
 

 

Untangling the complex role of guilt in rational decisions to discontinue the 

use of an hedonic IS 

Abstract 

The discontinuance of the use of hedonic information systems (IS) has become somewhat 

prevalent. Nevertheless, little is known about why some individuals might decide to discontinue 

using a technology which they often use frequently and the use of which is typically intrinsically 

rewarding. Prior research has alluded to the ideas that (1) IS discontinuance merits its own 

theorizing, possibly separate from continuance and that (2) guilt feelings is a unique driver of IS 

discontinuance decisions. However, the literature still lacks cohesive models that explain 

discontinuance and especially the complex processes through which guilt influences such 

decisions, and perhaps that further illuminate differences between the processes underlying IS 

discontinuance and continuance. This study bridges these gaps and proposes and examines a 

model that explicates the complex effects of guilt and Theory of Planned Behavior predictors on 

the discontinuance of an instance of mostly hedonic IS, namely Social Networking Sites (SNS). 

In order to develop this model it is proposed that guilt, which is a self-reflective moral emotion 

that can influence cognition is associated with attitudinal, normative and control perceptions 

regarding the discontinuance act in a complex network of partial-mediation and moderation 

effects. The proposed model was tested and largely validated with structural equation modeling 

applied to data collected from 487 SNS users. It also pointed to possible unique features of the 

Theory of Planned Behavior as applied to IS discontinuance. Applicability checks further 

illuminated sources of guilt in this context. Decomposing the guilt effects on discontinuance and 

integrating them with the Theory of Planned Behavior is important since it not only extends 

theory both in IS and social sciences and hints at differences in planned behavior processes 



 

 

between IS continuance and discontinuance, but also because the findings point to mechanisms 

which can be used for attenuating guilt and planned behavior effects on IS discontinuance. 

Overall, this study validates a rationale-based theory of IS discontinuance, and can serve as a 

platform for further studying this notable, yet under-examined corrective behavior. 

Keywords:  IS discontinuance, theory of planned behavior, emotions, guilt, social networking 

sites 



 

 

Untangling the complex role of guilt in rational decisions to discontinue the 

use of an hedonic IS 

Introduction  

While there is a large corpus of studies on IS continuance determinants (Deng et al., 2010; Hsieh 

& Wang, 2007), and a few studies have been conducted on discontinuance decisions by 

organizations (Furneaux & Wade, 2011), much less is known about IS discontinuance decisions 

at the individual level; i.e., when users deliberately decide to terminate the use of an IS. This is 

an important new phenomenon to be studied especially in the case of primarily hedonic IS 

(Systems providing "value internal to the interaction between the user and system, with the 

primary objective being a sense of fun", Gerow et al., 2013, pg. 362), such as online videogames 

and social networking websites (SNS). While the use of such systems is often intrinsically 

rewarding and fairly frequent (Cheung et al., 2011), and given the pleasure such system provide 

their use does not seem to incentivize discontinuance, many users of such systems also express a 

desire to discontinue their use (Rushkoff, 2013). Reasons include  interference with other aspects 

of life and infringement of users’ expectations of themselves (Sheldon et al., 2011), privacy, time 

management, and  loss of control concerns (Woollaston, 2013) as well as social overload and 

stress (Maier et al., 2015a; Maier et al., 2015b). To illustrate the prevalence of such behaviors, in 

a sample collected for another study (n=327 SNS users) it was found that each respondent knows 

on average 3.32 people (excluding themselves) who have tried to quit using an SNS. Thus, there 

is a cumulative body of evidence indicating that individuals’ SNS discontinuance decisions may 

be quite prevalent. Nevertheless, we know little about this phenomenon and its drivers.  



 

 

Recent studies suggest that such discontinuance decisions are largely skillful and deliberated 

attempts to cope with disturbances that are attributed to the use of an SNS (Cho, 2015).  These 

disturbances are interpreted and result in guilt feelings because guilt encapsulates users’ 

reflections on their system use patterns and consequences in relation to what they and society 

expect, as well as to their personal values and moral systems. Consequently, it has been 

demonstrated that guilt feelings can be a key driver of such discontinuance decisions (Turel, 

2015).  Nevertheless, social science research suggest that guilt, as a self-reflective moral 

emotion, can inform typical attritional, normative and control perceptions regarding the 

discontinuance act (Ajzen, 1991; Beck & Ajzen, 1991). Thus, guilt effects in the examined 

context can be more complex than previously assumed and the extant literature still lacks 

cohesive models that explain IS discontinuance and which specifically explicates the complex 

processes through which guilt influences such decisions. Untangling such complex effects is 

important as it can extend the understating of IS discontinuance process as well as point to 

potential interventions aimed at reducing (or increasing) the guilt effect. 

IS discontinuance research has also illustrated that IS discontinuance merits its own theorizing, 

which can rely on factors and effects different from those used for explaining IS continuance 

(Maier et al., 2015b; Turel, 2015). However, little evidence in support of possible anomalies or 

differences between IS continuance and discontinuance decisions exist. By applying a theory that 

has been extensively used for explaining continuance decisions, namely the theory of planned 

behavior (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991) to study discontinuance decision, this study hopes to discern 

differences and similarities between the attritional, normative and control processes that drive IS 

continuance and discontinuance.  

 



 

 

Addressing such gaps, this study examines the following research questions: (1) what are key 

rational reflections that drive the discontinuance of SNS use (and perhaps this of other similar 

hedonic IS)? (2) What are the complex mechanisms through which guilt feelings influence these 

discontinuance decisions?, and (3) do the effects of  rational reflections differ between 

continuance and discontinuance decision? 

In order to address these questions, this study integrates the TPB (Ajzen, 1991) with theories on 

the role of  guilt in decision making (Baumeister et al., 1994; Baumeister et al., 1995; Berndsen 

et al., 2004; Wang & McClung, 2012). Adapting the TPB to IS discontinuance decisions relies 

on the premise that users are mostly rational decision makers; i.e., their discontinuance decisions 

are often well deliberated rather than impulsive. This is a reasonable assumption since changing 

one’s deep-rooted and intense pattern of behavior, including quitting the use of a frequently used 

system, tends to be a decision which requires the development of perceptions, judgments and 

intentions, and not a rash decision (Bandura, 1998; Bandura, 2004). This rationality assumption 

has received support in multiple studies (Cho, 2015; Maier et al., 2015a; Maier et al., 2015b; 

Turel, 2015). 

The amalgamation of TPB with guilt relies on the notion that guilt can inform rational 

deliberation processes.  This too is a reasonable assumption since guilt feelings can be guided by 

rational reflections and also inform their development (Grant & Wrzesniewski, 2010; Kaiser et 

al., 2008; Kuijer & Boyce, 2014; Steenhaut & Van Kenhove, 2006; Wang, 2011).  The influence 

of emotions, including guilt, on rational decisions is well documented in behavioral studies 

(Loewenstein, 1996)  but is not well understood  in IS use situations (Koch et al., 2012), and 

certainly not with regards to IS discontinuance decisions. Hence, this study partially bridges this 



 

 

gap and develops and validates a theory regarding the way guilt modulates key users’ reflections 

regarding IS discontinuance. 

