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Abstract 

 

 This study examines how the prevalent usage of social networking sites influences college 

student’s social capital. It explores student attitudes towards social media, social trust, and civic 

engagement, all of which will be compared against their overall SNS usage on some of the most 

popular platforms. The analyses are reported from an online survey sample of undergraduate students 

from a large southeastern research university (N = 88). Findings suggest a strong correlation between 

both the relationship between student’s social media usage and their civic engagement and overall 

attitude towards social media. No correlation was found between the size of a student’s SNS network 

and their levels of civic engagement. 

Keywords: Social Media, Survey, Social Capital, Civic Engagement, College Students 
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Introduction 

  

Social networking sites (SNS) are becoming increasingly popular for everyday connections 

and relationships (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013). These sites can be used as a source of entertainment and 

news to consume content as well as to share and engage with peers. Data from Pew Research Center 

shows that in 2005 only 5% of adults in the U.S. used at least one social media platform (Social 

Media Fact Sheet, 2017). This number rose to around 50% of all Americans in 2011, and to an 

astonishing 69% in 2016 (Social Media Fact Sheet, 2017). Though sites such as Twitter, Pinterest, 

Instagram, and LinkedIn are gaining traction, Facebook remains the most commonly used social 

media platform. Likewise, it is also credited for upholding a user base that most closely represents the 

U.S. population as a whole (Social Media Fact Sheet, 2017). Though more and more Americans are 

using these sites in recent years, younger adults were among the first adopters of social media and 

remain as the highest users (Social Media Fact Sheet, 2017). In fact, 88% of 18-29 year olds in the 

U.S. actively use a Facebook profile, and roughly three-quarters of Facebook users, and half of 

Instagram users, check their profiles once a day at least (Social Media Fact Sheet, 2017). Due to such 

increasing popularity among younger adults, the notion of how these social networking sites 

contribute to social capital among college students will be further investigated. 

 The idea of social capital has traditionally been defined as relations with one another across 

various social networks (Putnam, 1995). Typically, those who are a part of large and diverse 

communication networks are viewed as having more social capital as compared to those with smaller 

and less encompassing networks (Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009). Furthermore, though it is most 

common to gain social capital as a result of day to day connections with friends, strangers, and 

coworkers, there is also the potential for individuals to make a conscious effort to obtain social capital 

throughout their daily interactions (Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009).  
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Recent research suggests that people in the U.S. are not as civically engaged due to the 

prevalence of social networking sites (Bolton et. al, 2013). Conversely, it has also been highlighted 

that intense use of SNS help to bridge one’s social capital and feelings of inclusion (Ellison, 

Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007). In regards to university students, Sponcil & Gitimu (2013) found that 

social media did not hinder the presence of social capital or social interaction for the vast majority of 

these individuals (Sponcil & Gitimu, 2013). Yet, Bolton et. al, (2013) posed the argument that 

increased usage of these sites did in fact result in distractions at school, which led to an overall 

decrease in civic engagement among these students (Bolton et. al, 2013). To clarify and build upon 

such studies, further research is needed to explore if SNS either strengthen or weaken the presence of 

social capital within student networks. To derive more conclusive results, the researcher will analyze 

university students’ social media usage and attitudes in order to define whether or not they are related 

to their civic engagement and social trust. This research will be used to determine if university 

students perceive online networking to be of the same quality as networking offline, how social 

media sites impact civic engagement, and whether or not social capital is declining because of 

prevalent social media usage.  
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Literature Review 

 

 Social Capital 

Bridging strong public connections and social identities within one’s community is essential 

in the formation of communal trust and involvement (Putnam, 2001). Putnam (1995) defines social 

capital as relations with one another across various social networks. Such a term can be demonstrated 

to varying degrees and throughout several platforms. For example, social capital can be a formal 

labor union, by the same means that it can be a casual get together with friends (Putnam, 1995). Yet, 

whatever the setting in which social capital is displayed, it is noted that each individual involved in 

the exchange gains a mutual benefit or reciprocity from the interaction at hand (Putnam, 2001). For 

example, Putnam (1995) explained that in a typical setting, the more humans connect with one 

another, the more they can find trust in these people moving forward. This correlation is present 

across different countries, people, and groups (Putnam, 1995). 

Decline of Social Capital 

Data from the Roper database and surveys from commercial marketing firm DDB Needham in 

Chicago suggests that Americans are becoming less involved within their communities, hence a 

decay of social capital (Putnam, 2001). Data also showed that in 1975 the average American attended 

one club meeting a month—12 each year. Whereas, by 1999, the average American only attended 

five of these club meetings a year. This amount has continued to drop in recent decades—the number 

of socially isolated Americans has more than doubled since 1984 to 2004. Similarly, survey results 

showed that for each form of involvement: volunteer and committee activity, dinner party attendance, 

church participation, and even the amount of card games played within a year, there was a steady 

decline noted annually (Putnam, 2001). This can be in part due to increased commuting time. 
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Research has shown that for each 10 minutes of added commuting time, all forms of social capital 

will decrease by 10 percent. This means 10 percent less club meetings, time spent with friends, and 

church attendance (The Saguaro Seminar: Civic Engagement in America, 2012).  

