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Introduction
Usage of social networking sites (SNSs) like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and WhatsApp has 
increased globally and is playing a pivotal role in people’s lives (e.g. García-domingo, Aranda & 
Fuentes 2017; Hashim & Kutbi 2015; Krasnova, Veltri, Eling & Buxmann 2017). There are over 
1  billion users of SNSs across the world, and this has led researchers to argue for continued 
research in how people engage with and interact through SNSs (e.g. Jin, Diego & Chen 2013; 
Subramani 2015). Despite this interest on research in SNSs, many studies have mainly been 
confined to developed countries (e.g. DiVall & Kirwin 2012; Ellison & Boyd 2013; Hashim & Kutbi 
2015). In addition, there is growing interest in studies that focus on how international students 
use SNSs (e.g. Binsahl, Chang & Bosua 2015; Chen & Hanasono 2016; Rahman 2014). International 
students are an important cohort as they occupy a strategic advantage within institutions of 
higher learning (Forbush & Foucault-Welles 2016). For instance, Chen and Hanasono (2016) argue 
that international students are an important cultural rent in that they add value to the countries’ 
intellectual capital and labour force.

As international students are far away from home, they strive for channels and platforms through 
which they can communicate (Chen & Hanasono 2016). As a result, these students often suffer 
from cultural estrangement as well as loneliness because of a deprivation of established bonds 
and therefore need to find ways to adjust to new conditions (Whillans & Chen 2017). This research 
intends to investigate motives influencing international students’ use of SNSs to meet their 
varying social and psychological needs. Notably, there are some studies that focus on how 
international students adjust in foreign countries (Chen & Hanasono 2016; Forbush & Foucault-
Welles 2016; Whillans & Chen 2017). However, there is little or no research that pays attention to 
how SNSs such as Facebook are used by international students from a South African perspective, 
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yet South Africa is experiencing increased enrolment of 
international students (Hemis 2014). Furthermore, studies on 
international students (e.g. Binsahl et al. 2015; Chang et al. 
2014; Chen & Kuo 2017; Kumar, Joshi & Sharma 2016) have 
been contextualised in favour of students who study mostly 
in urban areas. However, there appears to be neglect within 
the research community on understanding the experiences of 
international students especially at rural campuses.

Social networking sites
According to Thurairaj et al. (2015), SNSs are defined as 
mobile- or Internet-based social platforms created and 
designed to enable users to communicate, collaborate and 
share content across contacts and communities. Many 
researchers (e.g. García-domingo et al. 2017; Heerden & 
Jordaan 2017; Hu, Zhao & Huang 2015; Lu, Lin & Lu 2016; 
Robertson & Kee 2017) agree on the definition of SNSs 
suggested by Boyd and Ellison (2008), who defined the term 
as platforms that allow individual users to (1) create public 
and semi-public profiles within circumscribed systems, (2) 
choose other users with whom they can share connections 
and (3) observe and navigate through lists of connections and 
those created by others in the same system.

Currently, the most popular SNSs include Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, Snapchat and WhatsApp. Usage and development 
of various SNSs continue to increase across the world because 
of the value they have in aiding human communication 
(World Wide Worx & Fuseware 2016). Notable benefits of 
SNSs identified by a previous study include the creation of 
relationships, sharing of content and opinions, entertainment 
and communication (Woo & Lee 2017). Regardless of the 
positive side of SNS usage, concerns have emerged over their 
potential to be addictive, and there are also concerns about 
privacy of users and control of information (Jeong & Kim 
2017). This study focuses on the most used SNSs, namely, 
Facebook (García-domingo et al. 2017). According to Chao 
and Keung (2017), Facebook is one of the most popular SNSs 
worldwide, with 1.71 billion active users in 2016. García-
domingo et al. (2017) also noted that three of four global 
Internet users are on Facebook, possibly affirming the 
popularity of this SNS.

Theoretical framework 
underpinning social networking 
sites usage
This study was informed by the uses and gratifications theory 
(U & GT). This theory emerged in the 1940s as a basis for 
studying gratifications that attracted media users (Katz, Haas 
& Gurevitch 1973). In light of this theory, it is assumed that 
media users consider the benefits of interaction with media 
in solving their problems and meeting their needs (Rousseau, 
Eggermont & Frison 2017). The theory also accepts that 
individuals from diverse backgrounds have different choices 
of media and that people differ in their reasons and 
motivations for SNS usage (Heerden & Jordaan 2017). In line 
with the same view, the U & GT therefore qualifies to be used 

as a theory to investigate SNSs usage amongst students of an 
international background. Many researchers (e.g. Chuang 
2015; Froget, Baghestan & Asfaranjan 2013; Heerden & 
Jordaan 2017; Karimi, Khodabandelou & Ahmad 2014) agree 
that the main motivations behind SNS use include meeting 
needs for the following gratifications – information search, 
need for entertainment, maintaining relationships, need to 
meet new people, need to discuss, need to share media and 
the need to connect.

