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Abstract: As social computing systems persist over time, many elements such as user experience, perceptions, attitudes
and interactions may change. Facebook and Twitter are two social computing systems that have become increasingly
popular among university students. This research replicated previous studies by Lampe, Ellison and Steinfield (2008), and
Johnston, Tanner, Lalla and Kawalski (2013) to assess how Facebook and Twitter use, perception and attitude have
changed among university students. Because online social networks, social networking sites and micro-blogging sites are
relatively new as areas of academic research, there is limited research into the impacts of these social networking and
micro-blogging sites. A sample of 486 students from the University of Cape Town (UCT), South Africa completed a survey.
The results were then compared to research data from previous studies by Lampe et al. (2008) and Johnston et al. (2013).
The results showed that the percentage of students using Facebook increased to 95%, Facebook daily usage and the
number of Facebook friends doubled from previous surveys. This results also found that the South African students are
more dependent on using Facebook, in comparison to using Twitter; that their perception of Facebook privacy has led to a
decrease in personal information shared on Facebook as well as a change in audience perception. The data also shows that
UCT students perceive friends and total strangers to be their main audiences on Twitter; the attitude of UCT students
towards Facebook remained positive, on the other hand, a less positive attitude was experienced from the students using
Twitter; and Facebook is a more popular method for communication between students. The results clearly highlight the
changes in usage, attitude and perception of Facebook over time, and provide a starting point for assessing how usage and
attitude to Twitter may change. The results also suggest that should therefore make use of social networking software such
as Facebook and Twitter both in their personal lives, and in classrooms.
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1. Introduction
Over the years, there has been an increase in user participation in social computing systems such as online
communities, media sharing sites and Social network sites (SNSs). This research replicated aspects of studies
into Social network sites (SNSs) previously conducted at Michigan State University (MSU) by Lampe, Ellison and
Steinfield (2008), and of South African (SA) university students by Johnston, Tanner, Lalla and Kawalski (2013),
adding an additional element of micro-blogging (Twitter). The aim was to establish the usage, user perception
of and attitude to Facebook and Twitter among students at the University of Cape Town (UCT) in 2011, and
compare the Facebook data to the Lampe et al. (2008) and Johnston et al. (2013) studies. The Twitter data was
analysed but could not be compared, as no similar data was found on Twitter. A positivist philosophy was
adopted, a survey instrument adapted with permission from Johnston et al. (2013) was used, and all
respondents remained anonymous. Limitations included the fact that 85% of the student respondents were
first-year students in Information Systems. Hence respondents were likely to be more computer literate, and
have greater interest and access to computers and the internet in comparison to other students.
The paper is divided into six sections. Section two is a Literature Review of Facebook and Twitter, which looked
at the changes in use, perception and attitude of Facebook and Twitter as well as how Facebook and Twitter
are used as a communication channel. The research questions were derived from the themes identified in the
literature. Section three explains the methodology used to answer the research questions, as well as the
design and process of the research. Findings and analysis of the data researched was detailed in section four,
followed by discussion of implications in section five. The final section draws conclusions of the research.