The proposed integrated TPB-guilt theory is tested with SEM analyses applied to data collected 

from 487 SNS users.  The focus is on such users because there is evidence that when SNS use 

patterns are believed to be  out of control and inappropriate, guilt feelings emerge, and 

consequently, users develop discontinuance intentions (Turel, 2015) . Hence, this context can 

serve as a fertile ground for understanding the rational reflections that may drive discontinuance, 

and for untangling the complex role of guilt in discontinuance decisions.  The findings largely 

lend support to the proposed theory. At the same time, they point to possible differences between 

the effects of control beliefs in IS continuance and discontinuance decisions. In order to extend 

the richness of the findings, this study also reports on qualitative applicability checks. By doing 

so, it provides first strides toward contextualizing and better understanding the observed effects 

(Te'eni, 2015; Te'eni et al., 2015). 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. The next section provides theoretical background 

on the theory of planned behavior and moral considerations and guilt. Next, the paper develops 

hypotheses regarding guilt and the theory of planned behavior as applied to discontinuance 

decisions. This is followed by Methods and Results sections that describe the study procedures, 

sample, analyses and findings. Lastly, the paper provides Discussion and Conclusion sections in 

which implications for research and practice are discussed. 

Theoretical Background 

This section first provides a short overview of the Theory of Planned Behavior, and then 

theoretically situates moral emotions and guilt within this framework. It then reviews the guilt 



 

 

literature and theories because the mechanisms that inform planned discontinuance behavior 

revolve around this concept.  

The Theory of Planned Behavior and Moral Considerations 

The Theory of Planned Behavior is a common means for explaining rational human behavior in 

social contexts (Rise et al., 2010; Ajzen, 2011). It has been successfully applied to study the 

discontinuance of non-IS behaviors, such as smoking (Norman et al., 1999) or relationships 

(Byrne & Arias, 2004). Such decisions can resemble IS discontinuance decisions because in 

smoking, relationship and IS use situation the target behavior which one wants to change is often 

conducted frequently, is central to one’s life, is often highly habituated, and it has social 

implications (e.g., acceptance by others) (Liao & Heaton, 1992; Moan & Rise, 2005). Thus, and 

given that discontinuance decision tend to be well deliberated (Bandura, 1998), the TPB can 

presumably serve as a framework for explaining users’ IS discontinue decisions. 

According to the TPB, intentions which represent a motivation to perform the target behavior 

(discontinuance in our case) are formed based on three distinguishable constructs: attitude, 

subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control regarding the target behavior. First, people 

consider the favorability and likelihood of the consequences of the target behavior, and use this 

information as a basis for developing an attitude toward the target behavior. This attitude 

represents an evaluative summation of the level of favorability of the target behavior. People also 

use beliefs regarding the expectations of others whose opinions are important to them as a basis 

for forming subjective norms perceptions. These capture the social-normative pressures people 

perceive regarding whether they should or should not perform the target behavior. Lastly, people 

use beliefs regarding the presence of resources and obstacles to perform the target behavior. 



 

 

When impediments are perceived to be low, behavioral control perceptions are high, and 

intentions to engage in the target behavior increase  (Ajzen, 1991). 

Although very useful in explaining behaviors, the TPB may be extended by including other 

relevant predictors of behavioral intentions. One important extension which is explicitly 

mentioned in Ajzen’s works is moral self-reflections such as guilt: “It has sometimes been 

suggested that, at least in certain contexts, we need to consider not only perceived social 

pressures but also personal feelings of moral obligation or responsibility to perform, or refuse to 

perform, a certain behavior. Such moral obligations would be expected to influence intentions, in 

parallel with attitudes, subjective (social) norms and perceptions of behavioral control.” (Ajzen, 

1991, p. 199)  Indeed, the explained variance in a range of intended behaviors was increased by 

3-6% when moral considerations were included (Beck & Ajzen, 1991). Thus, it is reasonable to 

expect that when guilt is added to the TPB model in corrective behavior situations, it can 

significantly predict behavioral intentions.  

Arguably, contemplation of IS discontinuance can commence as a means of correcting a pattern 

of system use which is perceived to be morally problematic (e.g., spending too much time on an 

IS). In the case of SNS, people may reflect on their system interactions using normative, social 

and interpretive response lenses, and consider issues such as being forced to reciprocate in a 

relationship, lack of recognition, distorted presentations, demeaning comparisons with others 

(Cho, 2015), stress emerging from using the system (Maier et al., 2015b),  as well as the time 

they  perceive to waste on this system (Turel, 2015). Hence, moral self-reflections which 

encapsulate such considerations can meaningfully extend the TPB in the SNS use context. While 

such reflections are important in regulating human behavior, they are often neglected in models 

of behavioral change (Bandura, 1998), and also in IS research (Turel, 2015). Thus, this study 



 

 

focuses on guilt feelings and suggests that (1) they can drive discontinuance decisions over and 

above the effects of the TPB predictors, and (2) they can have a multitude of effects, direct and 

indirect, on IS discontinuance decisions. 

Guilt 

Guilt is a moral emotion which stems from mostly rational awareness to actual or anticipated 

violation of  internal values and rules an individual has (Potter-Efron, 1989). It is therefore a self-

conscious moral emotion which is highly unpleasant, and which people want to avoid. 

Specifically, it stems from contrasting one’s behavior or planned behavior with accepted socially 

reinforced self-values. Guilt is an important emotion since it is based on reasoning and it can 

inform reasoned action (Hynie et al., 2006; Zeelenberg et al., 2008). Specifically, the expected 

agitation experienced when there is a gap between one’s behavior and values (i.e., guilt) can 

serve as a cognitive input which may be a basis for correcting one’s actions which are perceived 

to deviate from one’s and society’s value systems (Eisenberg, 2000). Because guilt is unpleasant, 

if people feel guilty for hurting others (external basis) or not adhering to their own expectations 

(internal basis), they will often attempt to modify their behavior to avoid guilt (Baumeister et al., 

1994). As such, guilt is a key driver of behaviors aimed at correcting peoples' past, present and 

anticipated actions. From a Freudian perspective, people develop conscience (an element in the 

“super-ego”) to ensure the survival of the species by promoting pro-social behavior; and guilt is 

a predominant human mechanism toward this end (Freud, 1995). People produce guilt feelings in 

order to control aggressive impulses and to reduce harming behaviors that violate personal, 

familial and societal values. 

Unlike many other negative emotions (e.g., fear, shame), guilt results in cognitive awareness of 

one’s responsibility (let the basis of it be external or internal), and in focus on repair actions 



 

 

targeted at the root cause of the guilt-generating behavior (Potter-Efron, 1989). The closest 

emotional state which is often mentioned with guilt is shame. Yet, they are different. Guilt stems 

from, and is targeted mostly toward, a particular contemplated or actual behavior (or a pattern of 

behavior), whereas shame is primarily targeted toward the self, and stems from an unexpected 

event. Furthermore, guilt and shame differ in their primary responses. Shame results in a 

physiological response (e.g., eyes down) and strong negative feelings toward the self (e.g., 

worthlessness, deficiency). Guilt, in contrast, often results in repair actions (Eisenberg 2000, 

Potter-Efron 1989). Hence, guilt tends to be a better driver of corrective behaviors (Potter-Efron 

1989). 

