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Orientation: Students” membership and participation in social networking sites, such as
Facebook, has increased in recent years.

Research purpose: The study examined students” access to social network sites and compared
male and female students” usage of Facebook with regards to time commitment, privacy
concerns, and the creation and/or maintenance of relationships.

Motivation: The study adds to the existing academic literature on this topic by providing a
South African perspective.

Research design, approach and method: Two-hundred self-administered questionnaires
were distributed using convenience sampling. The statistical analysis that was used included
Mann-Whitney U-test, -test and ANOVA analysis.

Main findings: Students connect to social networking sites everyday primarily via their
mobile phones. Female students reported spending more time on Facebook whilst at the
same time expressing more concern for their privacy. Moreover, students were found to use
Facebook to maintain existing offline friendships more so than creating new relationships.

Managerial implications: Social networking sites such as Facebook play an important
role in students’ everyday interpersonal communication. Practically, Facebook provides
lecturers, parents and businesses the opportunity to communicate with students in a fast
and cost-effective way. Therefore, insight into the variables studied could help marketers
and Social Network Site operators to manage privacy concerns in order to effectively target,
advertise and communicate with students.

Contribution: Although past research has concentrated on the study of Facebook in terms of
privacy and members’ uses little research has been conducted on gender differences in this
regard, more so within a South African context. Furthermore demographic variables such as
gender influence motives and behaviour, as such making the analysis demographics essential.

Introduction

The Internet provides a platform through which university students can make use of computer-
mediated communication (CMC) applications such as email, instant messaging and social
network sites (Vrocharidou & Efthymiou 2012). According to Vrocharidou and Efthymiou (2012),
university students are avid CMC users with social network sites (SNSs) representing the fastest-
growing and most popular Internet-based technology amongst young people (Roblyer et al.
2010). They provide an easy and accessible virtual environment through which one can interact
and communicate with others within and beyond their societal and geographical proximities
(Kim, Sohn & Choi 2011; Pempek, Yermolayeva & Calvert 2009).

Students make use of many SNSs, however, Facebook appears to be the network of choice
amongst this group and as such has ‘revolutionized [their] social behaviours and networking
practices” (Kalpidou, Costin & Morris 2011:183). Hew (2011) suggests that Facebook is primarily
used to maintain existing offline relationships but at the cost of potential privacy risks through
the disclosure of personal information. Although past research has concentrated on the study of
Facebook in terms of privacy (Acquisti & Gross 2006; Debatin et al. 2009; Hoy & Milne 2010; Lewis,
Kaufman & Christakis 2008) and members” uses (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe 2007; Hew 2011;
Pempek et al. 2009; Valenzuela, Park & Kee 2009), little research has been conducted on gender
differences in this regard, especially within a South African context.

The purpose of this study was to analyse gender differences toward the usage of SNSs amongst
South African university students. Boyd and Ellison (2008) report that there is limited research
conducted outside of the United States of America on who is using social network sites and for
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what purpose. With regard to gender differences, research
on media patterns suggests that demographic variables
influence motives and behaviour and it can thus be inferred
that demographic variables may affect Facebook users’
behaviour, making the analysis of demographics essential
(Giannakos et al. 2012). This then serves as an impetus to
conduct such a study within a South African context. The
specific research objectives that guided the study were as
follows:

e To determine which social network sites are used most
often by students.

e To determine how often students access social network
sites.

o To determine if students access social network sites by
means of a computer or mobile phone.

e To determine if there are gender differences amongst
students with regard to:
= time spent on Facebook
= concern for privacy on Facebook
= using Facebook to form new online relationships or

maintain existing offline relationships.