2. Literature review
The literature was sourced using Google Scholar, EBSCO host Science Direct, and JSTOR. The Facebook and
Twitter phenomena are fairly new which limited the number of available and relevant journal and conference
papers.
Two main research papers were used for Facebook, the first by Lampe et al. (2008) was conducted between
2006-2008, and the second by Johnston et al. (2013) was conducted in 2008. Lampe et al. (2008) focused on
the change in use and perception of Facebook among students at Michigan State University (MSU). Johnston
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et al. (2013) focused on the use of Facebook amongst students at seven South African (SA) universities, and
the impact of Facebook friends on social capital. For Twitter, the primary papers were by Java, Song, Finin, and
Tseng (2007), and Zhao and Rosson (2009) who focused on how and what micro-blogging was used for.
Social Network Sites (SNS) are an internet-based media platform that has grown in popularity in recent years
(Roblyer, McDaniel, Webb, Herman, & Witty, 2010), and been embraced by university students (Johnston,
2013). Lampe et al. (2008, p721) defined SNSs such as Facebook, to have three main characteristics which
allowed users 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”. SNSs create an online community that relies on user participation and
contribution (Waters, Burnett, Lamm & Lucas, 2009). Typical SNSs provide users with profile space, and allow
users to upload content (such as photographs, statuses and interests) about themselves. SNSs also provide a
platform where users can connect and communicate with one another (Joinson, 2008). Furthermore, an SNS
acts like an online bulletin board allowing users to view other people’s posts and content (Pempek,
Yermolayeva & Calvert, 2009). The core of SNSs is its users and the connections between them, therefore SNSs
are primarily organised around people (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Joinson, 2008). The students of today “have
redefined communication not only by their acceptance of and hunger for new devices, but because of their
sometimes overwhelming reliance on technology for being in touch with others and interpreting their world”
(Waldron, 2011, 2-3).
Micro-blogging is a variant of blogging where short messages are posted instantly, and are within the
prescribed character range (Fischer & Reuber, 2010; Java et al., 2007; Thomases, 2010). Micro-blogging is used
by both consumers and businesses to share news, post status updates and carry on conversations (Reinhardt,
Ebner, Beham & Costa, 2009). Messages can be restricted to a certain number of individuals, sent exclusively
to a specific contact, or made available to the Worldwide Web (Reinhardt et al., 2009). Mico-blogging requires
less time and thought investment from the user for content generation; compared to regular blogging where
users update their blog every few days, the nature of micro-blogging allows them to update several times
within a day (Java et al., 2007; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). “Twitter is an Internet social-network and micro-blogging
platform with both mass and interpersonal communication features for sharing 140-character messages,
called Tweets, with other people, called followers” (Chen, 2011, p. 755). Student use of social media such as
Facebook and Twitter is integrally related to how students view and engage with the world (Junco, Elavsky &
Heiberger, 2012), and is changing communication patterns (McArthur & Bostedo-Conway, 2012).

2.1 Facebook
Facebook is an SNS used primarily to connect, interact and stay in touch with contacts that the user knows
personally, such as friends, family and colleagues (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe, 2007). Facebook is one of the
most popular SNSs (Lampe et al., 2008), and has been widely adopted by students (Johnston, 2013; Roblyer et
al., 2010). A typical Facebook user spends 10-20 minutes a day on the site, and around two-thirds logged in
more than once a day according to (Ellison et al., 2007) A 2010 survey of 2368 students at a University in the
USA, found that students spent a mean of 101.09 min per day on Facebook, and checked the site a mean of
5.75 per day (Junco, 2012).
Hew (2011) stated that there are four elements within a Facebook profile, namely: control elements, referents
elements, preference elements, and contact elements. Control elements include a users gender and time they
have been a member, referent elements are fields such as home town and high schools, where common points
of reference among users can be established. Preference elements are fields that express the personal
interests of the user and short biographies (Hew, 2011). Contact elements are fields such as mobile contact
numbers and e-mail addresses (Hew, 2011). Furthermore, users can set their privacy settings to include or
exclude certain users from viewing parts of their profile (Pempek et al., 2009). Joinson (2008) found various
heterogeneous uses of Facebook such as keeping contact awareness, photo sharing, group organisations, and
application participation. Several studies have shown that the use of Facebook is associated with social capital
gains (Ellison et al., 2007; Johnston et al., 2013; Ryan & Xenos, 2011).
Studies conducted by Lampe et al. (2008) on MSU students, and Johnston et al. (2013) on SA students showed
responses to the question “I use Facebook to...” were similar. The main uses of Facebook were– “keeping in
touch with old friends” and to “check out someone I met socially”. Manago, Taylor and Greenfield (2012)
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found that on average 21% of university student Facebook friends were close connections, 18% were
connections from the past (maintained contacts), 27% were acquaintances, 24% were teammates, classmates
etc, 4% were strangers, 2% were online connections, and 4% were classified as other. Thus, only 39% of
Facebook friends were close or maintained contacts.
There are seven motives why users use Facebook. Firstly, to maintain existing relationships, to stay in touch
and maintain relations with people (Hew, 2011; Roblyer et al., 2010). Secondly, to meet new people, find out
information about people previously met, and meet others online with the intention of meeting them offline
later (Hew, 2011; Joinson, 2008). Thirdly, using Facebook is perceived as “cool” and “fun”, as people enjoy
following trends and don’t like to feel left out (Hew, 2011). Fourthly, to raise public awareness of oneself,
where users can gain popularity through having Facebook friends (Hew 2011; Pempek et al., 2009). Fifthly, the
ability to express or present oneself, by updating their profiles and statuses (Hew, 2011; Smith & Kidder, 2010).
The sixth motive – for learning purposes – lets users communicate with one another, ask and share questions
and information (Hew, 2011; Roblyer et al., 2010). The seventh motive –enabling of student activism – lets
students provide general information about activities, and express their viewpoints (Hew, 2011).
The perception users have of their audience plays an important role in the usage of Facebook, as if the user
perceives no audience for his or her profile, he or she is less likely to make use of Facebook (Lampe et al.,
2008). The type of perceived audience also determines the type of information and content users are likely to
share on their profiles (Pempek et al., 2009). Studies conducted by Lampe et al. (2008) on MSU students, and
Johnston et al. (2013) on SA students showed that as the offline relations become weaker, the less students
consider them as perceived audiences. Manago, Taylor and Greenfield (2012) found that females are
communicate more than males on Facebook.
The overall student attitude towards communicating on Facebook is positive (Hew, 2011). Lampe et al. (2008)
observed a significant increase in positive attitudes towards Facebook between 2006 and 2008, despite a small
increase in some negative effects.