Likewise, studies by DDB Needham sought to analyze yearly membership records to draw 

conclusions about one’s participation in different voluntary networks (Putnam, 1995). When 

examining trends in membership records of different organizations such as the Red Cross, bowling 

leagues, or the League of Women Voters, it was apparent that American’s involvement with such 

originations had dropped from 25 to 50 percent within the last two to three decades (Putnam, 1995). 

This suggests a decreasing trend in civic engagement dating back to traditional social communities. 

The question of timing is essential when analyzing this change in community lifestyle, and one must 

consider why community networks experienced such a dramatic drop most notably beginning in the 

1960’s (Putnam, 1995).   

Decline of Social Capital alongside Technological Growth 

A distinguished contribution to the decline of traditional networks and connections during this 

time period can be related to the development of television in America (Putnam, 2001). Upon the 

release of television in the 1950s, less than 10% of all American homes had a standardized television 

set. Yet, what Putnam (2001) noted as, the fastest technological diffusion recorded, by 1959, an 

astonishing 90% of the American population owned a set within their household (Putnam, 2001). 

This increasing trend continued heavily throughout the years, and by the 1990’s television viewing 

had risen by over 50% since the 1950’s (Putnam, 2001). Putnam’s (2001) study also sought to better 

understand how the decrease of social capital would affect present individuals. For example, research 

concluded that children who watch more television demonstrate lower levels of social capital and vice 

versa. Similarly, the overall well-being of a child was illustrated to be higher when in the presence of 
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higher social capital. The statement of improved “well-being” includes the representation of higher 

educational performance, lower infant mortality rates, and lower teen pregnancy rates across the 

participants of the study (Putnam, 2001). Furthermore, it was noticed that the links between civic 

engagement and the television are opposite from those seen previously between civic engagement and 

reading the newspaper. The researcher found that individuals who read the newspaper over watching 

television were reported to have higher levels of social capital than those who conversely chose the 

outlet of television (Putnam, 2001). 

Such rapid changes formed from the rise of television are now being paralleled by the growth 

of the internet (DiMaggio, Hargittai, Neuman, & Robinson, 2001). As television rates are plateauing, 

the internet is now forming a new platform to change the way in which social organizations form and 

connect (DiMaggio et al., 2003). Just as the surge of the television displaced society’s time spent 

socializing face-to-face, it only makes sense that the rise of the internet would contribute to similar 

effects on a much larger scale. A two year longitudinal study of 169 families living in Pittsburgh 

concluded that with introduced internet access, overtime individuals showed a decline in social 

circles and time spent with family and friends, and an increase in depression and feelings of 

loneliness (DiMaggio et al., 2003). Likewise, researchers found that heavy internet users connect less 

with close neighbors and surrounding individuals, but report feeling a stronger sense of connection 

within online networks and communities (DiMaggio et al., 2003). With this information, it must be 

distinguished whether or not the internet replaces the traditional bonds of a community, or rather 

facilitates new ways to strengthen connection through online media. 

Networked Individualism 

Previous research notes that recent technological advancements have transformed the way in 

which people and organizations connect (Wellman, 2001). Such information and communication 
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technologies have prompted a rise in networked individualism. Such a term is defined as a shift from 

traditional and densely knit social capital societies to networks centered around ICT’s. In the pre-

1960’s, people were traditionally linked in homogeneous and broad, bounded, groups known as “little 

boxes”. Members of these little-box societies belonged to several small groups including home, work, 

neighborhood, or voluntary organizations. In these small groups, members would have a sense of 

belonging and each group would have its separate time, place, and boundaries in order to not conflict 

with one another. In this society, each interaction had its proper period and individuals would follow 

this structure for each of their included groups. However, such research suggests that much of today’s 

social organizations no longer fit into this little box model. This is partly because of the rise of 

computer mediated communication and the development of networked individualism (Wellman, 

2001). 

Wellman’s (2001) study has highlighted the change from densely-knit and tightly bounded 

social groups to such sparsely-knit and loosely bounded networks due to recent technological 

advances. This research suggested that the entertaining draw of the internet, as well as its endless 

information lure people away from close friends and family, and into electronic communities. These 

people will then replace their interpersonal communication by interacting with social contacts 

through electronic media (Wellman, 2001). Previous work has conveyed that this shift causes each 

individual to take on the responsibility of a community. This includes the essentials of support, 

sociability, information, social identities, and a sense of belonging. Additionally, this results in each 

individual having to act as the principal unit of connection rather than a household or group as noted 

in previous society (Wellman et al., 2003). 
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Youth and the Rise of Networked Individualism 

The study at hand will question whether or not social media in particular may contribute to 

networked individualism. Ito et al. (2009) suggested that youth tend to adapt faster and with more 

interactivity to media technology than do adults. This pattern proposed that youth contribute to a 

more networked, and individualized society with “selective sociality”.  With the increasing usage of 

social media sites such as Facebook amongst youth, it is evident from this research that there is a 

transition in not only their modes of learning, but also with their social interaction and focus. Ito et al. 