Specifically, guilt is based on conscious awareness to problematic aspects of situations. This 

awareness then translates into guilt feelings through cognitive dissonance: a discrepancy between 

what people believe is right to do, and what they are actually doing (Festinger, 1957), and can be 

used in rational behavior assessment and modification (e.g., consideration to quit smoking) 

(Kelman & Baron, 1974). For example, a person may become aware that his or her use of 

videogames is excessive and undermines his or her ability to study. This creates dissonance 

between their actual behavior and their beliefs regarding what their behavior should be; and this 

gap is the basis for the formation of guilt feelings (Potter-Efron, 1989), and ultimately the desire 

to alleviate them through behavior modification  (Baumeister et al., 1995; Berndsen et al., 2004; 

Bozinoff & Ghingold, 1983). In the above example, the person may try to avoid or reduce guilt 

by giving up on video -gaming and devoting more time to studying.  

Given its rational roots and impact on corrective behaviors, guilt has the potential to extend the 

TPB, at least in situations in which actions are taken in order to correct what one perceives to be 

a problematic pattern of behavior (Wang, 2011). Corrective behaviors stemming from guilt can 



 

 

pertain to a broad range of situations (Klein, 1975). Arguably, a similar pattern of awareness 

guilt desire to perform corrective action can be applied to the use of IS. When a user becomes 

aware of a problematic pattern of system use (e.g., when it interferes with work, is illegal or 

immoral; or when it deviates from company policy), he or she would experience a cognitive-

dissonance, and guilt feelings and consequent motivation for corrective action will arise.  

It is argued that in some cases, the use of IS can violate familial, internal and societal values that 

should result in guilt feelings. These may include potential infringements of  (1) societal values 

through for example involvement with child pornography (Quayle & Taylor, 2002),  (2) familial 

values, through for example excessive interaction with a technology, such as videogames at the 

expense of family members and other tasks (van Rooij et al., 2011), and (3) work values through, 

for instance, violating the codes of ethics of companies (Harrington, 1996).  In all of these cases, 

and many others, IS users are expected to have a sense of moral responsibility and ultimately feel 

guilty. Such guilt feeling may also be informed by others’ attitudes of disapproval of a behavior 

(Meyer et al., 1973). For example, if one's smoking or SNS use pattern are disapproved by 

society, the person is likely to feel guilty about his or her behavior (Turel, 2015). 

Research Model 

When treating IS discontinuance as a self-regulatory rational behavioral change in response to 

judgments and feelings stemming from the perceived deviance of one’s current pattern of system 

use, it can be explained through an extension of the TPB which takes moral emotions into 

account. A research model based on this perspective is portrayed in Figure 1.  

--- Insert Figure 1 about here --- 

 



 

 

The Role of TPB Predictors 

The first set of hypotheses (H1-H3) is based on the TPB model, which has received support 

across many situations (Ajzen, 2011; Sutton, 1998). Replicating such studies:  

H1: Subjective norms regarding SNS discontinuance will be positively associated with one’s 

intentions to discontinue the use of the website. 

H2: Attitude toward SNS discontinuance will be positively associated with one’s intentions to 

discontinue the use of the website. 

H3: Perceived behavioral control regarding SNS discontinuance will be positively associated 

with one’s intentions to discontinue the use of the website. 

The Roles of Guilt in Discontinuance Decisions 

Guilt can drive intentions to terminate behaviors that are perceived to be problematic through 

two key mechanisms. First, guilt feelings can influence intentions to engage in corrective 

behaviors through social learning and reinforced internal punishment expectations (Bandura, 

1998). Guilt encapsulates expectancy for internal punishment for violating, contemplating to 

violate, or failure to meet internalized standards of appropriate behavior, which are based on a 

person’s past history of reinforcement. In the case of SNS, these violations may include, but are 

not limited to, false-self presentation and problematic interactions with others (Cho, 2015), as 

well as time wasting problems (Turel, 2015). Viewed this way, the inhibition of socially or 

morally unacceptable (i.e., guilt-producing) behavior is driven, in part, by the expectation of 

unpleasant consequences (guilt) if one persists with the behavior (Mosher, 1965). Second, when 

one’s activities (e.g., spending too much time on SNS, posting inappropriate content) harm 

others (e.g., by leaving insufficient time for maintaining functional family relationships, ruining 

relationships), it produces inequity in a social exchange. This inequity can be fixed by 



 

 

discontinuance actions (Klass, 1978).  Thus, guilt feelings can manifest perceived inequity and 

can drive people to restore equity, plausibly by terminating the problematic behavior. 

This association and its underlying mechanism received support in non-IS contexts, such as post-

purchase of cars (Westbrook & Oliver, 1991) and substance abuse (Pitkanen et al., 2005). They 

also received recent support in the case of SNS use discontinuance (Turel, 2015). It is therefore 

argued that guilt feelings can drive corrective behavior, and motivate IS users who feel that their 

behaviors are problematic to plausibly deal with the root-cause of the problem by discontinuing 

the use of the guilt-producing system. Hence: 

H4: Guilt feelings when using an SNS will be positively associated with one’s intentions to 

discontinue the use of the website. 

Guilt feelings are produced based on cognizant reflections on the gap between one’s actions and 

his or her values and expectations (Tangney, 1998); that is, guilt is a reason-based emotion 

which depends on internal reflections. As such, guilt feelings can be influenced by information 

signals regarding the social appropriateness and acceptability of one’s actions. Subjective norms 

regarding discontinuance can be such an information source, signaling to individuals that their 

current behavior is socially unacceptable (Potter-Efron, 1989).  For example, when friends 

directly or indirectly signal to a user that he or she spends too much time playing videogames 

and that they believe he or she should quit, this can further inform this user that his or her 

behavior is unacceptable, or strengthen the sense of inappropriateness he or she already had and 

consequently produce stronger guilt feelings. Normative pressures can especially strengthen 

wrongdoing reflections, which serve as a cognitive basis for forming guilt feelings (Kubany, 

1997). Thus: 



 

 

H5: Subjective norms regarding SNS discontinuance will be positively associated with one’s 

guilt feelings when using the website. 

Loss of control is a key sources of guilt pertaining to excessive behaviors (Potter-Efron, 1989). 

In such cases people feel that their actions deviate from acceptable self- and social- standards 

(e.g., “normal” use practices), and consequently feel guilty for not being able to meet their 

standards (Pagel et al., 1985). Research  points to the potential loss of control and low ability to 

quit in the case of some SNS users (Sheldon et al., 2011) . The loss of control in the current 

model is partially reflected in one’s perceived behavioral control regarding discontinuance. Loss 

of control beliefs are expected to be high when one feels that or she is unable to discontinue the 

use of the SNS (either due to high impediments such, as inability to disengage from SNS 

contacts, or low resource availability such as limited knowledge regarding account termination). 

In such cases, behavioral control beliefs regarding discontinuance are low. That is, users may 

feel that they are “stuck” with the pattern of problematic use. Consequently, guilt feelings should 

be augmented when perceived control is diminished (and loss of control is high) and one fails to 

meet his or her own expectations regarding discontinuing the use of SNS. Hence: 

H6: Perceived behavioral control regarding SNS discontinuance will be negatively associated 

with one’s guilt feelings when using the website. 

