. In the second survey conducted two weeks later, participants report the extent of their emotional attachment performance in social situations. In order to stimulate participants’ attention, a monetary reward of $3 is offered, to ensure that the completed questionnaire is returned immediately. We conducted a questionnaire survey on 500 Tik Tok users at time 1, and received questionnaires from 436 respondents (response rate of 87.20%), of which 385 respondents (response rate of 88.30%) responded at time 2 available questionnaires. The average age of these respondents (72.21% women) is 29.25 years (SD = 9.91), and the average use time is 1.32 years (SD = 6.84). Among them, 73.41% is unmarried; 38.44% of the sample has a college diploma (including a high school diploma), followed by a bachelor’s degree (37.66%), a master’s degree (21.04%), and only a few respondents has a doctoral degree (2.86%). According to the independent sample test, among the valid respondents at time 1, those who missed time 2 (n = 51) and there is no difference among those who completed the two surveys (n = 385) with gender (t = −0.32, n.s.), age (t = −0.51, n.s.) and usage time (t = −0.28, n.s.).



Measures


Privacy concern

We use Son and Kim (2008); Shin (2010), and Tan et al. (2012)‘ s privacy concern scale, the measurement items for privacy concern was translated from English into Chinese following the back-translation procedure advocated by Cha et al. (2007), and according to the actual use situation of social software, which is modified into a measurement item of privacy, mainly used to evaluate the privacy concern of users in the context of social software use. There are 4 items in total. This scale is rated on a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Perceived value, social attachment, and sense of belonging are measured using the same scales as in Study 1. All measurement items except for demographic questions are responded to on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).



Control variables

In the basic personal background information part of the questionnaire, this part is divided into gender, age, marital status, education, occupation, monthly consumption level and usage time according to the characteristics of Tik Tok users, a total of 7 items.




Data Analysis Method

We have sorted and classified the returned official questionnaires, eliminated invalid questionnaires, and then registered and coded the questionnaires one by one. Specifically, the data analysis methods in this study were as in Study 1.




Data Analysis and Results

To ensure that the developed questionnaire questions are valid, discriminatory is a very important task in scale development. Therefore, a pre-test is conducted of the data using SPSS 24.0 on the sample collected. The aim is to confirm the semantic fluency of the scale questions, the absence of typos and the appropriateness of the layout. One of the most important tasks is to do an item analysis. Its purpose is to remove topics (or variables) that are not discriminating and use them as a basis for topic improvement.


Confirmatory Factor Analysis

As in Study 1, we have performed CFA analysis on all facets, and the results are shown in Table 6. In this study, the evaluation and reduction of CFA measurement model variables are revised based on the two-stage model proposed by Zhang et al. (2021). If the measurement model fit is acceptable, the full SEM model report can be followed.


TABLE 6. Confirmatory factor analysis.
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There are eight constructs in this research model, namely entertainment value, information value, privacy concern, social connection, social dependence, social identity, sense of belonging and social value. According to the standards proposed by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), CFA analysis is performed on all constructs. Following the standard proposed by Fornell and Lacker (1981); Verbeke et al. (2014), and Hair et al. (2017), convergent validity is tested with standardized factor loadings greater than 0.50, the composite reliability higher than 0.60, and the average variance extracted higher than 0.50. Therefore, according to the results shown in Table 6, each variable of this study has a good reliability and polymerization validity.



Discriminant Validity

Table 7 reports the Discriminant validity for the measurement model, the square roots of the AVE are reproduced on the diagonal. Discriminant validity is the extent to which the measure is not a reflection of some other variables. It is indicated by low correlations between the measure of interest and the measures of other constructs. We have examined discriminant validity using Fornell and Lacker (1981)’s recommendation that the square root of the average variance extracted for each construct should be higher than the correlations between it and all other constructs. Table 7 shows that the squared root of average variance extracted for each construct is greater than the correlations between the constructs and all other constructs. As shown in Table 7, our results support Fornell and Lacker (1981)’ requirement of discriminant validity.


TABLE 7. Discriminant validity for the measurement model.
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Model Fit Degree

This study reports 9 model fit degree indicators: χ2, DF, Normed Chi-square (χ2/DF), RMSEA, SRMR, TLI (NNFI), CFI, GFI and AGFI, and the results are shown in Table 8. The results show that the model fit degree well, and the research model constructed by the sample data is not significantly different from the actual situation. Therefore, it can be used to interpret the actual observation data.