(2009) noted that certain forms of online communication appear to be hindering the bridge of 

friendships for these adolescents and their development of social capital. For example, many 

adolescents tend to favor friendships based off of live online gaming, direct messaging, creating 

profiles, and uploading pictures to various social media platforms as opposed to personally “hanging 

out” as a group. This is certainly a representation of a shift from the classical model of social 

arrangements, which have had a more friendship and popularity driven network established in the 

past within local school systems (Ito et al., 2009). 

Yet, researchers have also pointed out that social media and the internet at large are not solely 

responsible for the shift from groups to networks. Wellman et al. (2003) stated that the spread of the 

internet is aiding in the development of social change that has been in the works for decades. The 

researchers argued that even before the existence of the internet, social changes, land-use changes, 

and technological changes affected the spread of networked individualism. For example, the change 

from residential work to increasingly more commercial work environments is responsible for less 

contact with colleagues in the community, as well as increased travel time. Not only does this rise in 

travel time contribute to a want for electronic distraction, but it also cuts into an individual’s 

community networking time. Likewise, this research stated that many social changes such as birth 
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control, multiple income households, and more relaxed divorce laws have caused a conversion from a 

place-to-place to a person-to-person mode of household and community life. Lastly, existing research 

addressed technological changes such as the spread of car ownership, affordable air travel, and long-

distance telephone carriers, which enable individuals to have more networked based contact with 

family and friends (Wellman et al., 2003). 

College Students and Social Media 

The rapid emergence of social networking sites has also prompted the discussion of how these 

sites will fare against social capital.  

RQ1: What is the relationship between student’s social media usage and their civic 

engagement?  

Social media can be defined as websites or applications that allow individuals to form and 

share content for communal networking (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013). This study will highlight the 

prevalent usage of these sites amongst young adults and undergraduate college students. A study 

conducted at a midwestern university in the U.S. showed that out of 96 undergraduate college 

students attending, almost all were using some form of social networking account (Sponcil, & 

Gitimu, 2013). It was indicated that 99% of these students reported to using Facebook and disclosed 

that they update both their Facebook and Twitter pages the most often; mostly several times each 

week (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013). They noted the most common reason for having these sites, and for 

using them so frequently was to communicate to family members and friends. 

RQ2: What is the relationship between social media usage and a student’s attitude towards 

social media? 
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  It was also found that younger students away at university tended to check their Facebook 

pages more frequently to connect with friends and family from home than older university students 

(Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013).  Likewise,  Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela (2012) found that social media 

sites such as Facebook have become one of the most searched for and popular places on the internet 

in the entire world, and demographics show that it is used extensively by students (Zúñiga, Jung, & 

Valenzuela, 2012). Many users also reported to using Facebook for reconnecting with existing 

contacts as opposed to reaching out to newer ones; suggesting that the site has a “geographically-

bound user base” (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007). The emergence of social networking sites 

such as these have implemented new ways for communication to take place, and college students in 

particular have used this technological trend to their advantage (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013). 

The Effects of Social Media on Social Capital 

Previous research has also found that social media did not deter the occurrence of social 

capital amongst a large majority of university students. Sponcil & Gitimu (2013) explained that the 

quality as well as the existence of social interaction was not harmed by the presence of social 

networking sites.  

It was noted that there was still a heavy prevalence of social relationships and 

communications taking place locally, and long distance relationships were only slightly assisted by 

the usage of social media sites.  It was also found that although most college students preferred to 

communicate face-to-face, many of the times this was the least convenient option due to the fact that 

many family and friends lived far away. Thus, such interactions taking place online were 

demonstrated to be of high quality convenience and only somewhat lesser of that of face-to-face 

interactions (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013). Results of this study also showed that social media 
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technology has helped to maintain contact with individuals that these students saw frequently as well. 

Likewise, users reported having a sense of gratification throughout these interactions because they 

felt part of a network of which could keep them informed about current activities and events (Sponcil, 

& Gitimu, 2013). 

Data also indicated that users who frequently communicated on Facebook in turn had higher 

quality friendships (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013). This was due to the fact that using such social 

networking sites can help to eliminate elements of shyness. Many individuals reported feeling more 

comfortable online due to the fact that they receive more social support communicating on these sites 

as opposed to traditional face-to-face communication (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013).  

Similarly, it was noted that many young adults partake in the creation of a “virtual identity” or 

facade, in which they shape an ideal self to impress their peers.  This notion of refining social capital 

and personal identity helped to increase their self-esteem and self-concept both online and in reality 

(Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013). This also relates to the increased feelings of relational intimacy and 

community bonding college students felt when receiving and writing comments to other users on 

their pictures and wall postings. These timely responses gave these students practically immediate 

gratification and self-satisfaction—further generating group intimacy (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013).  