Guilt can affect behavior change not only directly as implied in H4, but also indirectly through 

attitude change. Since guilt is an unpleasant feeling which is consciously associated with a 

specific behavior (e.g., excessive use of SNS), beliefs regarding the merits of terminating the 

problematic behavior should be increased. Consequently, when people sense guilt or expect it, 

they rightfully so rationalize that the action of terminating the guilt-generating behavior (e.g., 

discontinuing the use of an SNS) is desirable and beneficial, and can develop more favorable 



 

 

attitudes toward this behavior (Ajzen, 2001; Petty et al., 1997) . Indeed, it has been shown that 

guilt could be a basis for attitude update (Bozinoff & Ghingold, 1983). Hence: 

H7: Guilt feelings when using an SNS will be positively associated with one’s attitude toward 

SNS discontinuance. 

Emotions, and especially negative ones, can influence decision making not only directly, but also 

through the attenuation of the effects of reflections on decisions (Damasio, 1994). Negative 

emotions associated with an action (e.g., fear of flights) may drive people to pay closer attention 

to reflections associated with this action (flying). This happens because negative emotions leave 

strong affective traces (“markers”) in people’s episodic memories. These markers are highly 

accessible to cognitive deliberation, and are taken into account along with other important 

semantic memories (e.g., reflections) (Westbrook & Oliver, 1991). Negative emotions, as such, 

provide highly accessible information for decision making; they are biologically “hard-wired” to 

demand more of our conscious attention.  They signal to people that something is wrong, make 

them more aware of their problems, and motivate them to pay closer attention to behavior-

change considerations (Salovey et al., 2000). 

Applied to SNS discontinuance, it is argued that guilt can increase the saliency of TPB 

considerations (and perhaps other rational reflections) and by doing so, make the effects of TPB 

predictors more pronounced when it is high. It is expected that when people feel guilty regarding 

a behavior (SNS use), they will pay stronger attention to their rational reflections on the act of 

discontinuing the guilt-generating behavior; they will have an increased accessibility to relevant 

considerations regarding the discontinuance behavior. Guilt can therefore serve as a means to 

increase users’ motivation and ability to reflect on the discontinuance decision (Fazio et al., 

1983). Hence, users who feel guilty regarding their SNS use may put more emphasis on 



 

 

reasoning targeted toward SNS discontinuance (Fazio, 1990). In contrast, when guilt is low, even 

when TPB predictors are high, users will not pay much attention to them and their effects on 

discontinuance decisions will diminish. Hence: 

H8: Guilt feelings when using an SNS will moderate (strengthen) the effects of (a) perceived 

behavioral control, (b) attitude toward discontinuance, and (c) subjective norms, on one’s SNS 

discontinue intentions. 

METHOD 

Procedure and Sample  

Data for validating the proposed research model (Figure 1) were collected with an online survey 

administered to 539 business students (not taught by the author). Only SNS users were retained 

and two bonus points were given to participants in exchange for their time (respondents were not 

anonymous for this purpose). University students are a large segment of SNS users, which 

reasonably represent a major portion of the target population (Cheung et al., 2011). Students also 

reflect on and occasionally engage in SNS discontinuance (Cho, 2015; Turel, 2015). Out of the 

539 invitees 497 completed the survey. Ten respondents who had never used any SNS were 

removed, and a dataset with 487 observations (90% response rate) was retained.  Sample 

characteristics are given in Table 1. 

--- Insert Table 1 about here --- 

Survey Instrument 

Because some respondents used more than one SNS, they were asked to reflect and report on 

their experiences with their most frequently used SNS. Measurement scales were adapted from 

well-established and reliable research instruments (see Table 2 for items and sources).  The 



 

 

target behavior was modified from IS continuance studies (i.e., “continue using”) to “stop using” 

the IS, in order to reflect the goal-oriented behavior (i.e., IS discontinuance) on which this study 

focuses.  

Self-rated guilt feelings when using the social networking website were captured using the items 

of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS-X) by Watson and Clark (1994). These 

items reasonably capture guilt feelings (Robins et al., 2007), and have been shown to be valid 

and reliable across contexts (Watson & Clark, 1992) including with regards to SNS use (Turel, 

2015). Individuals were asked to reflect on their emotions during the most recent week of 

interactions with their SNS because this period allowed them to reasonably retrieve their felt 

emotions while using the website; reporting on “past week” or “last few days” emotions 

produced the highest reliability scores, compared with those of negative emotions based on other 

time frames, such as “past month”, or “today” (Watson & Clark, 1994). While the instruments 

used in this study are well-established, their adaptation to discontinuance decisions is unique; we 

therefore pilot-tested them. They were first presented to a convenience sample of 10 SNS users 

who provided feedback on their understandability and content validity. No major issues were 

detected. Next, they were pilot tested with 60 SNS users (52% women, Mage = 23), and were 

deemed to be reliable (see Cronbach’s alphas for the pilot study in Table 2.)  

--- Insert Table 2 about here --- 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

First, possible SNS-based differences were examined. To that end, a Multivariate Analysis of 

Variance (MANOVA) model was fit to the data. The model included the most frequently used 

SNS as a fixed factor, the model’s items as dependent variables, and age and gender as 



 

 

covariates. The SNS that respondents focused on did not have a significant omnibus effect on the 

model’s items (Pillai’s Trace = 0.113; F(51, 1386)=1.06, p<0.35). Hence, it was concluded that 

there are no SNS-based differences in the data, and that the dataset could be analyzed as a whole.  

The viability of the measurement instruments was first assessed with correlations and reliability 

measures. Descriptive statistics, reliability scores and inter-construct correlations are provided in 

Table 3. Average variance extracted (AVE) scores for the scales are given on the diagonal. The 

bottom part of the table includes potential control variables. The table shows that all constructs 

were internally consistent with Cronbach’s alphas over 0.7, Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) 

composite reliability scores above 0.7, and AVE scores over 0.5. Furthermore, reasonable 

discriminant validity was demonstrated by the fact that the square root of the AVE for each 

construct was substantially higher than the correlations of the construct with other constructs. 

Moreover, the correlations seem to be in the expected direction, except for one anomaly. 

Perceived behavioral control regarding discontinuance seems to be negatively correlated with 

discontinuance intentions. This will be further explored and discussed later in the manuscript. 

--- Insert Table 3 about here --- 

Next, the potential impact of common method variance (CMV) was examined using the latent 

common method factor approach (Podsakoff et al., 2003). A latent common method factor was 

added to a confirmatory factor analysis model which was specified and estimated with AMOS 

23. Factor loadings with and without this latent factor were then compared. The differences were 

mostly marginal (on average an absolute difference of 0.043), ranging from 0 to 0.09, and below 

the recommended cutoff of 0.2. Thus, common method did not seem to be influential in the data.  



 

 

Research Model Estimation 

The research model was estimated with SEM techniques using AMOS 23 and following the two-

step approach (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988).  Initially, a confirmatory factor analysis model was 

fit to the data. The model had acceptable fit [χ
2
(107) = 166.1, CFI = 0.99, IFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 

0.034 with p-close = 0.98, and SRMR = 0.029], and all loadings were above 0.68 and significant 

(p < 0.001). Consequently, a hierarchical sequence of three structural models was estimated, in a 

similar vein to the process executed by Taylor and Todd  (1994), in order to establish the added 

value of the direct, indirect and moderation effects of guilt. The first model included the TPB 

constructs as predictors of discontinuance intentions (examines H1-3). The second model added 

guilt and its hypothesized paths to the first model (examines H4-7). The third model added the 

interaction terms in order to test the moderation hypotheses (H8a-c). All models were first 

examined with age and gender controls. 