2.2 Twitter
Twitter is a micro-blogging platform that allows users to share their thoughts, information and links in real
time, and to communicate directly, privately or publicly with other Twitter users (Thomases, 2010). Users can
tweet about any topic within the 140-character limit (Fischer & Reuber, 2010; Junco, Elavsky & Heiberger,
2012; Thomases, 2010). A follower is someone who has opted to receive tweets from a specific person,
whereas following is whom the person has opted to follow and receive tweets from (Java et al., 2007;
Thomases, 2010). Pennacchiotti and Popescu (2011, p.281) stated that the success of Twitter has lead Twitter
to “become an integral part of the daily lives of millions of users”.
Users update their daily life activities with friends, families and co-workers; share information, news, and
opinions with interested observers; and seek knowledge and expertise in public tweets (Browning &
Sanderson, 2012; Java et al., 2007; Pennacchiotti & Popescu, 2011). Honeycutt and Herring (2009) stated that
Twitter has the potential to be used for idea sharing and coordination of activities, similar to instant messaging
in a more dynamic way. McArthur and Bostedo-Conway (2012, p291) suggest that “one-to-many (or many-tomany) communication channel may offer instructors an opportunity to efficiently contact and create learning
opportunities for many students at once”. The main types of user intentions on Twitter are: daily conversations,
sharing information and website URLs, and reporting news (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009; Java et al., 2007).
Twitter is also used for keeping in touch with friends and colleagues, sharing interesting information within
one’s network, seeking help and opinions, and releasing emotional stress (Ehrlich & Shami, 2010; Zhao &
Rosson, 2009). A Twitter user can create a public profile which entails full name, location, a web page, a short
biography and the tweets of the user (Kwak, Lee, Park & Moon, 2010; Pennacchiotti & Popescu, 2011). The
people who follow the user and those that the user follows are also listed (Pennacchiotti & Popescu, 2011).
Ehrlich and Shami (2010) indicated that users are less likely to post confidential information on Twitter.
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2.3 Johnston (2013), and McArthur and Bostedo-Conway (2012) encourage academics to use
technologies such as Facebook, Twitter and mobile phones to communicate and educate students.
The South African context
One cannot conduct a study on South Africa without understanding the social context of the country.
Apartheid in SA played a major role in creating gaps and inequalities between the different races (Johnston et
al., 2013). Apartheid actively humiliated and oppressed races that were considered ‘non-white’, limiting the
‘non-whites’ in their education and the ability to accumulate and use assets, only 9% of South Africans are
white (Johnston et al., 2013). Although South Africa was not the only country to propose and implement racial
segregation, it has been “a distinctive feature through which communities and neighbourhoods in South
African cities have been understood” (Oldfield, 2004, p.190). The racial segregation within South Africa had a
formative impact on urban economic, social and political form (Oldfield, 2004). The racial segregation made
South Africa a country with a high GINI coefficient, and one of the most unequal societies in the world
(Armstrong, Lekezwa, & Siebrit, 2008).