Motives influencing Facebook usage
The need to meet new people
Users of SNSs utilise them to meet new people online 
(Tiryakioglu & Erzurum 2011). This is because SNSs provide 
tools that facilitate person-to-person interaction, resulting in 
possibilities of total strangers getting closer and building 
relationships that are an alternative to offline contacts 
(Binsahl et al. 2015). SNSs also present opportunities for 
individuals to find like-minded people with similar interests 
with whom they can share emotions and collaborate. In the 
context of education, Facebook allows students who are in 
the same field of study, with same interests or living in the 
same area to meet in online groups where they become 
online friends and share information (Thurairaj et al. 2015). 
Previous studies on the benefits of SNSs indicated that SNSs 
are used as an instrument to build social capital, primarily 
by people who are far away from their homes (e.g. Lu et al. 
2016; Vincent 2015; Woo & Lee 2017). Whillans and Chen 
(2017) underlined that students leaving their homes for 
tertiary studies lose established social connections and 
memberships, which possibly results in homesickness. In 
that case, SNS can provide consolation by providing tools to 
enhance one’s social capital. This is revealed in the study by 
Xiao and Zuang (2014) who asserted that SNSs increase 
social capital and also facilitate meeting new people by 
removing physical barriers. Based on all this, the following 
hypothesis can be assumed:

H1o: The need to meet new people as a motive for Facebook 
usage has no positive relationship with the use of Facebook by 
international students.

H1a: The need to meet new people as a motive for Facebook 
usage has a positive relationship with the use of Facebook by 
international students.

The need to share and search for information
Studies have revealed that human beings have an inborn 
propensity to share and seek information (Osatuyi 2013; 
Yazdanpanah & Forouzani 2015). Users of SNS use them for 
purposes of information seeking and searching (Hashim & 
Kutbi 2015). Ng et al. (2017) postulated that SNSs have 
transformed information dissemination and frequently 
become accessed knowledge resources for information 
seeking by users. Tse, Bridges and Srinivasan (2015) found 
that individuals use SNS to make inquiries about their 
health concerns. Similarly, a study carried out by Hamid et al. 
(2016) revealed that international students use SNS to 
search for information which enables them to adapt to new 
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environments. Students also use SNS to search for information 
related to their academic studies (Manjunatha 2013). This was 
also supported by Subramani (2015), who found that students 
form groups on SNSs where they exchange academic 
information. Thus, it can be assumed that students join 
academic SNSs for the sole purpose of exchanging information 
with their classmates or people in the same field as they are. 
Based on this, the following hypothesis can be assumed:

H2o: The need to share and search information as a motive for 
Facebook usage has no positive relationship with the use of 
Facebook by international students.

H2a: The need to share and search for information as a motive for 
Facebook usage has positive a relationship with the use of 
Facebook by international students in South Africa.

The need to share media
Social networking sites have revolutionised media sharing 
amongst Internet users from different backgrounds the world 
over (Chen & Kuo 2017). Artists, advertisers and individuals 
create videos, audios and pictures to express themselves or 
communicate with their contacts. Manasijevic et al. (2016), in 
a study to investigate the usage of Facebook for learning 
purposes, discovered that professors and students could 
share multimedia clips and graphical illustrations on SNSs as 
an alternative learning platform to the physical classroom. 
Rousseau et al (2017) noted that pictures are the most shared 
media on Facebook followed by videos. In addition, Ho and 
Li (2011) found that Chinese international students in 
America used Renren, a Chinese version of Facebook, to share 
pictures and videos with users from their home countries. 
Students use different SNSs to share media while abroad 
(Forbush & Foucault-Welles 2016). Based on this, the 
following hypothesis can be assumed:

H3o: The need to share media as a motive for Facebook usage has 
no positive relationship with the use of Facebook by international 
students.

H3a: The need to share media as a motive for Facebook usage has 
a positive relationship with the use of Facebook by international 
students.

The need to maintain relationships
There is a growing body of research which empirically 
supports that SNSs use has both negative and positive effects 
on associations (Lin & Utz 2015; Rousseau et al. 2017; 
Schneider, Vorderer & Kr 2016). Research utilising the 
affordance approach has explained how the cost of 
SNSs  facilitates maintenance of both online and offline 
relationships (Ellison & Vitak 2015). SNSs, unlike traditional 
means of communication, provide a cheaper and efficient 
communication alternative (Alassiri 2014). The affordance 
approach also outlines that continuations of relationships 
depend on what individuals do on SNSs. Chao and Keung 
(2017) discovered that extreme opinions on Facebook could 
destroy weak relationships amongst users and result in the 
offending party being blocked or unfriended. Regardless 
of the negative side of SNSs, there is overwhelming evidence 
to show that SNSs are a critical means to maintaining 

relationships (Lu et al. 2016). SNSs allow users to keep in 
touch with former classmates, communities and families 
when they are away from them (Özad 2012). Also, it has been 
found that communication on SNSs facilitates maintenance 
of a bond that exists in real life. Results of a study conducted 
by Özad and Uygarer (2014) revealed that there is a 
statistically significant relationship between the need to 
maintain relationships and one’s use of SNSs. Therefore, 
based on all this, the following hypothesis can be assumed:

H4o: The need to maintain relationships as a motive of Facebook 
usage has no positive relationship with the use of Facebook by 
international students.