Social networking

The Internet can be considered to be a multi-faceted mass
medium of communication (Morris & Ogan 1996). Its advent
has been deemed by many as revolutionary (Stafford,
Stafford & Schkade 2004) because of its radical and profound
impact on the manner in which people communicate,
especially since the popularity of SNSs. Over the years the
usage rates of the Internet have grown exponentially. In
2000, the record of active Internet users was 360 985 492 and
the latest statistics, as at the end of 2012, have the number
of active users recorded at 2 405 518 376 (Internet World
Stats 2014). The significant growth rate of Internet usage
is thus compelling researchers to investigate and examine
the motivations behind it (Stafford et al. 2004). According
to Rafaeli (1986), the theory of uses and gratifications is
deemed an appropriate theoretical framework on which
to understand the motivations behind the usage of a mass
medium, such as the Internet.

Stafford et al. (2004:259) define this theoretical model as
‘a communications” research paradigm that determines
motivations by focusing on what people do with mass
media’. The approach of uses and gratifications can simply
be portrayed as the ‘how and why’ behind media use
motivations.

With the rise in Internet accessibility comes the territory of
new Internet technologies that are able to support numerous
relationships and communities, such as social networking
websites (Golder, Wilkinson & Huberman 2007). On the basis
of the uses and gratifications theory, it is hypothesised that
consumers use forms of mass media, such as online social
networks, for different goals and purposes, depending on
their needs (Roberts 2010). The assumptions upon which the
theory is based include the fact that (1) the audience is active,

(2) the media choice lies with the audience member, (3) all
media compete with other sources of need/goal fulfilment,
(4) mass media goals can be found in the message of the
source, and (5) cultural value judgements should be not be
taken into consideration as the audience explores their own
opinions (Roberts 2010).

Pempek et al. (2009) define online social networks as
‘member-based Internet communities” that allow members to
share profile information and communicate with others. By
the same token, Boyd and Ellison (2008:211) describe SNSs
as ‘web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct
a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system,
(2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a
connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections
and those made by others within the system’. In principal,
SNSs allow members to reflect, extend and share their
personalities with their online communities. SNSs can be
oriented toward various contexts, such as one’s professional
career (e.g. LinkedIn), common interests (e.g. music on
MySpace), or university students — the original purpose of
Facebook (Ellison et al. 2007). Miller, Parsons and Lifer (2010)
reported that the use of social networking sites by students
is significant. The vast majority of students (85%) indicated
that they visited these sites at least once a day.

The theoretical framework of the uses and gratifications
theory is thus a solid foundation upon which this study can
build on, in terms of ‘how and why” online social networks
(such as Facebook) are used by individuals to satisfy their
communication needs.

Facebook as a social networking site

Facebook was founded in 2004 to allow for online social
interaction between students at Harvard University (Nosko,
Wood & Molema 2010). In 2006, Facebook became available
to the general public (Stern & Taylor 2007) and in March
2013 Facebook claimed 1.11 billion monthly active users
(Facebook 2013).

Facebook allows its members “to stay connected with friends
and family, to discover what’s going on in the world, and
to share and express what matters to them” (Facebook 2013).
This is, in principal, done by building an online “profile’
containing one’s personal information and uploaded digital
pictures (Pempek et al. 2009). In addition, Facebook involves
accumulating ‘friends” with whom one wishes to stay in
contact, communicating with these ‘friends” via comments
posted on their ‘walls’” (personal message boards) or private
messages (similar to email), joining groups based on common
interests and becoming a ‘fan” of one’s favourite organisation
or celebrity (Ellison et al. 2007; Hew 2011; Pempek et al. 2009).

The current study examined the use of Facebook by South
African undergraduate university students. Previous
research by Ellison et al. (2007) found that 94% of the
American undergraduate students surveyed used Facebook.
More recently, Kim et al. (2011) report that Facebook is the



most popular SNS, used most frequently (83.4%) amongst
American undergraduate respondents. According to
Socialbakers (2012), a social media and digital analytics
company, there are 4.6 million South African Facebook users
of which 30% are between the ages of 18 and 24, the typical
age group of South African undergraduate university
students. Whilst it seems fair to conclude that Facebook
has a large percentage of undergraduate university
members, there are gender differences in the adoption of
communication technology (Hargittai 2008; Junco, Merson
& Salter 2010). The inherency of gender differences within
the adoption of communication technology thus serves as
the impetus for studying gender differences by means of
Facebook. According to Socialbakers (2012), the gender split
of South African Facebook users is an even 50%.