3. Methodology
The study was done on the 2011 cohort of UCT students in the Faculty of Commerce, and aimed to understand
the use, attitudes and perceptions of Facebook and Twitter. The philosophy was positivist. The questionnaires
relied on the subject’s subjective observations of themselves. Hence, there was bias in the data; however it is
assumed that the biases average out, and compensate for individual differences. The data analysis was
quantitative to correspond with the studies done by Lampe et al. (2008) and Johnston et al. (2013). As in the
two previous studies, five-point Likert scales were used extensively in the questionnaire with 1 = strongly
disagree or very unlikely, and 5 = strongly agree or very likely. Data could therefore can be compared and
analysed. The sample comprised all 1231 UCT Commerce students registered for a first year Information
Systems course in 2011. An online survey was made available to students and obtained 488 responses. The
raw data was cleaned and formatted, two responses were not fit to be used, reducing the sample to n=486.

4. Data analysis
The results of the research (referred to as ‘2011 UCT’ as the data was collected in 2011) were compared with
results from previous studies done by Michigan State University (referred to as ‘2008 MSU’) (Lampe et al.,
2008) and Johnston et al. (2013) (referred to as ‘2008 SA’ as it was completed in 2008). The Facebook intensity
scale which attempted to obtain a measure of Facebook usage and duration of use was adopted from the 2008
SA study (Johnston et al., 2013).
In the 2008 SA study, 67% of students were members of Facebook (Johnston et al., 2013), whereas 95% of the
UCT students surveyed in 2011 were members of Facebook. Table 1 compares the statistics of Facebook (FB)
intensity for the 2008 MSU students (Lampe et al., 2008), the 2008 SA students (Johnston et al., 2013), and the
2011 UCT students.
Table 1: Summary statistics for Facebook intensity
Individual items and scales

About how many Facebook friends do you have?
0=<10, 1=11-50, 2=51-100, 3=101-150, 4=151-200, 5=201250, 6=251-300, 7=301-400, 8=401-500, 9=>501
In the past week, on average, approximately how many
minutes per day have you spent on Facebook
0=<10, 1=10-30, 2=31-60, 3=1-2 hours, 4=2-3 hours, 5=>3
hours
Facebook is part of my everyday activity
I am proud to tell people I am on Facebook
Facebook has become part of my daily routine
I feel out of touch when I haven’t logged onto FB for a while
I feel I am part of the Facebook community
I would be sorry if Facebook shut down
My Facebook has caused me problems
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2008 MSU
Mea Std. Dev
n
7.33

2008 SA
Mea Std. Dev
n
3.17
2.31

2011 UCT
Mea Std. Dev
n
6.78
2.35

3.37

1.69

1.44

2.18

1.44

3.03
3.53
3.07
2.74
3.36
3.58

1.31
1.00
1.27
1.37
1.08
1.23

3.72
3.68
3.59
3.14
3.53
3.64
2.37

1.05
0.91
1.04
1.23
0.96
1.17
1.13

3.85
3.34
3.66

1.12
0.85
1.19

3.72
2.20

1.34
1.12
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The 2008 MSU students had an average of 333 friends (mean of 7.33), whereas the 2008 SA students had an
average of 134 friends (mean 3.17). In the 2011 study of UCT students, students had an average of 251–300
friends (mean of 6.78). All groups of students in Table 1 leaned towards agreeing that Facebook was part of
their daily routine and everyday activity. Similarly, all groups are leaning towards agreeing that they would be
sorry if Facebook had to shut down, thus students have an overall positive attitude towards Facebook. When
students were asked about problems caused by Facebook, the means were below 2.50 indicating that the
majority disagreed with the statement.
Figure 1 shows that 72% of the 2011 UCT students indicated that they used Facebook to view the profiles of
other students in one of their classes; 55% used Facebook to contact another student with questions
relating to class work; 40% used Facebook to arrange study groups and meetings; and 25% were given
Facebook-related class assignments. Facebook was used by students to assist in their education by this group
of students, and thus could be used as a communication channel to assist academics.