The first model in the sequence presented adequate fit [χ
2
(54) = 56.6, CFI = 0.99, IFI = 0.99, 

RMSEA = 0.010 with p-close = 0.99, and SRMR = 0.040]. Age and gender had no significant 

effects, and for reasons of parsimony were removed. The model was re-estimated and presented 

good fit [χ
2
(38) = 34.2, CFI = 0.99, IFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.001 with p-close = 0.99, and SRMR 

= 0.017]. All factor loadings were over 0.70 and significant (p<0.001). All of the hypothesized 

relationships except for one were significant (p<0.001). The effect of perceived behavioral 

control on discontinuance intentions was approaching significance (p<0.06), and in a direction 

(negative) opposite to the expected one (positive). It appears as if, consistent with Table 3, 

behavioral control beliefs reduced discontinuance intentions; when a person believed he or she 

cannot quit, intentions to discontinue were somewhat high. These results lend support to H1 and 

H2, but not to H3. The TPB predictors explained 26.7% of the variance in discontinuance intent. 



 

 

In the second model, guilt and its associated paths were added, and it was estimated with age and 

gender controls. The model yielded adequate fit indices [χ
2
(133) = 195.3, CFI = 0.99, IFI = 0.99, 

RMSEA = 0.031 with p-close = 0.99, and SRMR = 0.036] and all loadings were over 0.69 and 

significant (p<0.001). Gender and age effects were largely not significant, except for an effect of 

gender on attitude (-0.17, p<0.001). The non-significant control variable paths were removed to 

maintain parsimony, and the model was re-estimated. It produced good fit [χ
2
(123) = 187.3, CFI 

= 0.99, IFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.033 with p-close = 0.99, and SRMR = 0.038]. All loadings were 

over 0.69 and significant (p<0.001), and all hypothesized paths, except for the one from 

perceived behavioral control to discontinuance intentions, were significant (at p<0.001). This 

implies that when guilt is included in the model, it likely fully mediates the negative effect of 

behavioral control perceptions on discontinuance intentions we observed in Model 1. A 

bootstrapping procedure (Cheung & Lau, 2008) produced a significant bias-corrected  indirect 

mediated effect of behavioral control on intentions (β= -0.10, p< 0.001). The bias-corrected 

direct effect of behavioral control on intentions was not significant (β= -0.07, p< 0.91). Hence, 

full mediation through guilt was demonstrated. The variance explained in discontinuance 

intentions in model 2 increased to 34.6%. Ultimately, the findings lend support to the guilt 

hypotheses (H4 –H7), and generally, to the proposed role of guilt in SNS discontinuance.  

The third model included all previously examined effects, as well as the interaction effects, 

which were operationalized with mean-centered products. This was done in order to reduce 

potential biases (Dalal & Zickar, 2012). The model was first examined with age and gender 

controls, and produced adequate fit [χ
2
(183) = 314.1, CFI = 0.98, IFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.038 

with p-close = 0.99, and SRMR = 0.052]. Age and gender effects were not significant, except for 

the effect of gender on attitude (-0.17, p<0.001). The non-significant control variable effects 



 

 

were removed and the model as depicted in Figure 2 was estimated.  The fit indices of this model 

were acceptable [χ
2
(169) = 305.3, CFI = 0.98, IFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.041 with p-close = 0.98, 

and SRMR = 0.054] and so were the factor loadings (λij>0.69, p <0.001). The model explained 

34.0% of the variation in discontinuance intentions. All hypotheses were supported, expect for 

the ones pertaining to the direct effect of perceived behavioral control on discontinuance 

intentions and its moderation. Thus, moral self-reflections extended the TPB and added 7.3% to 

the explained variance in intentions (an improvement of more than 27% in relative terms over 

the base TPB model), which is consistent with findings by Beck and Ajzen (1991). The effect 

size of guilt, after accounting for the TPB effects, was calculated based on Chin et al. (2003) to 

be 0.11, which is considered to be medium (Cohen, 1988).  

-- Insert Figure 2 about here --- 

Moderated-Mediation Analyses 

Since model 3 includes moderated-mediation relationships (guilt is both a mediator and a 

moderator), it was also estimated using the bootstrapping procedure described in Preacher, 

Rucker and Hayes (2007). Using this approach, the standardized direct effect of guilt on 

discontinuance intentions was 0.28 (p < 0.01), the standardized indirect effect of guilt on 

discontinuance (i.e., moderation effects) was 0.09 (p<0.01), and the standardized total effect was 

0.33 (p<0.01). These results support the important role of guilt as both a mediator and a 

moderator of TPB effects.  

Similarly, since the model implies that guilt at least partially mediates the effects of normative 

and control perceptions on intentions, the indirect and direct effects pertaining to these 

associations were examined. The standardized direct, indirect and total effect of subjective norms 

on discontinuance intentions were 0.20 (p<0.01), 0.08 (p<0.001), and 0.28 (p<0.001), 



 

 

respectively. Hence guilt partially mediates the effect of subjective norms on discontinuance 

intentions and subjective norms regarding SNS discontinuance increase intentions to quit the use 

of the SNS. The standardized direct, indirect and total effect of perceived behavioral control on 

discontinuance intentions were -0.01 (ns), -0.10 (p<0.001), and -0.11 (p<0.05), respectively. 

Hence guilt fully mediates the effect of perceived behavioral control on discontinuance 

intentions and perceived behavioral control regarding SNS discontinuance reduces (rather than 

increases) intentions to quit the use of the SNS. 

Lastly, the model implies that guilt accounts for associations among TPB predictors and 

specifically that it mediates the effects of perceived behavioral control and subjective norms on 

attitudes toward discontinuance. The standardized indirect effects of subjective norms and 

perceived behavioral control on attitudes were 0.03 (p<0.005) and -0.04 (p<0.005), respectively. 

These indirect effects hold (same as above) when direct effects from these perceptions to attitude 

(both significant at p<0.05) are added to the model. Hence guilt partially mediates the effect of 

perceived behavioral control and subjective norms on attitude toward discontinuance. 

Applicability Checks 

To further corroborate the findings, better contextualize them (Te'eni, 2015; Te'eni et al., 2015) 

and better understand the role and possible antecedents of guilt in the examined context, a 

variation of applicability checks (Rosemann & Vessey, 2008) was performed. One month after 

the completion of the survey, eight participants who had the highest guilt and discontinuance 

intentions scores were asked via email to answer two questions. Four individuals (response rate 

of 50%) provided complete answers (see Table 4). 

--- Insert Table 4 about here --- 



 

 

The responses illuminate several issues. First, the sources of SNS use guilt seem to revolve 

around inability to control one’s use time and inadequate social relationship management (which 

is consistent with Cho (2015) and Turel (2015)). Both of these aspects are observed by users, and 

can serve as a basis for guilt generation. Second, some users seem to have tried (though 

unsuccessfully) to stop using their SNS. This shows that the focus on discontinuance intentions 

is justifiable, because in some cases these intentions can translate into actual behaviors. These 

observations can inform future research focusing on antecedents of guilt in the context of 

hedonic IS use, and provide first strides towards the contextualization of the findings. 