The gender differences

The literature review that follows summarises previous
research in respect of time spent on Facebook, privacy
concerns and the establishment and/or maintenance of
relationships.

Time spent on Facebook

Pempek et al. (2009) state that Facebook is incorporated into
the daily lives of students. In March 2013, Facebook reported
an average of 655 million daily active users. Previous
researchers have found that students spend between 10 and
60 minutes on Facebook daily (Ellison et al. 2007; Muise,
Christofides & Desmarais 2009; Pempek et al. 2009; Ross
et al. 2009; Valenzuela et al. 2009). More recently-published
studies, however, report averages as high as 81.4 minutes
(Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe 2011) and 101.09 minutes
per day (Junco et al. 2010). Giannakos et al. (2012) found
that respondents with an average age of 25 years spend
approximately 8.24 hours a week on Facebook. Golder et al.
(2007) found that students spend less time on Facebook
over the weekends as this is when they are away from their
computers. However, with advances in mobile technology,
this is likely to change. In March 2013, Facebook reported
751 million monthly active mobile users.

With regard to gender differences, Muise ef al. (2009) found
that female students in Canada spend significantly more
time on Facebook than their male counterparts. Furthermore,
although the researchers did not ask respondents to indicate
actual time spent on Facebook, Hoy and Milne (2010) report
that female respondents checked their Facebook profiles
more frequently; 78.6% of females checked their profiles
several times per day compared with 67.7% of males. It is
therefore hypothesised that:

H,: Female university students spend more time on Facebook on
a daily basis than male university students.

Privacy concerns on Facebook

Internet users are becoming increasingly aware and
concerned about the power Internet technologies have

in monitoring user behaviour and gathering personal
information without one’s knowledge (Dinev & Hart 2004).
A study in Hong Kong found that students are highly
concerned about how organisations gather and disseminate
customers’ personal information through the Internet (Yao
& Zhang 2008). The researchers further found that more
experienced Internet users and more frequent users were
more concerned about online privacy.

Privacy, in its more conventional sense, refers to the ‘right
to prevent the disclosure of personal information to others’
(Paine et al. 2007:526). Facebook, by default, allows members
of the same network to view each other’s profiles (Boyd
& Ellison 2008). This means that personal information is
potentially available to friends as well as complete strangers.
Previous research has found that students are significantly
more likely to divulge information about themselves on
Facebook (Muise et al. 2009), thereby opening themselves up
to potential privacy risks (Hew 2011). Christofides, Musie
and Desmarais (2009) report, however, that students are,
in general, concerned about their privacy and thus likely to
make use of privacy settings.

Several studies have identified gender differences with
regard to online privacy concerns, however, not all are
within the realms of Facebook. In an analysis of five Web
situations, Sheehan (1999) states that women’s personal
privacy concerns were higher than those reported by men.
Fogel and Nehmad (2009) found a greater degree of privacy
concerns with regard to SNSs amongst female undergraduate
students. Regarding to young adult Facebook users, Hoy and
Milne (2010:33) state that women were ‘significantly more
concerned than men about ‘the privacy of the information
about (them) that’s posted on Facebook’. However, the
researchers also state that both genders’ privacy concerns
were low. Overall, females report being more concerned with
privacy than men and thus it is hypothesised that:

H,: Female university students have a greater concern for privacy
on Facebook compared with that of male university students.