H4a: The need to maintain relationships as a motive of Facebook 
usage has a positive relationship with the use of Facebook by 
international students.

The need to connect
The advent of SNSs has enabled people to stay connected, 
regardless of distance, affordably. Although Baym, Zhang and 
Lin (2004) discovered that students prefer to communicate 
face-to-face, available literature indicates that SNSs have 
become an alternative in the absence of face-to-face 
interactions. Manasijevic et al. (2016) underscored the role 
played by SNSs in allowing users to maintain connections 
with former classmates, workmates, social contacts and 
families whom they will be living away from. Furthermore, 
Lai, She and Tao (2017) found that organisations with similar 
interests use the tag and share features to connect not only 
with other organisations but with their contacts as well. 
According to Schneider et al. (2016), SNS users use them to 
stay connected with close people who would not be physically 
present, mainly to ensure that they are not left behind and also 
because of the need to belong. In the same line, a recent study 
on a sample of 142 Chinese international students in Japan 
indicated that people use SNSs to stay connected as they 
benefit from increased social networking and psychological 
well-being (Chang et al. 2014). International students use 
SNSs to connect and stay connected with their families and 
former classmates from their countries of origin (Forbush & 
Foucault-Welles 2016). Considering all that has been 
highlighted above, the following hypothesis can be assumed:

H5o: The need to stay connected as a motive for Facebook usage 
has no positive relationship with the use of Facebook by 
international students.

H5a: The need to stay connected as a motive for Facebook usage 
has a positive relationship the use of Facebook by international 
students.

The need for entertainment
The U & GT outlines that people use social media to satisfy 
various needs, including the need for entertainment. 
Entertainment is a critical need for human existence, 
especially amongst users of SNSs (Xiao & Zuang 2014). 
Manasijevic et al. (2016) found that Facebook is widely used 
every day for entertainment drives by people from various 
backgrounds and cultures. The literature indicates that SNSs 
allow individual users to upload, view and download music 
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videos or watch movies and share jokes (Chuang 2015). 
Furthermore, in a study conducted by Binsahl et al. (2015) to 
investigate uses of Facebook by Saudi Arabian students, it 
was found that 60% of the respondents indicated they used 
Facebook as an entertainment tool. Based on all this, the 
following hypothesis can be assumed:

H6o: The need for entertainment as a motive for Facebook 
usage has no positive relationship with the use of Facebook by 
international students.

H6a: The need for entertainment as a motive for Facebook 
usage  has a positive relationship with the use of Facebook by 
international students.

The need to discuss
People use Facebook as an SNS to discuss different issues 
ranging from social, economic, religious and political matters 
(Leng & Goh 2011). Manasijevic et al. (2016) noted that 
Facebook does not only facilitate communication amongst 
students and teachers but can also be used for class 
discussions. Discussions are important in education because 
they enable knowledge sharing amongst participants (Chen 
& Kuo 2017). Özad and Uygarer (2014) discovered that 
people use social networking sites to satisfy the need of 
discussing issues affecting them both positively and 
negatively. The need to discuss drives people, mainly youths, 
to join SNSs like Facebook and form groups where they 
interact and engage in discussions (Asterhan & Bouton 2017). 
However, the way in which these discussion groups are 
formed differs from one society to another (Binsahl et al. 
2015). Based on all this, the following hypothesis can be 
assumed:

H7o: The need to discuss as a motive for Facebook usage has no 
positive relationship with the use of Facebook by international 
students.

H7a: The need to discuss as a motive for Facebook usage has a 
positive relationship with the use of Facebook by international 
students.

Gender differences
Some research studies indicate that statistically significant 
differences exist in SNS usage by gender (Baris Horzum 2016; 
García-domingo et al. 2017; Krasnova et al. 2017; Rousseau et 
al. 2017). More precisely, researchers across the world have 
discovered that women users dominate the use of SNS 
compared to men (Leng & Goh 2011; Lin, Featherman & 
Sarker 2017; Manjunatha 2013; Xiao & Zuang 2014). In 
addition, Xie et al. (2017) observed that women SNS users 
show greater interest in sharing content and discussing 
public issues compared to men. Similarly, a survey of Saudi 
Arabian students in Australia indicated that women users 
had a negative attitude towards the use of SNS to share 
photos because of cultural reasons, while men used social 
media more for sharing photos (Yazdanpanah & Forouzani 
2015). In a study to investigate social media participation 
amongst students in South Africa in two different years 
(2010 and 2012), it was discovered that 88% of the students 
who used SNS were undergraduates between the ages of 

19 and 29 years of which 53% were women students (United 
Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund 2012). The 
researcher’s belief that women use SNSs more compared to 
men is in line with the findings of Asterhan and Bouton 
(2017), which discovered that teenage girls share more 
content on SNSs than boys do. It is also notable that the 
gender construct has been used as a moderator in studies on 
the usage of SNS (García-domingo et al. 2017; Krasnova et al. 
2017; Lin et al. 2017). Based on all the above facts, the 
following hypothesis can be assumed:

Hypothesis 8: Women rate Facebook use higher than men.