TABLE 8. Model fit criteria and the test results.
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Regression Coefficient

As shown in Table 9, in Study 2, social value (SV) (b = 0.186, p < 0.001), entertainment value (EV) (b = 0.210, p < 0.001) and information value (IV) (b = 0.316, p < 0.001) significantly affect the sense of belonging (SOB). Social value (SV) (b = 0.182, p < 0.001), entertainment value (EV) (b = 0.259, p < 0.001), information value (IV) (b = 0.090, p < 0.05), and sense of belonging (SOB) (b = 0.369, p < 0.01) significantly affected social attachment (SA). Therefore, H1∼H3 are established.


TABLE 9. Regression coefficient.
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Mediating Effect Analysis

We use Bootstrap estimation technology to test the mediation effect according to the recommendations of Hayes (2009), and the research results show (see Table 10) the total effect of social value on social attachment is 0.251. At the 95% confidence level, the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.146∼0.386, and the confidence interval of Percentile is 0.138∼0.363, which does not contain 0, so the total effect is established. The indirect effect is 0.069, the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.013∼0.158 at the 95% confidence level, and the confidence interval of Percentile is 0.017∼0.172, which does not contain 0, so the indirect effect is valid. The direct effect is 0.182, the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.061∼0.330 at the 95% confidence level, and the confidence interval of Percentile is 0.031∼0.297, which does not contain 0, so the direct effect is valid. Therefore, it is assumed that H4a holds and is a partial intermediary. In the same way, H4b is established as a partial intermediary. H4c is also established and is a complete intermediary.


TABLE 10. The analysis of mediating effect.
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Moderating Effect Analysis

In this research model, privacy concern is the moderating variable. The analysis results are shown in Table 11. It can be seen that the moderating effect of SV∗PC on SA is 0.017 (z = | 0.280| > 1.96, p = 0.779 > 0.05), indicating that the moderating effect does not exist. The moderating effect of EV∗PC on SA is 0.019 (z = | 0.324| > 1.96, p = 0.746 > 0.05), indicating that the moderator effect exists. The moderator effect of IV∗PC on SA is –0.123 (z = | −2.355| > 1.96, p = 0.019 < 0.05), which means that the moderator effect exists, which means that for every additional unit of the modulating variable privacy relationship (PC), IV will affect SA The slope of will increase negatively by 0.123 units, that is, negative moderating effect. The result is shown in Figure 2.


TABLE 11. The analysis of moderating effect.
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FIGURE 2. Privacy concern moderating the relationship between social attachment and information value.





Discussion

With the collected data from multi-source survey, results of Study 2 demonstrate that perceived value produces a positive impact on user’s social attachment through sense of belonging. This effect depends on the user’s privacy security, which verifies and expands the results of Study 1. It is worth noting that, unlike Study 1, privacy concern in Study 2 does not all mitigate the overall direct relationship between perceived value and social attachment. There are some potential reasons for this result.

Firstly, compared with Study 1, the further evidence in Study 2 shows that information value can positively affect social attachment, in which the sense of belonging plays a completely mediating role, and privacy concern plays a negative moderating role. Therefore, the user’s sense of belonging to social media becomes more intense, driven by the user’s perceived value and evaluation of social media, which triggers the generation of social attachment. Meanwhile, when an individual, in case of social media use scenarios, has a higher level of privacy concern, the relationship between information value and social attachment is weaker. The higher the level of privacy concern, the weaker the user’s attachment to social media, and the lower the impact of perceived value on social attachment. Conversely, once users do not pay attention to privacy concern, the more various beneficial values and benefits they perceive for social media, then the stronger the user’s attachment to social media. Therefore, as expected, privacy concern acts as a buffering condition and plays an indirect relationship between the information value and social attachment guided by positive emotions.

Secondly, compared to Study 1, further evidence from Study 2 suggests that social value and entertainment value are able to positively influence social attachment, with self of belonging playing a mediating role, but privacy concern does not play a regulatory role. One potential reason why privacy concern has not played a moderating role may be some of its limitations. Privacy in the context of social media use itself does not provide users with effective tools to counter social value and entertainment value. When a person strengthens social media privacy protection measures, and realizes that he or she does not change the perceived value degree, as well as his or her behavioral tendencies and emotional relationship toward social media, although time is consumed, he or she may perceive the benefits brought by social value and entertainment value, this dilutes the reconstruction and protection functions provided by privacy concern. Since preventing these perceived values and their impact on social attachment in the context of social media use may require more powerful solutions, it may be difficult for privacy concern in Study 2 to show buffering.




RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION


Theoretical Contributions

Compared with the existing literature, this article is innovative in the following aspects:

Firstly, this article combines perceived value with social attachment, which is an interdisciplinary research. The research on perceived value is currently mainly concentrated in the field of marketing, while social attachment belongs to the field of psychology. Although at the two-way level of theory and practice, the impact of perceived value on social attachment has begun to appear, the theoretical system is still not perfect, and the specific impact mechanism is not fully verified, and it is mostly concentrated in their respective fields. This research breaks the gap of previous related research perspectives, and for the first time clearly focuses on perceived value and social attachment, verifies the impact of perceived value on social attachment, and explores the underlying influence mechanism to inspire further research.

Secondly, this paper explores and examines the boundary conditions of privacy concern while affecting social attachment, under perceived value atmosphere. It is the first time privacy concern as moderator is introduced in social media use scenarios, expanding the existing research on perceived value impact on social attachment and its moderating mechanism, which confirms that there is weakness in the relationship establishment between the users and social media. This study finds that although users are aware that privacy in social contexts may be attacked in many ways, they will not change their privacy preferences and behaviors, in addition to the suppression of the information value on social attachment. This indicates that there is a disconnection between their desire to protect privacy and their privacy control behavior; this phenomenon is called the privacy paradox (Chung et al., 2021). This study enriches the boundary conditions of the effect of perceived value on social attachment.

Thirdly, this article takes social value, entertainment value and information value as three kinds of perceived value for research, which enriches the related research of value theory. Although existing studies have also paid attention to the issue on the unclear relationship between different dimensions and construction of perceived value, and believed that different dimensions can be studied as separate perceived value, they have mainly focused on the impact of perceived value on continued willingness. Research on the attachment relationship between users and social media is still scarce. And this research expands the boundaries of existing research on perceived value theory by exploring the relationship between “how value affects users’ continued use behavior,” and enables new development and application in the context of social media use.



Practical Implications

This research provides a valuable reference for enhancing users’ perceived value and users’ social attachment establishment, as described below.

Firstly, social media can stimulate social attachment by enhancing users’ perceived value. For social media developers, in order to maintain and improve the perceived value of users, social media can consider implementing relevant management practices. Upgrade and improve short video platform functions, innovate and make breakthroughs in short video content marketing, convert content value and IP value into brand value, identify young people’s consumption desires and consumption ideas, and meet user entertainment needs (such as comedy/jokes). In order to kill time, people enjoy relaxing entertainment in the video swiping process, or get recreational services, which enhances the user’s entertainment value sensing capability and meets the needs of people’s social lives (key opinion leaders and hot content creators). In order to gain recognition and to maintain social relationships, people tend to get information from social talks, which enhances their social value sensing ability and meets their information needs (such as dry goods sharing, celebrities’ adverting of goods and 7-day hottest dynamic product information). In order to be useful, people tend to gain trustworthy and reliable information while swiping short video, which enhances their information value sensing capability. Therefore, relying on the differences in content creation ecology, fan preferences and typical celebrities to match the different needs and motivations of different users, social media can stimulate social attachment by enhancing users’ perceived value.

Secondly, social media can indirectly enhance social attachment by establishing a high-quality sense of belonging. This study shows that users’ perceived value makes use of the mediating role of sense of belonging, and then produces a positive direct impact on social attachment. Just like Maslow’s point of view in “Needs Hierarchy Theory,” “needs of belonging and love” are important psychological needs for people. Only by satisfying “needs of belonging and love” can people realize “self-value.” Therefore, social media platforms can relieve users’ pressure and loneliness through the creation of high-quality content to generate the recognition for social media, to get warmth, help and love from it, thereby eliminating or reducing loneliness, and gaining a sense of security. On the social media platform, by knowing more friends through the platform, users can maintain communication and contacts, and even gain friendship, support and respect, thereby gaining identity and attachment to social media.