The creation and/or maintenance of
relationships on Facebook

Social network sites, such as Facebook, can be seen as a
communication platform that supports both existing social
ties as well as the formation of new social connections
(Ellison et al. 2007, 2011). Giannakos et al. (2012) found that
‘social connection’ is the main reason for using Facebook.
One question that arises, however, is whether these sites
are used primarily to form new online relationships or to
maintain existing offline relationships (Ellison et al. 2011).
Previous research provides evidence in support of the
latter (Bosch 2009; Ellison et al. 2007, 2011; Pempek et al.
2009; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke 2008). Hew (2011) identified
nine motives for using Facebook, the main use being social
interaction to maintain existing offline relationships, such
as with current friends, classmates, or someone that lives
nearby. Pempek et al. (2009) found that 68.48% of students



would only accept a friend request on Facebook from
someone they knew offline as opposed to 23.91% who would
accept a friend request from anyone that asked. Moreover,
the researchers state that 77.17% of students report that ‘none
of their Facebook friendships originated online’. Giannakos
et al. (2012) found that Facebook was used to connect with
people who are geographically dispersed or to reconnect with
old friends. Miller et al. (2010) report that 92% of students in
their study used Facebook to stay in contact with old friends,
whilst only 42% used it to meet new people.

Haferkamp et al. (2012) postulate that, based on gender-
related differences in Internet communication and
behaviour in general, it can be assumed that men and
women have different motives regarding their SNS usage
as well. Weiser (2000), in a study on gender differences in
Internet use, reports that women primarily use the Internet
for interpersonal communication with geographically-
separated friends and family. Men, on the other hand,
were found to use the Internet primarily for entertainment
and leisure purposes. Similarly, Muscanell and Guadagno
(2012) and Barker (2009) provide evidence that female
students use SNSs to maintain relationships whereas male
students use these sites to form new relationships. Thus, it
is hypothesised that:

H,: Female university students use Facebook mainly to maintain
existing offline relationships whilst male university students use
Facebook mainly to create new online relationships.

Research method and design
Sample

The sample comprised 200 undergraduate university
students, 102 female (51%) and 98 male (49%), who were
members of Facebook. The decision to use university
students and limit it to those with Facebook accounts was
deemed appropriate because of the popularity of Facebook
amongst this group, as mentioned previously. Respondents
were approached based on convenience via campus-intercept
on the University of Pretoria’s main campus and asked to
complete a self-administered questionnaire after informed
consent was obtained. Students were not incentivised to
complete the questionnaire.

Measures

The questionnaire contained multiple choice as well as single-
and multiple-response questions in order to determine
which SNSs students access, how often they access them, by
which means (i.e., via computer or mobile phone) and their
preferred access method.

Time spent on Facebook was measured by means of the
following open-ended question: ‘How many minutes on
average did you spend on Facebook yesterday?’

Concern for one’s privacy on Facebook was measured by
means of a four-item scale adapted from Dinev and Hart’s
(2004) Internet privacy scale. Modifications were required

to reflect the specificity of Facebook. The items were rated
on a seven-point Likert scale anchored from (1) ‘strongly
disagree’ to (7) ‘strongly agree’. Sample items include ‘I am
concerned that the information I submit on Facebook could
be misused” and ‘I am concerned about posting information
on Facebook because of what other might do with it". The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this adapted scale was 0.82,
which indicates acceptable internal consistency reliability.

To investigate whether Facebook members used the site more
to maintain relationships with offline contacts or to form
new online contacts, the ‘Off to Online” and ‘On to Offline’
scales of Ellison ef al. (2007) were adapted, respectively. The
items were rated on a seven-point Likert scale anchored from
‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ and included items
such as ‘I use Facebook to learn more about other people in
my classes’, ‘I use Facebook to learn more about other people
living near me” and ‘I use Facebook to meet new people’. The
Cronbach'’s alpha coefficients for the adapted ‘On to Offline’
scale and ‘Off to Online’ scale were 0.78 and 0.64, respectively.
According to Hair ef al. (1998), reliability coefficients above
0.60 are satisfactory for exploratory research and those above
0.70 are acceptable.