 The proposed research model is presented in Figure 1.

Research methodology and design
A quantitative research approach was chosen based on its 
strength in numerically measuring relationships between 
variables (Wiid & Diggines 2013). Many researchers on SNS 
usage have followed quantitative research methods in 
collecting data (e.g. Manasijevic et al. 2016; Rousseau et al. 
2017; Xie et al. 2017). These methods are considered reliable 
in describing relationships as opposed to the qualitative 
approach (Wiid & Diggines 2013). Within the quantitative 
approach, the research was inclined towards cross-sectional 
design as it involved carrying out a survey on international 
students at a rural campus in the Eastern Cape Province of 
South Africa to establish the motives influencing their usage 
of SNSs.

Sampling and data collection
Data were collected from 158 respondents studying at a rural 
university campus by using a non-probability convenience 
sampling technique. A self-administered survey questionnaire 
was distributed to international students, and informed 
consent was obtained before completion of the questionnaire. 
Completed questionnaires were collected after that for 
analysis. The decision to collect data from international 
students enrolled at a rural campus was based on the 
discovery that the majority of existing publications on 

H8+

Need to meet new people

Need for entertainment

Need to connect

Need to maintain rela�onships

Need to share media

Need to search informa�on

Gender 

Facebook usage
intensity

Need to discuss

Mo�ves of SNS usage

H1+

H2+

H3+

H4+

H5+
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Source: Froget, L.R.J., Baghestan, G.A. & Asfaranjan, Y.S., 2013, ‘A uses and gratification 
perspective on social media usage and online marketing’, Middle-East Journal of Scientific 
Research 15(1), 78–92
SNS, social networking sites.

FIGURE 1: Motives for Facebook usage.

http://www.actacommercii.co.za


Page 5 of 11 Original Research

http://www.actacommercii.co.za Open Access

international students were conducted in urban areas as in 
previous studies (e.g. Binsahl et al. 2015; Chen & Hanasono 
2016; Forbush & Foucault-Welles 2016)

Measures
The questionnaire that was distributed to the participants 
contained four demographic questions and scales of motives 
for Facebook usage. The items used to measure four 
constructs (‘use Facebook to share media’, ‘use Facebook to 
maintain relationships’, ‘use Facebook for entertainment’ 
and ‘use Facebook to meet people’) were adapted from 
Nyland and Near (2007), while the scales ‘use Facebook to 
discuss’, ‘use Facebook to connect’ and ‘Facebook usage’ 
were adapted from Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe (2008), 
and lastly, the scale ‘use Facebook to seek information’ was 
adapted from Mill, Knezek and Khaddage (2014). Each scale 
contained some statements to which respondents were 
asked to indicate how much they agree or disagree with a 
given statement on a five-point Likert scale formulated as 
follows: strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly 
agree. Froget et al. (2013) used the same instrument in their 
study to examine the motives of social media usage by 
customers.

Reliability and validity
All the scales used for this study had Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients of 0.7 or above, thus meeting the threshold 
required for a measurement scale to be qualified as reliable as 
recommended by Nunnally (1978). Table 1 shows the used 
scales and their Cronbach’s alpha coefficients.

Data analysis and results
Data collected were analysed using the Statistical Package 
for Social Sciences version 24. Descriptive statistics were 
used to describe the sample and Pearson’s bivariate 
correlation coefficients (one-tailed significance criterion) 
were used to identify correlates of motives for usage of 
Facebook by international students and their intensity of 
Facebook use. The researchers then used simple linear 
regression analysis to identify the influence or relationship 
of the study’s theoretical hypothesised variables on the 
usage of Facebook by international students. Each model 
included one motivator selected as a predictor, that is, 
information search, need for entertainment, maintaining 
relationships, need to meet new people, need to discuss, 
need to share media and need to connect. Tests for normality 

were performed using the normal plots of the standardised 
residuals and in assessing these the normality assumption 
for linear regression modelling was found satisfied in 
all  the  models. Also, assumptions dealing with outliers, 
homoscedasticity and autocorrelation of errors were met, 
suggesting a robust sample. Lastly, a one-sample t-test 
(one-tailed test) was used to find whether women rate 
Facebook use higher than men.

Ethical considerations
The research was guided by ethical requirements expected 
of researchers within the university. This was ensured through 
obtaining ethical clearance (reference number: CHI141SMUCO1) 
from the University Research Ethics Committee (UREC) at the 
participating university. Respondents were assured of anonymity 
and confidentiality and notified of their right to withdraw from 
the study if they felt like doing so.

Results
The results of this study were divided into descriptive and 
inferential statistical results. Inferential statistics were 
performed to determine whether the null hypotheses should 
be accepted or rejected.

