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ABSTRACT

Online social networks (OSN) have attracted considerable interest from research and practice.
Individuals use OSNs to establish and maintain relationships with friends, family, and close
colleagues. While these relationships are typically personal in nature, the current study
introduces commercial friendship between an OSN user and a firm representative as an approach
to utilize OSN as part of a customer relationship strategy. A commercial friendship emerges
when a firm representative is given access to the customer’s personal network. We build on
relationship theory and friendship theory to examine factors that impact the willingness of OSN
users to engage in relationships with firm representatives. Preliminary findings from an open-
ended survey with 60 participants and interviews with 350SN users suggest that a positive
relationship outcome (i.e. relationship benefits outweigh relationship costs) and the level of
perceived friendship impact the willingness-to-add decision. Theoretical contributions, practical
implications, and the subsequent testing of the factors in an experiment are presented.
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