Results
Students’ access to social network sites

Table 1 below provides some basic descriptive data to
characterise undergraduate students” access to social network
sites. The results indicated that, in addition to Facebook,
students also access YouTube (64%), Twitter (38.5%) and, to
a lesser degree, various other SNSs (31%) such as Mxit and
WhatsApp. The latter two can be described as a combination
of instant messenger and social network. The majority of
students” access SNSs one to three times a day (41%) or are
connected most of the day (39%). Students use both their
mobile phone (89.5%) and computer (79.5%) to access social
networks, however, the preferential method is their mobile
phones (51%).

TABLE 1: Students’ access to social network sites.

Social network variables n %

Social networks used

Facebook 200 100
Twitter 77 38.5
YouTube 128 64
Other 62 31
How often social networks are used

Connected most of the day 78 39
Connected 1-3 times during the day 82 41
Connected 1-3 times during the week 32 16
Connected 1-3 times during the month 8 2
Total 200 100
How social networks are accessed

Computer 159 79.5
Mobile 179 89.5
Method of access preferred when accessing social networks

Computer 98 49
Mobile 102 51
Total 200 100




Results for hypotheses

All the hypotheses were tested at a 5% level of
significance (i.e., o = 0.05) using the independent samples
t-test (H, and H,) and general linear model (repeated analysis
of variance [ANOVA]) (H,). Where the assumptions were not
met, the appropriate non-parametric alternatives were used.

Time spent on Facebook

The first hypothesis (H,) focused on the difference between
male and female university students with regard to time
(calculated in minutes) spent on Facebook daily. The
assumption of normality, assessed through the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test for normality as well as through a visual
inspection of histograms and normal probability plots,
indicated departures from normality in both subsamples.
As such, the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U-test was
used to test H .

The results indicated that female university students spent
more time on Facebook on a daily basis (M =33.47, SD = 16.32)
than their male counterparts (M = 19.0, SD = 33.20). This is
consistent with previous research. Muise et al. (2009) report
that female students spend on average 40.57 minutes on
Facebook compared with the 29.83 minutes of their male
counterparts. The results of the Mann-Whitney U-test
indicated that there was a significant difference (p = 0.0035)
between male and female university students with regard to
time spent on Facebook daily. Thus, H, was accepted.

Privacy concerns on Facebook

Hypothesis 2 focused on the difference between male and
female university students” concern for privacy on Facebook.
The descriptive statistics indicated a difference in the mean
scores of men (M = 3.98, SD = 1.29) and women (M = 4.38,
SD = 1.32). Thus, female university students reported slightly
higher concerns for privacy on Facebook as opposed to male
university students. This is in line with previous research by
Sheehan (1999) and Fogel and Nehmad (2009) who report
that women’s personal privacy concerns were higher than
men in Web and general SNS situations. The Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test for normality indicated mild departures
from normality in both the male and female university
student subgroups. However, the independent samples
t-test is robust for mild departures from normality with
large samples; hence it was used to test H, (Pallant 2005).
The results of the t-test, assuming equal variances (/[198] =
-2.10, p = 0.037), indicated that there was a significant two-
tailed difference in the mean scores of the male and female
subgroups on the concern for privacy scale. However, for
privacy concerns, a one-tailed (directional) hypothesis was
stated. The one-tailed p-value of 0.0186 is smaller than the
significance level of 0.05. H, is thus accepted.

The creation and/or maintenance of
relationships on Facebook

Hypothesis 3 focused on the difference between male
and female university students in their use of Facebook to

TABLE 2: Descriptive results.

Variables Gender M n SD

Maintaining existing relationships Male 4.066 98 1.38
Female 4.338 102 1.44

Creating new friendships Male 2.459 98 1.40
Female 2.701 102 1.22

M, mean; SD, standard deviation.

maintain existing offline relationships or create new online
relationships.