Discussion 

What are key rationale-based drivers of the discontinuance of SNS use? How are these processes 

influenced by guilt? Are these processes identical to the ones that drive IS continuance? As the 

results show, and typically consistent with the way the TPB portrays reasoned action (Ajzen, 

1991), discontinuance decisions regarding hedonic IS can be rational and driven by a set of 

social-normative and attitudinal perceptions pertaining to the discontinuance act. When people 

view discontinuance favorably and believe that referent others would approve this act, they 

develop stronger intentions to execute the act. Perceived behavioral control, however, did not 

have a direct positive effect on discontinuance intentions, as suggested by the TPB. In contrast to 

our expectations and the TPB view regarding this association and IS continuance, a negative 

effect was observed in this study in the case of discontinuance (in model 1 a direct effect, and in 

models 2 and 3, indirect negative effect, mediated through guilt). This points to possible 

differences between antecedents of and their effects on IS continuance ad discontinuance. 

Specifically, this finding implies that when users feel that they have little control over 

discontinuing the use of the system (i.e., they cannot do it), they develop guilt feelings, and 



 

 

consequently stronger discontinuance intentions. This happens presumably because they 

recognize that this loss of control is problematic and violates their natural desire to be able to 

control their actions (Ashford & Black, 1996).  This is perhaps a unique aspect of the SNS 

discontinuance context (and perhaps relevant to other "addictive" applications in which loss of 

control can be problematic); its generalizability to other situations in which loss of control may 

be prevalent should be examined.  

The findings further suggest that users of at least some hedonic IS can and do reflect on the way 

their system use patterns meet their value system and societal expectations; and when they fail to 

meet these standards, they develop guilt feelings. Guilt, in turn, operates directly and indirectly 

(through attitude change and moderation) to influence one’s SNS discontinuance intentions, 

which is consistent with prior studies on the role of guilt in driving behavior change (Mosher, 

1965; Thomas et al., 2009; Wang, 2011; Wang & McClung, 2012). Loss of ability to quit the use 

and normative pressures regarding discontinuance seem to be sources of guilt feelings in SNS 

use settings, and perhaps in other hedonic IS use contexts. This view was corroborated with 

applicability checks, which demonstrated that two possible sources of guilt are low ability to 

control one’s use time and poor social relationship management.   

Lastly, consistent with the Motivation and Opportunity model (Fazio, 1990), because guilt can 

increase the motivation and ability to consider discontinuance-related reflections, it has been 

shown that it makes the effects of such reflections more salient. Specifically, guilt strengthened 

the effects of normative and attitudinal perceptions on discontinuance intentions. When these 

perceptions were accompanied with guilt feelings, their effects on discontinuance intentions were 

stronger. This did not happen with regards to control beliefs, presumably due to the indirect 

effect of behavioral control, through guilt, on discontinuance intentions, in the examined context.  



 

 

Altogether, the model portrays (1) how TPB-based rational reflections pertaining to SNS 

discontinuance influence the development of intentions toward this behavior, (2) how these 

processes, at least regarding control beliefs, may differ from those pertaining to IS continuance, 

(3) how this set of rational perceptions inform the generation of guilt, and is informed by guilt 

feelings, and (4) how guilt, and broadly speaking – morel self-reflections, adds value to the TPB 

viewpoint and plays an important role in SNS discontinuance decisions, and perhaps in a broader 

set of hedonic IS contexts.  

Theoretical Contributions 

The study makes several important contributions to theory. They include: (1) developing and 

validating a rational-based model explaining the discontinuance of hedonic IS, (2) highlighting 

the importance of guilt in this particular context and its association with rational-decision 

making, (3) highlighting the need to focus on negative emotions in discontinuance research, and 

(4) pointing to possible extensions of the TPB in this specific context as well as to differences 

between the TPB in this context and in the case of IS continuance.  

First, while there is no need to revalidate the well-established TPB framework, this study applies 

it to a novel and important phenomenon, namely SNS discontinuance. Arguably, discontinuance 

intentions have become prevalent; at least in some hedonic IS use contexts where the excessive 

or improper use of intrinsically rewarding IS can violate users' moral norms and values 

(Woollaston, 2013). Yet, little is known regarding their formation. This study presents strides 

toward understanding this new phenomenon from a rational decision making standpoint, which 

extends the current body of knowledge on IS use that focuses mostly on adoption and 

continuance.  The latter two phenomena are certainly important. Nevertheless, IS researchers 

should also pay attention to discontinuance behaviors and develop theory explaining such 



 

 

behaviors. This study used an adaptation of the TPB which focused on discontinuance, and 

included also guilt feelings since this emotion encapsulates one’s perceived moral deviation and 

is a unique overarching predictor of discontinuance (i.e., it does not predict well continuance 

behavior) (Turel, 2015). Future research may consider additional unique drivers of 

discontinuance, such as social overload (Maier et al., 2015a) and other disturbances associated 

with SNS use (Cho, 2015), and the way they interact with the factors this study focused on.  

Second, this study demonstrates that SNS use, and perhaps hedonic IS use more broadly, like 

other behaviors that can under some circumstances become excessive, problematic, and socially 

and internally unacceptable, may require corrective actions such as discontinuation.  The desire 

to engage in corrective actions, as demonstrated in this study, can stem from guilt feelings. Guilt, 

however,  has been rarely studied in IS contexts (see exception in Turel, 2015). Untangling the 

role of guilt in discontinuance decisions increased the variance explained in discontinuance 

intentions by 27%; and guilt had a moderate effect size on discontinuance intentions 

(standardized total effect of 0.33, p<0.001), after accounting for the effects of all the TPB 

reflections. This is a meaningful increase and effect size, which emphasizes the importance of 

guilt feelings, and possibly other moral emotions, in such situations.  Note that the enjoyment or 

pleasure generated by SNS is not the direct source of guilt. This pleasure promotes the 

prioritization and repetition of hedonic system use behaviors, and when this use conflicts with 

expectations from the self as developed through social learning, guilt emerges. Hence, models of 

discontinuance, and perhaps more broadly models of coping behaviors with regards to IS should 

be expanded and take into account guilt and moral emotions. 

Third, the focus on guilt extends the range of emotions the IS literature has been focusing on. 

Past IS research often relied on emotions which do not focus on self-reflections; i.e., typical 



 

 

emotions did not pertain to the self but rather to external events and sources (see review in 

Beaudry and Pinsonneault 2010). Nevertheless, self-reflective emotions such as guilt are 

powerful determinants of corrective behavior, which should be more often included in reasoned 

action models (Bandura, 1998). Because we now know that IS users can sometimes feel guilty 

regarding their system use, and the findings portray a complex set of effects of guilt on reasoned 

action with regards to IS, future research can incorporate guilt into other models portraying the 

corrective decision processes of IS users (e.g., decisions to refrain from using a system while 

driving). Strides in this direction have been made by studies incorporating morality into IS 

security behavior models (Myyry et al., 2009), and guilt can possibly add value in this domain. 

Fourth, emotions in past research have shown to have direct effects on attitudes, perceptions and 

behaviors (see review in Beaudry and Pinsonneault 2010). However, as this study shows, and 

consistent with the broader role of negative emotions in decision making (Salovey et al., 2000), 

certain emotions, and especially negative ones, have the capacity to draw attention to relevant 

reflections and to increase one’s motivation and ability to reflect on relevant (e.g., normative and 

attitudinal) considerations. Thus, guilt can act as a moderator and augment the salience of the 

effects of attitudinal and normative reflections on discontinuance intentions. This moderating 

role should be further examined in future research with regards to other negative emotions, and 

with regards to other systems and other target behaviors. 