Additionally, the relationship between feelings of trust and satisfaction with increased SNS 

usage must also be considered. A 2007 web-based survey of 3,296 college students at two public 

southwestern universities concluded that the intensity of Facebook use was positively related to social 

trust as well as overall life satisfaction. In fact, usage of the site had the strongest relationship in 

regards to life satisfaction (Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009). Similarly, Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe 

(2007) reported that students who admitted to feelings of low self-esteem and satisfaction were able 
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to bridge their social capital the most if they used Facebook more intensely (Ellison, Steinfield, & 

Lampe, 2007).  These findings contradict a common belief that heavy SNS users are more isolated 

and lonely than moderate users�proving that in fact the opposite holds true, and SNS usage may 

actually benefit these students (Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009). 

Adolescent Political Involvement 

 Previous research has also found that such social networking sites help to provide and share 

sufficient and up to date news stories, which in turn rejuvenate democratic progression (Zúñiga, Jung, 

& Valenzuela, 2012). It was also found that there was a positive relationship between social capital 

and the usage of social media sites for news and other informational use (Zúñiga, Jung, & 

Valenzuela, 2012).  Because the researchers found increased levels of political action and civic 

engagement with increased social media usage, it can be proposed that social media may incentivize 

group political action online. 

RQ3: What is the relationship between the size of a university student’s SNS network and 

their level of civic engagement? 

 For example, during the 2008 election various Facebook users shared links to news sites such 

as CNN or the New York Times to reference the election on their page and to their peers. This 

example of Facebook being used as a news source shows a pattern of community building by way of 

online communication and is positively associated with civic participation (Zúñiga, Jung, & 

Valenzuela, 2012).  It is also proposed that those with bigger networks of communication—such as 

social media sites, engage more in civic activities because they are more likely to learn from those 

who have higher education levels.  
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Thus, these educated individuals bridge a bond of expertise and knowledge that provokes 

further citizens to participate in the political community in aspects in which they may have not 

otherwise (Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela, 2012). Valenzuela, Park & Kay (2009) also found that 

Facebook members reported higher levels of participation in nonpolitical activities. For example, 

being a member of a Facebook civic group was positively related to increased civic engagement 

offline. Likewise, it was reported that this increase in engagement levels had a weaker relationship for 

white students as opposed to those students of a different race (Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009).  

A comparable scenario arises when considering how politically active young people are 

expected to be as they mature into adulthood. This is to be supported by previous research organized 

by the IEA (the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement), which 

surveyed 32,000 14 year-old students in nine different countries to determine their emerging civic and 

political views (Torney-Purta & Amadeo, 2003). It was proven that in the United States alone, three 

out of the four strongest determinants of adolescent voting were reliant on school activity— including 

the student’s civic knowledge, group confidence obtained by active participation, and the degree to 

which they learned about elections or voting in school. Though it should be noted that the probability 

of an adolescent joining a political party is most heavily influenced by the student’s degree of 

political interest as well as parental discussions, the classroom still remains as a building block for 

future political involvement for these adolescents, and curriculums designed around active 

participation should be considered for promotion (Torney-Purta & Amadeo, 2003).   

Likewise, a series of scales based on the Item Response Theory (IRT) in the IEA tested 

adolescents civic knowledge and trust in governmental institutions based on countries (Torney-Purta 

& Amadeo, 2003). It was found that in countries with established democracies such as Norway or the 

United States; trust in government institutions proved to be higher than in countries with newer 
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democracies such as Czech Republic or Portugal. Adolescents in communist countries also scored the 

lowest for feelings of trust in their political institutions. Such international research gives insight 

regarding adolescent political engagement within the United States (Torney-Purta & Amadeo, 2003). 

For example, teens scored lower than what is viewed as a healthy democracy when accepting survey 

items containing phrases such as, “will definitely vote”. Yet, when set alongside other countries, the 

United States still remains as moderate to high in adolescent beliefs that populations should vote and 

partake in political engagement (Torney-Purta & Amadeo, 2003).  

Effects of Poor SNS Security  

However, though social media can improve social capital seen in youth, it can also diminish it 

if these individuals are not careful. Previous research shows that the more time college students spend 

using social media sites, the more information they release online (Bolton et. al, 2013). This can be in 

regards to their search for social approval or “need for popularity”. However, this disclosure of 

sometimes sensitive information can actually reduce the quality and the intimacy of the relationships 

and communities they form online (Bolton et. al, 2013). This sharing of personal information can in 

turn result in greater societal consequences such as stricter public safety laws and restriction of future 

community building. Likewise, both teenagers and college students admit to obsessively monitoring 

their social networking sites and notifications—characteristics which further help to deem this 

population as “internet addicts” (Bolton et. al, 2013).  This can result in distraction during school and 

extracurricular activities, lack of sleep, and an overall decrease in participation of civic involvement 

outside of internet relations (Bolton et. al, 2013). Bolton et. al (2013) also suggest that dealing with 

internet addiction can result in feelings of depression and loneliness in students. Thus, social media 

may be used as a coping mechanism for many of these young adults who have not yet realized that 

these sites may be a short term fix for future communication problems (Bolton et. al, 2013).  
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Method 

Overview 

The rapid emergence of social networking sites prompted the discussion of how these sites 

impact social capital. This study examined the relationship between usage of social media and social 

capital amongst undergraduate students. An online survey was administered to determine how social 

media sites impact student’s civic engagement, the quality of these SNS relationships, and whether 

levels of social capital increase or decrease as a result of online activity. The survey, which received 

IRB approval, was made available over a period of several weeks.  