A general linear model, repeated measures ANOVA
(gender as the independent variable and relationships as the
dependent variables) with a Greenhouse-Geisser correction
determined that the use of Facebook differed significantly
between maintaining existing relationships and creating new
friendships (F = 233.45, p = 0.000). However, no significant
difference was identified between men and women (F = 0.02,
p = 0.887) and their use of Facebook in this regard. It is clear
from Table 2 that both male and female university students
use Facebook to maintain existing offline relationships
rather than create new online relationships. Thus, there is no
support for H.,.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance was obtained for this study from the
Registrar as well as the Research Ethics Committee of the
University of Pretoria.

Trustworthiness

No potential risks were involved for participants.
Participation was voluntarily as students were approached
on campus and no incentives were provided to partake in
the study.

Informed consent was obtained from all participants who
signed an informed consent form that indicated the purpose
and use of the research as well as ensuring confidentiality and
providing them with the opportunity to stop participating at
any time.

The dataset of the raw material is stored, according to the
University of Pretoria’s ethical guidelines, for 10 years.

Discussion

The results indicated that university students connect to SNSs
every day primarily with their mobile phones. This suggests
that there is a possible opportunity to communicate with this
group every minute of every day. Whilst other SNSs such as
YouTube are somewhat popular amongst students, Facebook
is, for the time being, their SNS of choice. However, gender
differences in the use of Facebook do exist.

Consistent with previous research (Hoy & Milne 2010;
Muise et al. 2009), South African female university students
reported spending more time on Facebook whilst at the same
time expressing more concern for their privacy on Facebook.



In line with their original purpose, SNSs encourage members
to spend time posting and sharing personal information
about themselves to facilitate online social interactions
(Muise et al. 2009). Kolek and Saunders (2008) found that
female undergraduate students disclosed more personal
information about themselves on their Facebook profiles.
This raises privacy concerns (Acquisti & Gross 2006).
Although Christofides, Musie and Desmarais (2009) reported
that students are, in general, concerned about their privacy,
for this study’s sample, the concern for privacy on Facebook
for both genders is limited (Women, M = 4.38; Men, M = 3.98
on a seven-point Likert scale). This may be because students
have control over the personal information posted, believe
they have some control over its accessibility (Acquisti &
Gross 2006), engage in active profile management, or simply
are not concerned about being judged about the information
on their profiles (Ellison et al. 2011). The lack of concern is
also driven in some way by the benefits gained from using or
participating on SNSs (Hoy & Milne 2010).

Much like traditional communication tools, Facebook is
used to keep in touch with others. The results of the present
study indicated that South African university students use
Facebook more to maintain existing offline relationships
rather than to create new online relationships. This is in line
with Courtois, All and Vanwynsberghe (2012) who state
that ‘SNSs are valuable sources of information for offline
relations” as the content made available on SNSs enables
one to learn more about acquaintances and close friends.
From a practicality standpoint, Facebook provides lecturers,
parents and businesses the opportunity to communicate
with students in a fast and cost-effective way (Schlenkrich &
Sewry 2012). University students may also reap the benefits
of staying in touch with alumni who may provide possible
future career opportunities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Facebook is a popular destination for students
to engage in their everyday online social activities and
thereby strengthen their existing social networks. Albeit that
SNSs present privacy concerns, undergraduate Facebook
members are not deterred by this. This study contributed
to existing academic literature regarding gender differences
in Facebook usage. However, a few limitations are worth
noting. Gender differences were only assessed via one SNS,
namely, Facebook. In addition, the sample consisted solely of
students at the University of Pretoria in South Africa selected
via a non-probability sampling method. The results of this
study can therefore not be generalised to a larger population
or other SNSs. Future research could explore privacy risks in
more detail as well as investigate possible gender difference
in the motives for using other SNS. The use of SNSs, such
as Facebook, to support education initiatives should also be
investigated.
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