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A B S T R A C T

Negative Word-of-mouth (WOM) significantly influences how users form attitudes toward digital platforms, yet 
little is known about its role in social media discontinuation. Grounded in Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), this 
study investigates how two types of negative WOM, online and offline, influence users’ perceptions of privacy 
and social media discontinuation intent among WhatsApp users in the United States (n = 309), India (n = 271), 
and Finland (n = 205). The research model conceptualizes negative WOM as environmental factors, privacy 
invasion, and distrust as self-judgment, and discontinuation intention as the behavioral response. The structural 
equation modeling shows that users do not respond to both types of WOM in the same way in different countries. 
Online negative WOM significantly increases perception of privacy invasion in the US and India, while offline 
negative WOM is more influential in shaping distrust in Finland. Distrust consistently predicts discontinuation 
intention across three countries, with privacy invasion directly affecting discontinuation intention only in 
Finland. This study contributes to existing literature by examining the impact of environmental factors repre
sented in both offline and online negative WOM, as well as cognitive factors represented in privacy invasion and 
distrust on discontinuous intention. Further, unlike the mainstream literature that focuses on a single country, we 
study social media discontinuation across three countries. The research advances SCT-based research by applying 
it to the underexplored domain of social media discontinuation and provides implications for designing country- 
specific privacy strategies to mitigate discontinuation risks.

1. Introduction

Discontinuation of usage represents a major dynamic force in in
formation systems. Social media discontinuation (SMD) occurs when 
users abandon all or specific social media platforms. When this behavior 
takes place en masse, social media platforms face the challenge of 
“negative tipping”, where the value created or received by the plat
form’s members is not enough to sustain the platform (Katz & Shapiro, 
1985; Salminen et al., 2018). This could happen due to a decline in user 
engagement, rising operational costs, or a decrease in new revenue 
opportunities. The platform may no longer sustain itself effectively 
when reaching this tipping point, leading to potential financial losses 
and failure. The failure of such platforms is detrimental to individuals as 
well, who use them for personal and professional interactions, accessing 

information, and significant sources of community, support, and 
enjoyment (Yang & Zhang, 2022). Therefore, discontinuation dynamics 
play a major role in shaping socio-technical systems such as social media 
platforms.

The existing literature suggests that different factors contribute to 
the discontinuation of social media, including (1) individual factors such 
as cognitive (Hong & Oh, 2020), behavioral (Luqman et al., 2018; Turel, 
2015) and emotional (Cao et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2021; Maier, 2020; 
Masood et al., 2021) factors, (2) content-related factors such as infor
mation equivocality (Xie & Tsai, 2021), annoying posts (Hong & Oh, 
2020), banality of content (Hong & Oh, 2020), and rumors (Xie & Tsai, 
2021), and the (3) social media platform’s features or even alternative 
availability (Hong & Oh, 2020). A systematic review of the literature 
(Farooq et al., 2023a) showed that social pressure, in the form of a 
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