Sample 

Respondents of this study consisted of 104 undergraduate college students enrolled at a large 

southeastern research university. Of the 104 sample size, 88 responses were completed in entirety and 

will be accounted for. The students were between the ages of 18-24 years old and enrolled in various 

communication courses within the university. Before conducting this study, the researcher first 

successfully completed human subjects training. The age of respondents was (M = 21.28; SD =1.48) 

and 78.4% identified as White/Caucasian followed by 10.8% Hispanic/Latino, 5.4% Black/African 

American, 4.1% Other, and 1.4% who preferred not to answer. 94.6% also reported being single, 

never married, and 74.3% of survey respondents identified as female. The majority, 54%, reported 

being Christian. Data also showed that 59.5% of the population were seniors, 20.3% were juniors, 

9.5% were graduate students, 5.4% were other, 4.1 % were sophomores, and 1.4% were freshman.      

Measures  

The items in this survey were organized based upon four measurements: social media usage 

for this population, the respondent’s overall attitude towards social media, social trust, and the 
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participant’s civic engagement.  

 

Social Media Usage. Social media usage for this population was measured with a total of 5 

items all on 7-point Likert scale of agreement with options ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 

agree. To measure the size of a student’s SNS network, the item, ““About how many total Facebook 

friends do you have” (M = 718.55, SD = 445.29) was used. 

A scale for SNS usage was created as a composite score of 4 items divided by the sum. The 

statements used were: “On a typical day, I use 4 or more social networking sites” (M = 4.24, SD = 

2.22), “I post weekly on my personal social media pages” (M = 4.04, SD = 2.20), “Using social media 

sites has become a part of my daily routine” (M = 6.20, SD = 1.32), “On a typical day how much time 

do you spend on social networking sites such as Facebook and Instagram (M = 5.03, SD = 1.59). The 

items then averaged to create an index of SNS typical usage reliability (Cronbach’s g = .76; M = 2.99, 

SD = 1.11).  

Attitudes Toward Social Media. Attitude toward social media was measured with a total of 

6 items all on a 7 point Likert-scale of agreement with options ranging from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree. A sample item is, “I feel connected with my peers when communicating via social 

networking sites”.  For the purpose of this research, a scale composed of the composite score of 6 

items that reflect participant's attitudes towards social media divided by the sum was created. The 

statements included: “I enjoy the time I spend on social media sites” (M = 5.10, SD = 1.32), “I feel 

connected with my peers when communicating via social networking sites” (M = 4.84, SD = 1.65), “I 

feel more active in my community because of my involvement on social networking sites” (M = 4.23, 

SD = 1.85), “I feel closer to my peers because of social networking sites” (M = 4.68, SD = 1.63), “I 

feel lonely if I spend too much time on social media sites” (M = 4.12, SD = 1.82), “I prefer to 

communicate online” (M = 3.14, SD = 1.74). The item listed, “Attitude_5” was deleted for the 
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purpose of the reliability analysis. The items then averaged to create an index of SNS purpose 

reliability (Cronbach’s g = .82; M = 26.22, SD = 6.09).   

Civic Engagement. The respondent’s level of civic engagement was measured using a total 

of 16 items adapted from Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela (2012) and Sponcil, & Gitimu (2013). Seven 

items were measured using a 7-point Likert-scale of agreement. A sample item is, “I use social media 

sites to form common interest groups with my peers” with options ranging from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree. Six items were measured using a 7 point Likert-scale of agreement with options 

ranging from very unlikely to very likely. A sample item is, “How likely are you to devote time to 

volunteer work?”. Three items were measured using a 7 point semantic differential scale. A sample 

item is,“ I use social media sites to get information about current events and news through friends” 

with options ranging from not often to often.  

To better analyze civic engagement, a civic scale was created by using the composite score of 

14 items divided by the sum. The scale encompasses 3 levels of civic engagement: traditional 

engagement adopted by the researcher, political involvement, and club volunteer participation. The 

statements used were: “How likely are you to work with other people to deal with issues facing your 

community” (M = 4.93, SD = 1.74), “How likely are you to telephone, write a letter, or visit a 

government official to express your views on a issue” (M = 3.90, SD = 2.21), “How likely are you to 

attend a meeting about an issue facing your community or school” ( M = 4.67, SD = 1.80), “How 

likely are you to devote time to volunteer work” ( M = 5.11, SD = 1.60), “How likely are you to 

contribute money to church or charity” (M = 4.71, SD = 1.76), “How likely are you to become an 

active member at your place of worship” (M = 3.35, SD = 2.15), “I use social media sites to get 

information about volunteer opportunities in my community” (M = 3.78, SD = 1.78), “I use social 

media sites to get information about current events and news through friends” (M = 5.0,SD  = 1.45), 