Figure 1: Usage of Facebook within an educational context
Table 2 shows that students were less inclined to use Facebook to meet new people (overall mean of 2.41),
and strongly inclined to use Facebook to maintain existing contacts. When asked to rate the statement “I use
Facebook to keep in touch with my old friends,” 2008 MSU students had a 4.50 mean, the 2008 SA study had a
4.47 mean, and 2011 UCT study had the highest mean of 4.56. The second highest set of means related to the
statement, “I have used Facebook to check out someone I met socially.” Table 2 shows that the main uses of
Facebook by all groups are the same, namely: to keep in touch with old friends, and to check out someone
they have met socially, in other words to connect with offline contacts, rather than to meet new people.
Table 2: Facebook use for prior contacts and meeting new people
Individual items and scales

Off to Online: Use Facebook to connect with offline
contacts
I have used FB to check out someone I met socially
I use FB to learn more about other people living near
me
I use FB to keep in touch with my old friends
On to Offline: I use Facebook to meet new people
I use FB people to find people to date
I use FB to find people to add to my ‘friends’ list
I use FB to meet new people
I use FB to find out things that’s happening around me
I use FB to find out worldwide news or facts
I use FB to find out about specials and promotions
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2008 MSU
Mea Std. Dev
n
3.79
0.90

2008 SA
Mea Std. Dev
n
3.56
1.17

2011 UCT
Mea Std. Dev
n
3.75
0.99

3.94
2.95

0.89
1.15

3.57
2.64

1.33
1.29

4.03
2.65

1.05
1.25

4.50
1.88
1.62

0.67
1.04
0.95

4.47
2.55

0.89
1.45

2.14
3.51

1.12
1.10

2.25

1.45

4.56
2.41
1.50
2.02
2.05
3.72
2.74
2.26

0.66
1.17
0.92
1.23
1.29
1.14
1.27
1.26
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Figure 2 shows which elements students included in their Facebook profiles. The most commonly selected
elements in 2008 were contact details (78%) and a photo of the student (66%); whereas 88% of the 2011
students included educational details, and 83% a photo. Although 80% of 2011 students included their home
town, only 14% included an address. There has been a decrease from 78% to 65% in sharing contact details
such as email and mobile numbers.

Figure 2: Profile elements included for Facebook
The 2008 MSU, 2008 UCT and 2011 studies revealed similar results with regards to perceived profile view
(Figure 3), with friends perceived as the main audience. ‘High school friends’ are still being perceived as the
main profile audience (2008 MSU had 94%, 2008 UCT had 88% and 2011 UCT had 97%). The biggest variation
was the perceived profile audience of ‘someone I met at a party or social’, 2008 MSU study had 72%, the 2008
UCT study had 40%, and the 2011 UCT study had 64%. When asked about perceived professional audiences
viewing the profile, only 7% of the 2011 UCT students perceived that companies would view their Facebook
sites.
Table 3 provides a comparison of Facebook members across the studies. The number of Facebook members
within South Africa increased from 67% to 95% in 2011. In both the 2008 SA study and the 2011 UCT study,
over 26% of the Facebook respondents were white, whereas only 9% of the country’s population is white. This
is a reflection of the inequality in the country.
Of the students surveyed, 34% (163 respondents) were members of Twitter. Table 4 shows that most spent
less than 10 minutes per day on Twitter, and claimed to have between 11-50 followers, while following 11–50
Twitter users. Respondents did not consider Twitter a part of their daily activity (mean of 2.38), or daily routine
(mean of 2.46) as they did with Facebook.

Figure 3: Perceived profile viewers for Facebook
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Table 3: Comparison of Facebook members
2008 MSU

2008 SA

2011 UCT

Number of respondents
Facebook members
Facebook use (minutes per day)

n = 286
94%
10-30 minutes

n = 572
67%
10-30 minutes

n = 486
95%
31-60 minutes

Facebook friends
Ethnicity of FB members (White/Black)

151-200
82%/18%

101-150
28%/72%

251-300
27%/73%

Table 4: Statistics for Twitter intensity (n=163)
Individual items and scales

About how many Twitter followers do you have?

0=<10, 1=11-50, 2=51-100, 3=101-150, 4=151-200, 5=201-250, 6=251-300, 7=301-400, 8=401-500,
9=>501

2011 UCT
Mean
Std.
Dev
1.08
1.59

About how many people are you following on Twitter?