Descriptive results
Descriptive data analysis of demographical data indicated 
that slightly more than half of the respondents were women 
constituting 50.6% (n = 80), while men constituted 49.4% 
(n = 78) of the total respondents. Regarding age, the majority 
(48.7%, n = 77) of the respondents were aged between 21 and 
25, followed by 41.1% (n = 65) aged between 26 and 30. The 
age groups 31–35 and 36 plus had 5.1% (n = 8) each. With 
regard to the level of education, 60.1% (n = 95) of the 
respondents were undergraduates, while 39.9% (n = 63) were 
postgraduates. Lastly, the results reveal that the majority 
(54.4%, n = 86) of respondents were of Zimbabwean 
nationality, followed by Nigerians (8.2%, n = 13), Malawians 
(6.3%, n = 10) and Zambians (5.7%, n = 9). The remaining 
13  nationalities that emerged in the analysis constituted 
25.3% (n = 40) of the respondents (see Table 2).

TABLE 1: Reliability and validity of measurement scales.
Scale items Number of items Cronbach’s alpha

Need to meet new people 5 0.74
Need to search for information 4 0.87
Need to share media 3 0.68
Need to maintain relationships 2 0.75
Need to connect 6 0.74
Need for entertainment 3 0.76
Need to discuss 4 0.92
Facebook usage 7 0.84

TABLE 2: Descriptive statistics for biographical variables (n = 158).
Variable Levels df f aValid %
Gender Men 1 78 49.4

Women - 80 50.6
Age of respondents 21–25 years 3 77 48.7

26–30 years - 65 41.1
31–35 years - 8 5.1
36+ years - 8 5.1

Level of education Undergraduate 1 95 60.1
Postgraduate - 63 39.9

Nationality Zimbabwean 16 86 54.4
Nigerian - 13 8.2
Zambian - 9 5.7
Malawian - 10 6.3
Others - 40 25.3

df, degrees of freedom, f, f-frequency.
a, adjusted (valid) percentages excluding missing observations.
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Inferential statistics results
Correlation analysis and simple regression analysis were 
performed to test the main hypotheses of the study.

Correlation analysis
Pearson’s correlation analysis gave preparatory decomposition 
into the study and its theoretical constructs. This was 
necessary to check whether there was a linear relationship in 
the data which allowed for a simple linear regression analysis. 
Table 3 shows the Pearson product–moment correlations 
(r)  and significance probabilities between motivators and 
Facebook use. These results suggest that Facebook users had 
moderate positive significant relationships with most of the 
motivators.

Simple linear regression analysis
To assess the statistical significance of the influence of the 
Facebook use motivators on the use of Facebook by international 
students, it is necessary to use simple linear regression models 
to test the hypothesised frameworks. The results of the simple 
linear regression models are presented in Table 4.

To determine whether the different Facebook use motivators 
exert any positive influence on Facebook use amongst 
international students, simple linear regression models were 
examined. Separate motivators were modelled as explanatory 
or predictor variables, and this resulted in each of these giving 
statistically significant models (all p < 0.05). The model fit and 
model summary statistics are presented in Table 4. From these 
models, the use of Facebook for entertainment explained the 
least amount of the variation in Facebook use (R2 = 0.073), 
while the use of Facebook for discussion accounted for a 

significantly greater amount of variation (R2  = 0.317) in the 
dependent variable (Facebook use). The Durbin–Watson 
statistic for all models is between the two critical values of 
1.5 < d < 2.5 and therefore we can assume that there is no first-
order linear autocorrelation in the residuals. The parameter 
estimates of the resultant models, both the constant terms Beta 
(β0) and the main effects (β1), are all statistically significant (all 
p < 0.05). As our β1 coefficients are all positive and significant, 
there is sufficient evidence at 5% level of significance to reject 
the null hypothesis for all the hypothesised frameworks and 
conclude that Facebook use motivators exert a positive 
influence on Facebook use amongst international students.

One-samples t-test
A one-sample t-test was run to determine whether women 
rate Facebook use higher than men who rated a mean score of 
3.8718 from a scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly 
Agree). Facebook intensity scores were approximately 
normally distributed as the Q-Q plots showed that the points 
were diagonal and there were no outliers in the data, as 
assessed by inspection of a boxplot. From the results in 
Table  5, it is clear that the mean Facebook use score for 
women (mean = 3.71, standard deviation [SD] = 0.68) was 
significantly lower than that for men (mean = 3.87, SD = 0.74). 
A statistically significant difference of 0.15 {[95% confidence 
interval (CI), 0.01 to 0.31], t (79) = –1.031, p = 0.021} was 
established. Thus, there is sufficient evidence at 5% level of 
significance to conclude that women international students’ 
rate Facebook use lower than their male counterparts. This 
finding is however not in the hypothesised direction, a case 
of unexpected results.

The summary of the hypotheses is presented in Table 6.

Discussion
This study was carried out with the aim of establishing 
motives of Facebook usage amongst international students 
enrolled at a rural university campus. Results show that there 
is a positive relationship between the need to discuss and 
Facebook usage. This finding, together with the discovery 
that the majority (48.7%) of respondents were aged between 
21 and 25 years, supports the findings of a recent study 
conducted by Binsahl et al. (2015), which established that the 

TABLE 3: Pearson product–moment correlations (r) and significance probabilities 
(p) for relations of motivators and Facebook use.
Facebook use motivators r p

Facebook use to meet people 0.417 0.000*
Facebook use for entertainment 0.270 0.000*
Facebook use to maintain relationships 0.332 0.000*
Facebook use for connecting 0.481 0.000*
Facebook use to share media 0.439 0.000*
Facebook use for discussion 0.563 0.000*
Facebook use for information 0.416 0.000*

*, correlation is remarkable when the significant level is 0.01 (one-tailed test).