21 

“I can trust the government in Washington to do what is right” (M = 2.71, SD = 1.53), “I can trust the 

federal government in Washington to make decisions in a fair way” (M = 2.85, SD = 1.60), “I believe 

that most people can be trusted” (M = 4.14, SD = 1.50), “I believe that most of the time people try to 

be helpful” (M = 4.82, SD = 1.27) “People in Washington waste taxpayer’s money” (M = 3.21, SD = 

1.31), “I believe that most people would try to take advantage of me if they had the chance” (M = 

3.93, SD = 1.57). Two items detailing political involvement were reverse coded, and all the items 

were then averaged to create an index of civic engagement reliability (Cronbach’s g = .73; M =61.52, 

SD = 11.61). Civic engagement encompasses a subscale of social trust which is detailed below. 

Social Trust. The student’s social trust was measured with a total of 3 items all using a 7 

point-Likert scale of agreement ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. A sample item is, 

“I think that most people would try to take advantage of me if they had the chance”. A scale of social 

trust was created using the composite score of 3 items divided by the sum. The items were stated as: 

“I believe that most of the time people try to be helpful” (M = 4.82, SD = 1.26), “I believe that most 

people can be trusted” (M = 4.11, SD = 1.53), “I think that most people would try and take advantage 

of me if they had the chance” (M = 3.96, SD = 1.59).  One item detailing social trust was reverse 

coded, and all of the items were then averaged to create an index of social trust reliability 

(Cronbach’s g = .72; M =12.89 , SD = 3.53).  

Procedure 

A 33-item survey was created and distributed through Qualtrics, a web-based survey software. 

A method of non-probability purposive sampling was used to obtain this sample. The survey was 

distributed by an accessible E-mail web link for one month between October 19 and November 17, 

2017. The survey, built with blocks of items, included sections pertaining to demographics, frequency 
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of social media usage, and the effects on self and group behaviors. Under each section on Qualtrics, 

the items were ordered from general to specific. This was done to ease into sensitive items as the 

respondent become more comfortable. In order to increase participation, professors across the 

university helped distribute the survey to their classes. To complete the survey, participants were 

asked to respond to a series of demographic questions.  

Results 

For data analysis the researcher conducted correlational tests. For the purpose of this study, 

the conditions are in reference to the 18-24 age group.  

 RQ1: What is the relationship between student’s social media usage and their civic engagement?  

 A bivariate correlation was used to determine the effects of social media usage on college 

student’s civic engagement. Results showed that the test was highly significant (.014) with a 

correlation of moderate strength (Pearson correlation = .347) 

RQ2: What is the relationship between social media usage and a student’s attitude towards social 

media? 

For this test, a bivariate correlation was used between the SNS usage scale and the attitude 

scale. It was found that the test was highly significant (.001) with a correlation of moderate strength 

(Pearson correlation = .430). 

RQ3: What is the relationship between the size of a university student’s SNS network and their level 

of civic engagement? 

To determine whether or not a student with an increased SNS network had higher levels of 
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civic engagement, a bivariate correlation test was used. For this test, the civic scale was used as one 

variable, and the item, “About how many total Facebook friends do you have”, was used for the other 

to measure the size of a student’s network. A measure of Facebook friends was chosen to represent 

the level of a student’s SNS network because to date it is the most widely used social media platform, 

and it is credited for upholding a user base that most closely represents the U.S. population as a whole 

(Social Media Fact Sheet, 2017). However it was found that this test was not statistically significant 

(.814), and there was no correlation between having a large SNS network and the degree of the 

student’s civic engagement (Pearson correlation = -.032).  

Discussion 

 Returning to the original research questions, it can be stated that there is a positive 

relationship between particular types of social media usage and the existence and establishment of 

social capital among college students.  Participants who responded that using these sites had become 

a part of their daily routine, and that they spend 3 or more hours on them per day, were seen to be 

more civically engaged. Data also showed that the positive correlation between SNS usage and 

student attitude was due to students who use SNS to keep in touch with friends and family members 

and communicate within an online community. This relates to previous research which states that 

individuals who use Facebook perceive their friendships to be of higher quality because of the 

comfortability aspect of communicating online (Sponcil, & Gitimu, 2013). It can be proposed that 

students who use social media for such communication purposes get more out of their college 

networking experience.  

Such an element of community building also translated to high engagement in their academic 

environments and political standings. For example, it was found that many individuals trusted SNS as 

a dependable source for obtaining their information about the news and political events. It was also 
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found that many individuals with high social networking usage considered themselves more likely to 

give back to their community by means of volunteer or charity obligation. Previous research 

supported this claim—finding that levels of political action and civic engagement were positively 

related to increased social media usage (Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela, 2012). It can be proposed that 

this correlation exists because SNS provides a convenient route to incentivize group political action 

online. Furthermore, research question 1 can be positively supported due to the fact that social media 

sites do not hinder the occurrence of civic engagement among this sample, but rather were seen to 

enhance it.  