Fifth, this study points to two context-specific TPB-related contributions and to possible 

differences between the theorizing needed for explaining IS continuance and discontinuance. 

Consistent with Ajzen’s  (1991) suggestion, attitude is often the dominant determinant of 

intentions, whereas the roles of subjective norms and behavioral control perceptions can vary by 

context.  The first observation is that in the examined context social norms are significant 



 

 

predictors of use. While this is generally expected, it should be noted that this is not always 

consistent with prior findings in IS settings, which show that subjective norms may not be that 

important (Pavlou & Fygenson, 2006). The difference may be attributed to the current context, 

which is social in nature. When the IT artifact is used for establishing and maintaining social 

relationships, it is possible that its discontinuance is highly influenced by normative pressures. 

After all, the IT artifact in this study is a vehicle for delivering normative pressures. This 

proposition merits further research.   

The second observation is that in the examined context, behavioral control perceptions regarding 

discontinuance negatively influenced discontinuance intentions. This deviates from the positive 

effect suggested by the TPB and which has been validated in many IS continuance situations, 

and points to possible specific features of the examined context. In hindsight, this deviance could 

be explained through the fact that SNS discontinuance requires little knowledge or resources. 

However, when one senses that his or her ability to discontinue the behavior diminishes, they 

actually want to quit the behavior, as this loss of freedom violates their natural desire for control 

(Brehm, 1966). The sense of reduced ability to have control over quitting the use of the SNS and 

the associated guilt feelings increase users' discontinuance intentions. This possible explanation, 

though, requires further research. 

Lastly, this study points to possible indirect associations among TPB predictor and specifically 

suggests that behavioral control and social normative perceptions can inform the development of 

attitudes toward a behavior, in our case, at least partially through guilt feelings. Prior research 

has shown that TPB predictors may correlate (Bansal & Taylor, 2002; Byrne & Arias, 2004; 

Conner & Armitage, 1998; Godin & Kok, 1996; Hu & Lanese, 1998), and that external variables 

can account for such associations (e.g., Pavlou & Fygenson, 2006). In line with such works and 



 

 

the notion that emotions can inform perceptions (Salovey & Birnbaum, 1989; Salovey et al., 

2000), our study accounts for the existing correlations between the TPB predictors and suggests 

that attitudes toward discontinuance may be informed by guilt feelings. Since guilt is a reflective 

emotion which requires deliberation on cognitions (Tangney, 1998), we further show that it can 

be informed by social normative pressures and behavioral control perceptions. The standardized 

indirect effects of these two TPB predictors on the third (attitude) were significant. Hence this 

study provides a unique account of the possible association among TPB predictors and future 

research may extend these associations in order to refine them. 

Practical Implications 

The findings point to several potential practical recommendations. First, service providers, 

including SNS, are often interested in discouraging discontinuance using morally and socially 

acceptable measures. This can be achieved, as per Figure 2 via altering users’ normative, 

attitudinal, and control perceptions regarding discontinuance. While the findings do not point to 

specific factors that can help with decreasing normative discontinuance pressures, it seems that 

subjective norms toward discontinuance could be decreased by ensuring that one’s contacts and 

professional affiliates keep on endorsing the social networking website. This can be achieved 

perhaps with marketing and lobbying efforts that would educate people and institutions about the 

value of such websites. Another approach toward this end is to incentivize users to maintain 

large networks, through monetary, recognition or status awards which are tied to the number of 

people on one’s network. This can reduce users’ motivation to endorse discontinuance as well as 

the value of the discontinuance act, and consequently the attitude toward this act. The possible 

benefits of such attempts, though, should be weighed against their possible harms (e.g., excessive 

and problematic use), and moral judgment should be exercised. 



 

 

Second, service providers may want to consider ways to increase one’s control over 

discontinuance since reduced control encourages discontinuance. While perhaps intuitively some 

providers may want to make discontinuance difficult (e.g., make it difficult to backup 

information and permanently deactivate the sevice; see Oloffson, 2010), the findings indicate 

that this is sub-optimal, and likely unethical. This would cause a sense of loss of control or 

helplessness, and generate guilt feelings. Service providers should be ethical, and can alleviate 

this issue by ensuring that service discontinuation is easy to perform, and that users are aware of 

various discontinuation options. 

The findings point to guilt as an important driver of IS discontinuance. Thus, service providers 

may want to find ethical ways to reduce users’ guilt feeling. The applicability check part of the 

study indicates that diminished time management and social abilities are two possible sources of 

guilt. Thus, guilt can be diminished by allowing users to control their use time (e.g., by setting a 

timer and a time limit they cannot exceed) and educating them about time management and their 

options if they think they fail to properly manage their time on the website (e.g., by using videos, 

or online forums). In addition, users can be educated about proper ways of managing online 

relationships and the risks of not properly doing so (e.g., through educational videos). Such steps 

can be morally acceptable and help users reduce their guilt-producing behaviors.  

In contrast to service providers’ interests, some users may want to discontinue the use of an SNS 

or more broadly other hedonic IS (Cho, 2015; Maier et al., 2015b; Turel, 2015). These users can 

benefit from an easy discontinuation path, which service providers can implement. In extreme 

cases, users can also benefit from better understanding, controlling and acting upon their guilt 

feelings, not necessarily through discontinuance. To help them with this, typical clinical guilt 

treatment practices may be applied, and clinical psychologists may refine such treatments for 



 

 

guilt-ridden technology users. Moreover, service providers can help users develop self-awareness 

to guilt-producing behaviors (e.g., by showing usage statistics such as time spent on the SNS). 

This would allow users to monitor and self-regulate usage such that their use is aligned with their 

internal values. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, this study focused on a young-adult segment 

of users of a single IS and all users resided in one country. Guilt can be influenced by culture as 

moral norms and expectations vary between cultures (Eid & Diener, 2001). In addition, students' 

bases for guilt (e.g., not studying) may differ from those in other populations (e.g., among 

employees - using SNS instead of working). Moreover, it is possible that the discontinuance of 

work-related applications (e.g., ERP) is driven by other factors than those examined in this study 

(e.g., shame). Moreover, we treated SNS as a primarily hedonic system, but for some users it can 

also serve utilitarian purposes, in which case other lenses of analyses may be appropriate.  It is 

also possible that some of the findings are SNS-specific, or maybe hedonic-IS specific, and may 

not generalize to other IS; e.g., other factors, such as cost and shame can also drive 

discontinuance in other contexts. Similarly other lenses, beyond TPB, and perhaps accounting 

for less rational discontinuance decisions may be applied for studying IS discontinuance. More 

research involving such issues can be used for examining the boundaries of and extending our 

model.   

Second, guilt in this study was treated as a uni-facet concept. However, both internally-oriented 

(e.g., not being able to meet one’s standards when excessively using the SNS) and externally-

oriented (e.g., hurting others through improper use of SNS) basis of guilt may exist. While the 

applicability checks point to such sources, more research on guilt sources and perhaps on the 



 

 

differential effects of internally- and externally-oriented sources is warranted. Moreover, we 

used a two-item scale for measuring subjective norms, which is not ideal, yet consistent with 

prior IS research. Future research may replicate our findings with scales containing more items. 

In addition, the positivist approach we have taken in this study can be enriched with 

examinations of guilt-behavior associations using other research approaches (e.g., Cho, 2015). 