TABLE 4: Simple linear regression model fit statistics, model summary statistics and parameter estimates for Facebook use motivators on Facebook use.
Predictor variable Model fit Model summary Parameter estimates

(Unstandardised coefficients)
F Sig. R2 DW β0 (t-value, Sig.) β1 (t-value, Sig.)

Use to meet people 32.650 0.000* 0.174 1.740 2.424 (9.886, 0.000)* 0.392 (9.886, 0.000)*
Use for entertainment 12.255 0.001* 0.073 1.673 2.765 (9.257, 0.000)* 0.257 (3.501, 0.001)*
Use for relationships 19.298 0.000* 0.110 1.629 2.130 (5.575, 0.000)* 0.383 (4.393, 0.000)*
Use for connecting 46.907 0.000* 0.231 1.874 2.286 (10.137, 0.000)* 0.419 (6.849, 0.000)*
Use to share media 37.155 0.000* 0.192 1.706 2.879 (18.184, 0.000)* 0.315 (6.095, 0.000)*
Use for discussion 72.550 0.000* 0.317 1.831 2.072 (9.995, 0.000)* 0.447 (8.518, 0.000)*
Use for information 32.654 0.000* 0.173 1.869 2.350 (9.123, 0.000)* 0.367 (5.714, 0.000)*

Note: Independent variables: constant, Facebook use motivators; dependent variable: Facebook use. DW is the Durbin–Watson test for autocorrelation of residuals in the linear regression models.
*, significant fit.
F, is the variation between sample means; Sig., significance; R2, a statistical measure of how close the data are to the fitted regression line; DW, Durbin Watson statistic; β, Beta; t-value, the 
coefficient divided by its standard error.
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need to discuss drives people, mainly youths, to join SNSs 
such as Facebook to discuss various topics with people with 
similar interests. Facebook features such as reply and 
comment options allow for exchanges between contacts or 
users in a discussion (Manasijevic et al. 2016).

The results of this study also established that the need to 
meet new people positively influences Facebook usage 
amongst international students. This result concurred with 
those of previous research that discovered that users of SNSs 
such as Facebook and Twitter use them to meet new people 
online (Tiryakioglu & Erzurum 2011). This is so because 
Facebook allows students who are in the same field of study, 
with similar interests or living in the same area to meet in 
online groups where they become online friends, thereby 
building social capital to compensate for the loss of bonds 
because of change of environment (Thurairaj et al. 2015). 
Chao and Keung (2017) pointed out that Facebook provides 
features sufficient for relationship development such as 
messaging, liking and commenting options. Furthermore, 
it also offers cues like mutual friends and common interests, 
which can serve as a guide as to whether to establish a 
friendship or connection based on common grounds 
(Whillans & Chen 2017). The identification information on 
Facebook profiles provides the social lubricant necessary for 
the establishment of new friendships and associations.

Moreover, the results of this study revealed that the need to 
share and search for information had a positive relationship 
with Facebook usage amongst international students, which 
is in agreement with previous studies (e.g. Baris Horzum 
2016; Chao & Keung 2017; García-domingom et al. 2017) that 
established a positive and significant relationship between 
Facebook usage and information search. Also, the existing 
literature on students’ use of SNSs shows that students 
use  SNSs like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram to search 
for  information which enables them to adapt to new 
environments (Hamid et al. 2016; Manjunatha 2013).

Furthermore, the results of this study proved that the need to 
share media positively affects Facebook usage amongst 
international students, which is in agreement with a recent 
study carried out by Ho and Li (2011) where the authors 
found that Chinese international students in the United 
States of America used Renren, a Chinese version of Facebook, 
to share pictures and videos with users from their home 
country. The results of this study, like the previous ones, 
affirm the assertion that SNSs are tools used by millions of 
people to share media, thus supporting the researcher’s 
initial assumption that the need to share media positively 
influences Facebook usage (Forbush & Foucault-Welles 2016).

The research also established that international students’ 
need to maintain relationships positively affects Facebook 
usage. These results are in congruence with those of a related 
study conducted by Özad (2012), which revealed that the 
need to maintain relationships influences SNS usage. In 
addition, results of a study conducted by Özad and Uygarer 
(2014) also revealed that there is a statistically significant 
relationship between the need to maintain relationships and 
one’s use of SNSs. The physical distance that is created when 
international students move from one country to another 
threatens the existence of their established relationships and 
friendships. For a relationship to remain intact, there has to 
be consistent and effective communication between the 
concerned parties. Facebook provides a platform for people 
to affordably interact and share videos, audios and pictures, 
thereby making geographic distance a lesser obstacle in 
keeping relationships alive (Rousseau et al. 2017).