However, it was also noted that many students get too comfortable with online settings and 

begin to deter from face-to-face communication altogether (Ito et al., 2009). This can be supported by 

the research that proves students feel heavily affected by the happenings on their social media 

communities. For example, many of the participants felt increasingly lonely when spending too much 

of their time on these sites and communicating virtually only online. Yet, this does not mean that they 

did not perceive their average time spent on these sites with high regard. Overall, participants were 

seen to have a positive attitude in respect to their SNS usage and enjoy incorporating social media 

into their day to day lives.  Likewise, the higher they perceived their SNS activity, the more likely 

they would engage in usage with the platform. This positive correlation can support research question 

2 and show that many of the students actually felt content with their daily SNS interactions. This can 

be attributed to the fact that many felt closer to their peers because of these sites.  

Of the findings, the correlation between the size of a student’s SNS network and their level of 

civic engagement was not found to be statistically significant. This disproves research question 3, 

which states that students with a bigger SNS network are more civically engaged. It also contradicts 

previous research that reported being a member of a Facebook group positively increased offline civic 



25 

engagement (Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009). Although the sample is low in terms of SNS non-users, 

it can be proposed that the study did not account for a population representative of a low enough 

social media network. This could be the bases for continued research and exploration.  

 

Limitations and Further Study 

This study examined how the prevalent usage of social networking sites among college 

students influenced their social capital. This empirical work however was conducted with certain 

limitations in mind, all presenting opportunities for further research.  

First, the length of the survey may have negatively impacted the validity of the responses 

provided by participants. Additionally, it may be possible that response retention rates declined due to 

the length of the survey. The length of the survey may have also created a central-tendency bias; 

causing participants to not commit to any extreme answers and to only choose questions closer to the 

center. To alleviate such issues, it may be beneficial to move away from a college sample and reach a 

larger amount of respondents to avoid over generalization of the college student population. It would 

also be beneficial to have a access to a more diverse sample size. For example, 78.4% of participants 

of this survey reported their ethnicity as White/Caucasian, and 74.3% reported their gender as female. 

 A purposive non-probability sample was suitable given the funds and means of the 

researcher; however, it is not the most ideal method of sampling due to its judgmental and selective 

sampling.  If provided an increased budget, number of researchers, and a larger time frame, this study 

could have focused on a more efficient method such as simple random sampling. Such a method 

would yield a larger population sample size, and one that is entirely selected at random. This would 

greatly reduce the distribution biases of this study, while also helping to generate more accurate and 

efficient data to draw conclusions from. Utilizing focus groups and in-depth interviews with 

respondents along with the administered survey could reduce common challenges within survey 
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methods of research when continuing this study (Selecting the Survey Method). This could provide 

more personal qualitative data that could possibly yield more accurate data results. It may also be 

beneficial to implement the re-test method to retest the sample population of this study. Distributing 

the same instrument at a later point in time could greatly help to ensure further reliability of this study 

and provide the most sufficient and up to date data results. Further research could also investigate the 

relationship between depression and levels of civic engagement as noted by recent more studies 

(Heller, 2017). 

Conclusion 

The results of this study coincide with the literature which reports a positive increase of social 

capital among students who have predominant SNS usage.  These findings vary from a common 

belief that heavy SNS users are more likely to isolate themselves from society—instead the research 

at hand proves that with moderate usage can thrive in both their academic and personal well-being.  

The strong correlation between SNS usage and civic engagement prove that the maintenance 

of online communities can help bridge social capital among these students. According to the findings 

it appears that a healthy balance between online usage with offline communication can result in great 

relationships for college students looking to stay in touch with friends and family members. Such 

connections could even serve as the basis for continued networking in their professional endeavors. 

These virtual communities demonstrate the importance of social networking sites in ever changing 

student populations which pose a need for maintaining contacts and relationships. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

Recruitment Scripts: Professor Email  

 

Professor Email 

 

Subject Line: Participants being sought for a social capital research study 

 

Hello,  

 

My name is Stephanie Mancuso, an undergraduate advertising student in the College of 

Communication and Information.  

 

I am currently working on an honors thesis under the direction of Dr. Patrick Merle. The purpose of 

the research is to examine how social media is changing the way students network. 

 

In order to increase participation, I would like to collaborate with you to receive a greater sample 

size.  

 

If you are willing to assist me, please contact me at sm14z@my.fsu.edu or Dr. Patrick Merle at 

Patrick.merle@cci.fsu.edu.  

 

Sincerely,  

Stephanie Mancuso 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:sm14z@my.fsu.edu
mailto:Patrick.merle@cci.fsu.edu
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APPENDIX B 

 

 

Waiver of Consent 

 

You have been invited to participate in a research study. You were selected as a possible participant 

because you fit the targeted stakeholder population.  

 

This study is being conducted by Stephanie Mancuso, an undergraduate student in the College of 

Communication and Information at Florida State University under the direction of Dr. Patrick Merle.  