While limited applicability checks haven applied for basic contextualization and validation of the 

quantitative finding (Te'eni, 2015; Te'eni et al., 2015), future research may apply more robust 

qualitative approaches and perhaps use mix-methods designs for further extending the contextual 

richness of the findings. 

Finally, the study focused on a limited yet well-grounded set of discontinuance predictors.  Using 

the TPB framework alone, it explained 26.7% of the variance in intentions, and adding guilt 

effects increased the explained variance to 34%. This is a great start, but it also implies that 

additional predictors of IS discontinuance should be considered in future research. In addition, it 

is reasonable to assume that discontinuance is not different from other behaviors in the sense that 

intentions to perform it do not always translate in actual behaviors (Ajzen, 2011; Bandura, 1998). 

Hence, the efficacy of three-month horizon intentions to translate into behavior should be 

examined. The mechanisms which influence this translation should be studied in future research, 

and perhaps compared with established intention-action associations. 

Conclusion 

This paper adds to the existing body of research on hedonic IS use and specifically the last phase 

of the system use life cycle - discontinuance, by focusing on the rational and moral-reflective 

processes that drive SNS discontinuance decisions. It advances the notion that SNS, and perhaps 

other primarily hedonic IS discontinuance is a rational decision which relies on attitudinal, 



 

 

normative and control beliefs. It further advances the ideas that moral self-reflections such as 

guilt can inform and are informed by such rational considerations, and that separate and different 

theorizing may be needed for understanding IS discontinuance phenomena. It consequently 

highlights the importance of guilt feelings in such situations, and shows that self-reflective moral 

emotions can motivate users to change their current hedonic system use patterns through a 

complex set of direct, indirect and moderation effects on discontinuance intentions. Ultimately, 

this study advances a rational theory of hedonic IS discontinuance, and can serve as a platform 

for further studying this important, yet under-examined phenomenon.  
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Figure 1: Research Model 
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Figure 2: Structural Model (Standardized path coefficients and SMCs) 

Tables 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 The sum of % Use is over 100% because some individuals use multiple SNS. 

 Sample Characteristics (n= 487) 

Gender  48.0% Female/ 52.0% Male 

Age [years] 23.99 (18 to 51), Std. Dev.=5.16 

Internet Experience [years] 11.51 (5 to 20), Std. Dev.=3.40 

Social Networking Experience [years] 3.61 (0.2 to 10),  Std. Dev.=1.62 

Number of Social Networks a Member of 2.20 (1 to 6),  Std. Dev.=1.17 

Contacts on Most Frequently Used Social Network 328.24 (2 to 2234),  Std. Dev.=286 

Social 

Network 

Website 

Distribution
1
 

Website % Use Most Frequently Used 

Facebook 98% 93.4% 

LinkedIn 30% 1.2% 

Twitter 32% 3.7% 

Google+ 22% 0.6% 

Others (Tumbler, Friendster, etc.) 5.5% 1.1% 



 

 

Table 2:Measurement Instrument 

Construct, Source and 

Cronbach Alpha in 

Pilot Study 

Anchors Items 

Attitude toward 

Discontinuance 

(Morris & Venkatesh, 

2000), α = 0.94 

-  Stopping to use my social networking website in the next 3 months is (1= bad, 7=good) 

- Stopping to use my social networking website in the next 3 months is (1= harmful, 

7=beneficial) 

- Stopping to use my social networking website in the next 3 months is (1= punishing, 

7=rewarding) 

Subjective Norms 

(SN) regarding 

Discontinuance 

(Morris & Venkatesh, 

2000), α = 0.82 

1 = Not at all 

7 = To a very large 

extent 

- People who influence my behavior think that I should stop using this 

social networking website. 

- People who are important to me think that I should stop using this 

social networking website. 

Perceived Behavioral 

Control (PBC) 

regarding 

Discontinuance 

(Morris & Venkatesh, 

2000), α = 0.87 

1 = Not at all 

7 = To a very large 

extent 

- I have control over stopping to use this social networking website. 

- I have the resources necessary to stop using this social networking 

website. 

- Given the resources, opportunities, and knowledge it takes to stop 

using this social networking website, it would be easy for me to stop 

using this social networking website. 

Guilt (Watson & 

Clark, 1994), α = 0.90 

1 = Very slightly or 

not at all 

5 = Extremely 

This list consists of a number of words and phrases that describe 

different feelings and emotions you may have had when interacting with 

your social networking website. 

Please reflect on your last week of interactions with this website, and 

indicate to what extent you have felt this way when using the website: 

(1) guilty,  (2) ashamed, (3) blameworthy, (4) angry at self, (5) 

disgusted with self, (6) dissatisfied with self 

Discontinuance 

Intentions  (adapted 

from Venkatesh et al., 

2008), α = 0.95 

1 = Not at all 

7 = To a very large 

extent 

- I intend to stop using this social networking website in the next 3 

months 

- I predict I would stop using this social networking website in the next 

3 months 

- I plan to stop using this social networking website in the next 3 months 

 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics, Reliabilities, and Correlations
†
,
††

 

†
 AVE scores are on the diagonal 

††
 * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, for the gender variable males were coded as 1 

  Mean  (Std. Div.) 
Composite Reliability  

(Cronbach’s Alpha) 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

(1) Attitude toward 

Discontinuance 
3.70 (1.38) 0.97 (0.95) 0.91      

(2) SN regarding 

Discontinuance 
1.55 (1.10) 0.94 (0.86) .13** 0.88     

(3) PBC regarding 

Discontinuance 
5.36 (1.45) 0.91 (0.85) .04 -.17** 0.77    

(4) Guilt 1.52 (0.73) 0.92 (0.89) .14** .33** -.32** 0.65   

(5) Discontinuance 

Intentions 
1.89 (1.33) 0.96 (0.95) .34** .37** -.13** .43** 0.92  

(6) Age 23.99 (5.16) NA -.01 -.09* .05 -.08 -.01 - 

(7) Gender - NA -.16** .05 .08 .04 -.03 -.04 



 

 

Table 4: Follow-up Applicability Checks 

Why do you think you feel guilty when using this social networking website? 

 I think I feel guilty when using my social networking website because I know I could be using the time I spend 

there on other things such as studying and better using my time. 

 I realize that social networking websites are a waste of time, and I am aware that I get too wrapped up in using 

them. They ruin relationships and put information out about people that has no business being public. People tend 

not to think before they put up posts and it ends up being more of a hassle than it was worth putting it up. 

 Sometimes I feel guilty of using Facebook because I spend too much on is that I don't even realize who my real 

friends are. 

 It took time that should be used for study, and real social activity.   

Did you make attempts to reduce or stop using this social networking website in the last month? Please 

elaborate 

 I had made attempts however they seemed to be unsuccessful.  Although I hate to admit it, I feel a bit addicted to 

the site. It gives me a sense of purpose thinking that what I have to say and the pictures I put up are important to 

other people although it is probably not the case. Facebook ruins many friendships and relationships. 

 Yes since finals are coming up really soon, I de-activated my Facebook account and deleted the application on my 

phone. Those were successful and I texted with my real friends instead. 

 Yes…. Until now, I just barely touch Facebook unless someone close to me said something on my FB. 

 I have made attempts to reduce my time on the social networking website in this last month. I did this in order to 

study more and do other productive things with my time. Like only going on after 9pm or on the weekends. 

  