The research also established that the need to stay connected 
intensifies the use of Facebook amongst international 
students. This means that the more international students 
want to stay connected, the more they use Facebook. These 
results corroborate an observation made by Rahman (2014) 
who noted that international students, being far away from 
home, need to constantly communicate with their friends 

TABLE 6: Summary of the hypotheses results.
Description (null hypothesis) Test statistic p Decision

H1 The need to meet new people as a motive for Facebook usage has no positive 
relationship with the use of Facebook by international students.

β1 = 0.392 0.000 Reject

H2 The need to share and search information as a motive for Facebook usage has no 
positive relationship with the use of Facebook by international students.

β1 = 0.257 0.001 Reject

H3 The need to share media as a motive for Facebook usage has no positive 
relationship with the use of Facebook by international students.

β1 = 0.383 0.000 Reject

H4 The need to maintain relationships as a motive of Facebook usage has no positive 
relationship with the use of Facebook by international students.

β1 = 0.419 0.000 Reject 

H5 The need to stay connected as a motive for Facebook usage has no positive 
relationship with the use of Facebook by international students.

β1 = 0.315 0.000 Reject

H6 The need for entertainment as a motive for Facebook usage has no positive 
relationship with the use of Facebook by international students.

β1 = 0.447 0.000 Reject

H7 The need to discuss as a motive for Facebook usage has no positive relationship 
with the use of Facebook by international students.

β1 = 0.367 0.000 Reject

TABLE 5: One-samples t-test for mean gender differences on Facebook use.
Study variable Gender Mean (SD) Test value = 3.8717

t df Sig. (1-tailed) Mean Diff (CI)

Facebook use Men 3.87 (0.74) -1.031 79 0.021 -0.15721(-0.31, -0.01)
Women 3.71 (0.68)

Note: n(men) = 78 and n(women) = 80.
CI, confidence interval; SD, standard deviation Sig., significance; t, the coefficient divided by its standard error; df, degrees of freedom.
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and families around the world. Even though Baym et al. 
(2004) discovered that students prefer to communicate face-
to-face, findings of this research concur with those of Chen 
and Hanasono (2016) who established that distance and cost 
barriers in international communications necessitate the 
utilisation of SNSs like Facebook as these are cheap and more 
convenient to the students than the traditional means of 
communication such as voice calls. These results were similar 
to those of a previous study conducted on a sample of 
142 Chinese international students in Japan which indicated 
that the need to stay connected positively influences Facebook 
usage (Chang et al. 2014).

The need for entertainment was identified as having a 
positive relationship with Facebook usage. The findings of 
this research showed that the desire for entertainment 
amongst international students influences them to increase 
their usage of Facebook. The content uploaded and posted on 
Facebook also provides entertainment to users. Games, 
videos, photos and in general status updates are described as 
a source of amusement by users of Facebook (Xiao & Zuang 
2014). Similar findings were reported by Binsahl et al. (2015) 
after carrying out a study to investigate uses of Facebook by 
Saudi Arabian students in Australia.

Asterhan and Bouton (2017) noted that the need to discuss 
drives people, mainly youths, to join SNSs like Facebook and 
form groups where they interact and engage in various 
discussions. This research established that international 
students use Facebook to discuss. As posited by Leng and 
Goh (2011), people use Facebook as an SNS to discuss 
different issues ranging from social, economic, religious, 
political and academic issues.

On testing whether there is a difference in use of Facebook 
amongst various genders, the research revealed that there is 
a notable difference between women and men with regard to 
the use of Facebook. This result contradicted those of 
previous studies (Leng & Goh 2011; Manjunatha 2013; Xiao & 
Zuang 2014) by revealing that men rate the use of SNSs 
higher compared to women. Existing research shows that 
women use SNSs more than men because women always 
solicit their peers’ and relatives’ opinions. For instance, 
results from a study by Rousseau et al. (2017), which 
investigated the role of Facebook on body dissatisfaction, 
revealed that women are more susceptible to influences of 
people in their network and tend to make more comparisons 
with their contacts, thus resulting in more women using 
SNSs like Facebook than men. This study, however, points to 
men rating SNS usage more than women.

Theoretical implications
The key contribution of this study is that it answered the 
questions on the type of relationship that exists between uses 
of Facebook and Facebook usage amongst international 
students enrolled at a rural university campus. This was an 
area in which no or few studies have been conducted in the 
context of South Africa.

The results of this research also revealed that there are 
similarities with results of previous studies carried out in a 
different cultural setting (Osatuyi 2013; Yazdanpanah & 
Forouzani 2015) about how different functions of Facebook 
are related to Facebook usage. This study revealed that there 
is a positive relationship between uses of Facebook and the 
Facebook usage, in the same way as existing research results.

Furthermore, this study established that men enrolled as 
international students rate Facebook usage more than their 
female counterparts. This result is in contrast with previous 
studies (Leng & Goh 2011; Manjunatha 2013; Xiao & Zuang 
2014) which found that there was a considerable difference 
in the usage of Facebook by gender. Lastly, the results 
of  this research help to further the understanding of 
SNSs  usage and behaviour of international students as a 
population group. The research zoomed into the usage 
of  Facebook as an SNS amongst international students 
enrolled at a rural campus from a South African perspective. 
This filled a gap that exists concerning international 
students in South Africa.