1.62

1.77

In the past week, on average, approximately how many minutes per day have you spent on
Twitter

0.81

1.22

Twitter is part of my everyday activity
I am proud to tell people I am on Twitter
Twitter has become part of my daily routine
I feel out of touch when I haven’t logged onto Twitter for a while
I feel I am part of the Twitter community
I would be sorry if Twitter shut down
My Twitter has caused me problems

2.38
3.33
2.46
2.06
2.56
2.59
1.80

1.41
1.14
1.36
1.21
1.24
1.31
1.02

same scale as above

0=<10, 1=10-30, 2=31-60, 3=1-2 hours, 4=2-3 hours, 5=>3 hours

Figure 4 shows that 7% of Twitter respondents had used Twitter to arrange study groups and meetings, while
4% had contacted other students relating to class work. However, 18% of 2011 UCT students indicated that
they had used Twitter to view the profile of a fellow student, and 9% had used Twitter to view the profile of a
professor, lecturer or tutor.
Twitter was mainly used by UCT students to find out worldwide news or facts (mean of 3.43), secondly to find
out local news and events (mean of 3.16), thirdly to find out about specials and promotions (2.38), and only
fourthly to keep in touch with old friends (mean of 2.35) as seen in Table 5. Twitter was used to find out about
issues, rather than to socialise.
Sixty-five percent of the students using Twitter indicated that they had included their real name in their
profile, and 60% also included a pen name; 42% included a profile picture of themselves and 44% included
location within their profile. Students are more likely to share personal confidential details on Facebook than
on Twitter, as stated by Ehrlich and Shami (2010).
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Figure 4: Usage of Twitter within education context
Table 5: Twitter use for prior contacts and meeting new people
Individual items and scales
Off to Online: Use Twitter to connect with offline contacts

2011 UCT
Mean
Std. Dev
2.19
1.31

I have used Twitter to check out someone I met socially
I use Twitter to learn more about other people living near me
I use Twitter to keep in touch with my old friends

2.13
2.09
2.35

1.33
1.22
1.39

On to Offline: I use Twitter to meet new people
I use Twitter people to find people to date
I use Twitter to find people to add to my ‘friends’ list

2.40
1.48
1.96

1.26
0.86
1.22

I use Twitter to meet new people
I use Twitter to find out things that’s happening around me
I use Twitter to find out worldwide news or facts

1.96
3.16
3.43

1.23
1.50
1.50

I use Twitter to find out about specials and promotions

2.38

1.44

Figure 5: Profile elements included for Twitter vs. Facebook
Sixty-one percent allowed anyone to view their Twitter profile, 15% did not indicate their privacy setting, and
only 24% restricted views to approved audiences. Similarly to Facebook, high school friends were perceived as
the main audience (75%), whereas only 14% perceived someone they have met socially to be their audience.
Figure 6 shows who respondents perceived as viewers of their Twitter and Facebook profiles, and as expected
the percentages of Twitter viewers were lower than the percentages of Facebook users.

Figure 6: Perceived profile viewers for Twitter vs. Facebook
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Out of the total number of Twitter members in the current study, 25% indicated that they were white. The
ethnicity among students who were members of Twitter and Facebook was unsurprisingly similar.