 

The purpose of the research is to examine how social media is changing the way students network. 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 

your current or future relations with the University. If you voluntarily agree to participate in this 

study, we would ask you to complete the following survey. Your participation will last approximately 

10 minutes.  

 

No discomforts, stresses or risks are expected in participating in this study, and the records of this 

study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law. This study has been 

approved by the IRB, which you can contact at (850) 644-8633.  

 

You may ask any question you have now. If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact 

the researcher at sm14z@my.fsu.edu or the thesis director at Patrick.merle@cci.fsu.edu.   

 

To begin the study, please click the “continue” button. By clicking “continue” you are acknowledging 

that you have read the above information and consent to participate in the study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:sm14z@my.fsu.edu
mailto:Patrick.merle@cci.fsu.edu
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APPENDIX C 

 

 

IRB Approval Letter 
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Measures 

 

Social Media Usage. On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree), 

please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with each of the following statements.  

         Strongly                           Strongly  

         Disagree                                                             Agree 

 

On a typical day, I often find myself   

distracted on social networking sites                  1          2          3          4          5          6        7  

 

 

  

On a typical day, I use 4 or more social  

networking sites                                                  1          2          3          4          5          6        7  

 

I use social media sites for professional   

and entertainment purposes                                1          2          3          4          5          6        7  

 

I post weekly on my personal   

social media pages                                             1          2          3          4          5          6        7  

 

On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = Not Often and 5 = Not Often), please indicate your level of agreement 

or disagreement with each of the following statements.  

        

                                                                                   Not Often    Often 

On a typical day, how often 

do you use online social networking 

sites such as Facebook and Instagram?      1             2             3             4             5 

 

I often use social networking sites to 

chat with friends and family members          

                                                                                        1             2             3             4             5 

 

I often use social networking sites to 

engage with group members  

 

                                                                                        1             2             3             4             5 

 

What is your best estimate of how many hours you spend on Facebook during a typical day? 



31 

Participants asked to type age number 

 

What is your best estimate of how many hours you spend on Instagram during a typical day? 

Participants asked to type age number 

 

What is your best estimate of how many hours you spend on YouTube during a typical day? 

Participants asked to type age number 

 

About how many total Facebook friends do you have? 

Participants asked to type age number 

 

Attitude Toward Social Media. On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 = strongly disagree and 7= strongly 

agree), please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with each of the following 

statements.  

 

         Strongly                           Strongly  

         Disagree                                                             Agree 

 

I enjoy the time I spend on social   

media sites                                                      1          2          3          4          5          6        7  

 

I feel connected with my peers when  

communicating via social networking sites  

                                                                   1          2          3          4          5          6        7  

 

I feel more active in my community 

because of my involvement on social                  1          2          3          4          5          6        7 

networking sites   

  

I feel closer to my peers because 

of social networking sites                                     1          2          3          4          5          6        7  

 

 

 

I feel lonely if I spend too much time  

On social media sites                                            1          2          3          4          5          6        7  

 

I prefer to communicate online 

                                                                       1          2          3          4          5          6         7  
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Civic Engagement. On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 = strongly disagree and 7= strongly agree), please 

indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with each of the following statements.  

 

         Strongly                           Strongly  

         Disagree                                                             Agree 

 

I use social media sites to form 

common interest groups with                                1          2          3          4          5          6        7 

my peers        

 

 

I am involved in groups or  

organizations that are not 

affiliated with my university                                 1          2          3          4          5          6        7 

 

 

 

I believe that I can make a difference 

                                                                             1          2          3          4          5          6        7 

 

 

I care about local government  

                                                                              1          2          3          4          5          6        7 

 

 

On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = Not Often and 5 = Not Often), please indicate your level of agreement 

or disagreement with each of the following statements.  

        

                                                                                   Not Often    Often 

I use social media sites to get information about  

volunteer opportunities in my community 

                                                                      1             2             3             4             5 

    

I use social media sites to get information 

about local club meetings 

 

                                                                   1             2             3             4             5 

 

I use social media sites to get information  

about current events and news through friends             1             2             3             4             5 
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Demographic items. 

 

What is your age? 

    Participants asked to type age number 

What ethnicity do you most closely identify with? 

__ White/ Caucasian 

__ Hispanic/ Latino 

__ Black/ African American 

__ Native American or American Indian 

__ Asian or Pacific Islander 

__ Other 

 

What sex do you identify with? 

__ Male 

        __ Female 

        __ Transgender 

        __ Other 

 

What is your marital status? 

__ Single, never married 

        __ Married or domestic partnership 

   __ Divorced 

      __ Separated 

 

What is your current employment status? 

__ Employed for wages 

__ Self- Employed 

__ Out of work and looking for work 

__ Out of work but not currently looking for work 

__ A student 

__ Military 

 

Are you an on or off campus resident? 

 __ On campus resident (live in dorm) 

 __ Off campus resident 

 

Are you a member of a fraternity or sorority on campus? 

 __ Yes 

 __ No 

 

What is your year in school? 

 __ Freshman 

 __ Sophomore 

 __ Junior 
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 __Senior 

 __Graduate Student 

 __ Other 
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