Contribution of the study
By providing information on the motives influencing 
Facebook usage, this study can help other SNS developers to 
enhance features on their SNSs to promote their usage. More 
customised features can be developed to cater to the needs of 
homogeneous groups such as international students. 
Customisation is important because according to Heerden 
and Jordaan (2017), people from various backgrounds may 
differ in their reasons and motivations for SNS use. Existing 
literature indicates that usage of SNSs differs by age and 
gender (United Nations International Children’s Emergency 
Fund 2012). As this research found that international students 
use Facebook for entertainment, SNS developers can also use 
this information as a basis for enhancing and developing 
entertainment features to promote the use of their SNSs as 
well as make them enjoyable to use. Entertainment is an 
integral part of human life and contributes towards the 
psychological needs of humans (Froget et al. 2013). 
Administrators operating organisational Facebook pages 
may also use this information to come up with strategies that 
incorporate entertainment to attract international students to 
their Facebook or other SNS accounts.

Moreover, this study may also assist South African 
universities to come up with ways in which they can improve 
interaction within international student communities 
through SNSs because these sites facilitate online interaction 
amongst users (Gracia-domingo et al. 2017). The study 
revealed that international students use Facebook to search 
for information. International students form an integral part 
of the university community, and effective communication 
with international students through Facebook will increase 
their satisfaction (Forbush & Foucault-Welles 2016). 
Therefore, university departments that interact with 
international students stand to benefit from this study in 
coming up with informed social media strategies.
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Furthermore, the results of this study can be of great use to 
providers of non-academic services which are important to 
international students. These non-academic services include 
medical aid providers, accommodation owners, transport 
operators and entertainers. This research revealed that 
international students use SNSs like Facebook to search for 
information; therefore, service providers need to put 
platforms where international students can search for 
information. Chang et al. (2014) discovered that international 
students adapt to the host countries’ environment through 
frequently visiting official websites for information purposes. 
Therefore, there is a need for service providers to disseminate 
information from platforms such as Facebook where there is 
high traffic of international students.

Social networking site operators can also benefit from the 
findings of this research which revealed that the need to 
connect positively influences Facebook usage. According 
to Schneider et al. (2016), students need to stay connected 
with their families and their established social contacts. 
Facebook operators should, therefore, put in place features 
or platforms which allow international students to connect 
with their friends and loved ones back home as well make 
these easy to use in maintaining existing relationships. 
Also, this research can be used as a basis for further 
research by other researchers who are interested in SNSs 
and their uses.

Limitations of the study
Regarding limitations of the study, it should be pointed out 
that the research was confined to a single university out of 
26 universities available in South Africa. The results would 
have been more conclusive and generalisable to the entire 
population if the study had taken samples from more 
universities.

Also, data were collected through the convenience sampling 
method where data were collected from respondents 
accessible and convenient to the researcher. This means that 
results from descriptive analysis of biographical data might 
be biased and need to be considered with caution. Moreover, 
this study was conducted within less than a year. Limited 
time of carrying out the research might have negatively 
impacted the quantity of data collected. It would have been 
possible to collect more data had there been more time for the 
research process. Collecting more data could have enhanced 
the quality of the research.

Another weakness of this study is that the data were collected 
from a small sample of 158 international students. Results 
show that Zimbabweans were the dominant respondents to 
the research, and this might have influenced the type and 
quality of data collected. A large sample would have 
improved the quality of research results and their implications 
on generalisability.

Moreover, this study followed a quantitative research 
approach and could not give any insights as to why 

considerable differences exist between men and women 
about Facebook usage. A qualitative research would have 
helped to establish why differences exist along gender 
lines  amongst international students. Regardless of its 
shortcomings, the study results added information to 
the  existing literature on the topic of SNSs usage and 
international students. This can also serve as a basis for 
further research by researchers interested in the same area 
of study.

Recommendations for further study
Further research has to be carried out in other universities to 
make it possible to arrive at conclusions that are generalisable 
to the entire population of international students in South 
Africa. Also, future studies should follow a qualitative 
research approach to gain more insights into the motives 
influencing Facebook usage. Qualitative studies will allow 
for better understanding of why there are considerable 
differences between different genders in Facebook usage 
amongst international students.

Further research should be carried out to investigate the 
motives influencing Facebook usage amongst students from 
the same country. Another possible path for future research 
studies is to carry out a more in-depth analysis of the 
characteristics of international students who use Facebook 
and other SNSs. This will assist in confirming or rejecting 
observations made in the current study.

Conclusion
Motives influencing Facebook usage amongst international 
students were investigated, and their relationships with 
Facebook usage were tested. Through the findings of this 
research, strategies can be suggested to assist not only the 
students but also administrators within the university 
community. The study attests to the popularity of SNSs 
such  as Facebook as an outlet of social and psychological 
expression in view of a situation such as studying in a 
foreign land.
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