Thirdly, when social media platforms strive to improve social attachment by developing perceived value, special attention should be paid to the differences in users’ cultural values (privacy concern). This study shows that when the level of privacy concern is high, users’ privacy concern plays a negative moderating role between users’ information value and social attachment. This reminds social media platforms of attaching great importance to the construction of privacy, security and control in the construction of user perceived value. Launching new functions for privacy issues, such as setting the privacy concern level function, automatically reporting the privacy risks to users, reducing the sense of exposure and intrusion of users’ information, can effectively reduce the main source of privacy concern. Strengthening users’ privacy control awareness, promoting the mode of information disclosure in social networks (for example, unpopular links, links provided in social media platforms showing some information about a certain individual who does not intend to disclose this information) and focusing on the impact of privacy leakage strengthen users’ trust in social media, weaken the negative impact of privacy risks, and build a good social trust.



Conclusion

Previous studies have shown that perceived value has a positive effect on users’ social attachment in social media usage contexts (Wang et al., 2017; Li et al., 2019). To develop and enrich existing research fields, we have analyzed the driving effect of perceived value on social attachment in the scenarios of social media use, dug how and when users’ perceived value affects users’ social attachment in social context.

Based on privacy concern theory, this research constructs a new theoretical model, uses structural equation model to explore the relationship between perceived value and social attachment, introduces privacy concern to explain the specific impact mechanism, and at the same time pays attention the role that perceived value plays in it. We believe that the perceived value generates a positive impact on user’s social attachment through sense of belonging, and this impact depends on the user’s privacy concern.

There are two research components in this study, and Mplus7.0 is used for measurement model and structural model analysis, as follows:

Study 1 is a questionnaire survey on 600 Tik Tok users from mainland China and Macau, using Mplus7.0 for data analysis. The results support the mediating role of the sense of belonging, and find that perceived value has an indirect positive effect on social attachment through the mediating role of the sense of belonging. Study 2, apart from conducting the two-wave data survey on 500 Tik Tok users to confirm the mediating role of sense of belonging, also verifies the moderating role of privacy concern. However, the moderating role of privacy concern between perceived value and social attachment has not been fully supported. Specifically, except that the relationship between information value and social attachment is inhibited by privacy concern, the relationship between entertainment value and social value with social attachment is not regulated by privacy concern.



Research Limitations and Future Research Directions

As with any other research, the findings of our study should be interpreted with certain limitations in mind.

On one hand, this study treats social attachment as a general holistic construction to test its influence mechanism. Although it is a common practice in the literature to reduce the sub-facets of the second-order facets through the weighted average method in the analysis, this may cause deviations in the analysis results. This kind of conclusion, although it could reveal the positive interest of perceived value on social attachment in the social context, is difficult to reveal the differences of the different dimensions in social attachment. In consequence, future research can start from the perspective of user perceived value, especially distinguishing the different dimensions of social attachment, and examine the influence of perceived value on social connection, social attachment and social identity and the mediating role of sense of belonging in these relationships.

On the other hand, the questionnaire data of this study comes from a single questionnaire survey website platform, which may threaten the external validity of the research results. “Questionnaire Star” is one of the most popular survey websites, it provides functions equivalent to Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Although our careful choice of academic research study site “Wenjuan Xing/Questionnaire Star” (a very professional survey questionnaire site in China) alleviates this worry, due to the new virus Covid-19 pandemic caused by the crown restrictions, we cannot confirm whether the results of the current study is universal under other contexts. Therefore, we urge future researchers to replicate this research in other contexts to conduct cross-crowd testing, conduct multi-group comparative analysis, verify the promotion of the research results, and provide appropriate marketing strategies for different sub-groups.

Thirdly, although this study provides preliminary support for the mediation hypothesis, the key variables in this study are self-reported at the same time. Therefore, the hypothesis results of the study are affected by the variance of commonly used methods. Although the effect is statistically confirmed to be small, it is still possible to increase the reported effect size (Ohly et al., 2010). In future research, we propose to address these limitations by using dual-wave online panel samples. In addition, we should also note that for social attachment such psychological phenomenon that contains a strong individual experiences and feelings, to only make quantify research from the horizontal viewing and the relatively static angle is clearly not enough, not all the particular dynamic belonging to social attachment can be perceived. We encourage researchers to adopt research methods with dynamic advantages, such as qualitative research, to better capture and describe the contextual process of social attachment development in detail.
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