5. Discussion
Of the students surveyed (N=486), 95% were Facebook users and 33% were Twitter users. The 2008 MSU study
indicated that 6% of the students surveyed were not registered Facebook members, whereas 33% of 2008 UCT
students surveyed were not registered on Facebook. In the current study only 5% of respondents were not
registered on Facebook. With regard to Twitter, 67% of 2011 UCT respondents were not Twitter members,
while 95% of these respondents were members of Facebook. The current study indicated that time spent using
Facebook per day (24%) fell within the 30 to 60-minute category, higher than the MSU and 2008 UCT study,
but almost half of the 101.09 min per day reported by Junco’s (2012) 2010 study. Irrespective of which figures
one uses, students are spending a sizeable portion of their days on Facebook. Similarly, the number of
Facebook friends increased, 2008 MSU students had 150 – 200 friends, the 2008 UCT students had 101 – 150
friends, whereas the 2011 UCT students had between 400 – 500 friends. This may be because the 2011
students have been using Facebook for a longer period. With regards to Twitter, the average time spent was
under 10 minutes (28%), and most members are following and are being followed by 11 – 50 fellow Tweeters.
The main goal UCT students used Twitter for was to ‘find out about things happening around them and in the
world’ rather than to socialise.
The study has shown an increase in registered Facebook members when compared to previous studies
(Johnston et al., 2013), indicating that Facebook is becoming more popular amongst South African tertiary
students. South African students have been slow to adopt Twitter. The research established that there has
been an increase in popularity of Facebook within the South African tertiary student community. The main use
of Facebook remained consistent with the literature, Facebook was mainly used for “keeping in touch with old
friends” and to “check out someone I met socially” (Ellison et al., 2007; Hew, 2011; Johnston et al., 2013;
Lampe et al., 2008; Pempek et al., 2009; Roblyer et al., 2010).
Hew (2011) and Pempek et al. (2009) both stated that although ‘learning purposes’ was listed as a motive for
students making use of Facebook, Facebook was not widely used for learning purposes. However, our study
proved the opposite, with 55% of the students surveyed using Facebook to contact other students for
questions relating to class work, and 47% making use of Facebook to discuss class work. The literature
indicated that Twitter is mainly used for daily conversations, sharing information and website URLs and
reporting news (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). Our study revealed that students at UCT
mainly used Twitter to find out world-wide facts and events happening around them. Ehrlich and Shami (2010)
and Zhao and Rosson (2009) stated that users made use of Twitter to keep in touch with friends and
colleagues. However, our findings proved the opposite; students at UCT in 2011 did not make extensive use of
Twitter to keep in touch with friends.
The literature revealed that the perception users have of their audience plays a role in determining the type of
information and contents which users are more likely to share on their profiles (Pempek et al., 2009). The
current study established that 2011 UCT students are less likely to share confidential information such as their
contact details in comparison to 2008 students (Johnston et al., 2013). Lampe et al. (2008) and Johnston et al.
(2013) both identified that student Facebook users were more likely to consider their peers as their main
audience. Furthermore, Lampe et al. (2008) found that as Facebook became more popular, student Facebook
users perceived more family members as their profile audience. The current study found similar results with
regard to perceived Facebook audience.
The students’ attitudes towards Facebook and Twitter at UCT in 2011 was positive. The literature (Lampe et
al., 2008) stated that Facebook had slowly become an important part of the lives of the students and would be
missed if it had to close down. The statement was supported by the current study. Lampe et al. (2008)
indicated that Facebook had become a popular method for communicating between college-age users; this
was supported by the current study. The main use of Facebook was for communication with friends and to
keep in touch with old friends (Pempek et al., 2009).
Although literature stated that Twitter is the most popular micro-blogging tool among other existing
equivalents (Zhao & Rosson, 2009), and that Twitter has seen a dramatic growth in the number of registered
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users, our findings showed a low percentage of respondents (34%) were Twitter users. The main purpose of
Twitter users at 2011 UCT was to be kept updated with world-wide facts and happenings around them.

6. Conclusion
The research replicated aspects of studies performed at MSU in 2008, and in South Africa in 2008. The study
aimed to assess the change in Facebook usage, perception and attitude among UCT students and whether or
how it is used as a communication channel, drawing comparisons to the 2008 MSU and 2008 SA study. The
study included Twitter as there appeared to be a gap in the academic literature.
The research questions were to establish the usage of Facebook and Twitter at UCT, and the user perception
and attitude towards Facebook and Twitter at UCT. The main use of Facebook remained consistent with the
literature, “keeping in touch with old friends” and to “check out someone I met socially”, while Twitter was
mainly used for finding news and information. Facebook was also used for learning purposes; with 55% of
respondents using Facebook to contact other students with academically related issues, and 47% using
Facebook to discuss class work.
The student’s perception and attitude towards Facebook was extremely positive, and the vast majority are
members, and would be sad should Facebook close down. UCT students in 2011 are less likely to share
confidential information such as their contact details in comparison to students in prior years.
This study was conducted only on registered UCT students and is not an accurate sample of the entire South
African populace. The research questions provide new avenues for future research regarding Facebook and
Twitter, or more generally, online social networking within South Africa. Future research could attempt to
replicate the Twitter study to see the growth of Twitter within the South African tertiary institution context.
Future studies could also address the use of mobile technology within social networking in the South African
context.
It is clear that university students are strong users of technology, spend time daily using technology, and have
positive perceptions and attitudes towards technology. The one area of their lives which often avoids
technology is academic programs. McArthur and Bostedo-Conway, (2012, p286) “encourages teachers to join
the digital age and begin to experiment with any new tool that is available to students”. Failure to do so, could
alienate students to academics and education (Johnston, 2013). Academics should therefore make use of
social networking software such as Facebook and Twitter both in their personal lives, and in classrooms.
Academics could use social media to communicate (listen and answer) with students in an more immediate
and personal capacity.
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