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INTRODUCTION

During the last five years, the social networking phenomenon has caught the 

attention of college and high school students. Sites like Facebook and MySpace 

give anyone the ability to communicate with friends, family, and co-workers—even 

complete strangers. Though Facebook, for example, started as a site devoted 

solely to college students, its popularity and expansion has led to this incredible 

level of worldwide access. Now, anyone from every dimension of the world can join 

the Facebook community, meaning that anyone can view a user profile. College and 

high school students still make up a large population on these sites and are 

unaware of the consequences that follow routine updates of their public profiles. 

With international access, how are students to know who views their profile and 

personal information? While Facebook gives the option to control privacy levels, 

some users choose not to take advantage of it. The result is public scrutiny or 

unwanted admiration by users that view personal photos, comments between 

friends and other visible applications. Upon seeing the information displayed in a 

profile, a user unknowingly creates an identity and image that is perceived 

negatively or positively by other users. 

The power of social networking has control over our perceptions and 

behavior. In the beginning of my study, I wanted to examine the effect of Facebook 

and MySpace on college students. I decided to focus solely on Facebook and not 

MySpace because over the past four years, Facebook transformed magnificently to 

being the primary mode of communication for college students. Though MySpace 

provides great insight to extensive identity construction, with the personalization 

of a profile page, the tools Facebook uses to generate an “image” was a better fit 

for my research.
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RESEARCH QUESTION

I began my research with the question, how much of an impact do social 

networking sites have on college students? Essentially, how can viewing a profile 

alter views of our peers? In his article, “Facing up to Facebook,” David Eberhardt 

writes, “some students form negative opinions about their new peers before they 

ever personally meet them” (2007, p. 21). For incoming freshmen, their first 

instinct is to look up their assigned roommate on Facebook; based on what they 

see on his/her profile, the student determines whether or not they will get along. 

This kind of prejudging behavior “robs incoming students of significant social 

learning opportunities” (Eberhardt, p. 21). The immediate perceptions formed just 

by looking at a Facebook profile affect they way in which students make friends on 

and off-line.

From this I developed my hypothesis that all college students rely on 

Facebook for peer communication. Considering how students portray themselves 

through online social networks raises concerns about how online social networking 

affects students’ integrity and identity formation. I hypothesized that students use 

Facebook to meet new people and form perceptions of them. When students depict 

themselves as something other than their authentic, David Eberhardt predicts the 

result as an attempt to express behaviors that match that false image. “If students 

choose to act in this manner, many of their personal resources may become 

directed toward fulfilling a vision of themselves that has been created to match 

their perceptions of what others expect rather than learning to find their own voice 

and determining their genuine identity” (Eberhardt, 2007, p. 21).
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LITERATURE REVIEW

 The online social networking trend is a popular subject among today’s 

scholars. The changing shape of online social networking over the past five years 

has prompted a new outlook of communication. Scholars continually rethink how 

today’s youth is responsive to this trend. Studies found social networking sites, like 

Facebook or MySpace, prevalent and most appealing to high school and college 

communities (Higgins, et al. p.224, 227-228; Eberhardt, p.18-21; Wandel, p.

36-37, 45-46; Tufekci, p.23-27). All studies agree that the development of social 

networking sites is a significant technological and interactive feature of 

contemporary student life, especially in communicating with one’s immediate 

social network. Cheryl Cole and Heather Vaughn, for instance, examine the 

influence of social connectivity among college communities in their article, Social 

Networking: Communication Revolution or Evolution, where undergraduate 

students were the subjects for the experiment. They examined reasons why 

students use social networking sites: either to stay in touch with friends or to meet 

new people. Their findings suggest that online social networking is not intended 

for “communicating with people outside one’s existing social network” (Cole & 

Vaughn, 2008, p.15). 

Contrary to the Cole and Vaughn study is the issue of privacy despite the 

intentions of keeping one’s profile private. Several studies provide a number of 

reasons that challenge Facebook and MySpace’s privacy settings for college 

students (Higgins, et al., p.226-229; Tufekci, p.20-21; Westlake, p.23, 32-38) 

Higgins, et al. assess that college students are a “very vulnerable population that 

are not vigilant in monitoring and disclosing their personal information on- and 
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off-line…and that college campuses provide a high concentration of individuals 

who engage in risky behaviors without thinking about the consequences of their 

actions” (Higgins, et al., 2008, p.226). The New York Times published several 

articles relating Facebook’s security measures to instances in which “information 

posted on a student’s profile prevented that student from getting a job, enabled 

campus police to crash that student’s party, and created an embarrassing situation 

for that student’s father when she publicly supported a rival candidate” (Lewis et 

al., 2008, p.80).

What creates the phenomena of Facebook is the user’s self-presentation. In 

Zeynep Tufekci’s article, Can You See Me Now? Audience and Disclosure Regulation 

in Online Social Network Sites, he defines a profile as “a representation of their 

selves (and, often, of their own social networks)—to others to peruse, with the 

intention of contacting or being contacted by others” (Tufekci, 2008, p.22) The 

user profile gives anyone the freedom to construct his/her identity through this 

online social medium. Various studies concentrate solely on identity construction 

through Facebook and how peers perceive one another through a user profile 

(Manago, et al., p.447-449, 450-451; Mazer et al., p.5, 11; Westlake, p.22-25). 

While some studies see the positives of having a Facebook account, like 

connecting with incoming students or re-kindling past friendships, there are also 

countless negatives that must be taken into consideration; for instance, the 

“separation of students’ profiles from their physical self encouraging uncensored 

displays of negative behaviors” (Eberhardt, 2007, p.23). With such an increased 

popularity, students’ dependence on these networking sites has a great effect on 

self-image, the images of their peers, and the importance of being noticed within 

an online community. In, Colleges and Universities Want to be Your Friend: 



6

Communicating Via Online Social Networking, Tamara Wandel links the features of 

social networking sites to theories of self-esteem, in that “peer acceptance and 

feedback on one’s self” is most important to adolescents, two of which are “distinct 

features of online social networking sites” (Wandel, 2008, p.36). Wandel also views 

online social Wandel uses both qualitative and quantitative methodologies to 

provide extensive research on how social networking has affected connectivity 

among college campuses.

RESEARCH METHODS

For some college students, social networking sites are a principal means of 

communication. Within college communities is a large dependence on 

communication through online social networks. Rather than walking down the 

residence hall to meet peers, students will use Facebook as a means of meeting 

new people. For this qualitative research, I used both a survey and an experiment 

to examine the affects of social networking sites on the college student. The survey 

was administered to LMU students to get a general idea why they use Facebook as 

a primary communication tool. For the experiment, students from another campus, 

University of the Pacific, examined an LMU student’s profile. Student’s from UOP 

were chosen because they have no physical contact with LMU students and, for the 

purposes of this study, had to form their own perceptions of an LMU student just 

by examining the profile. 

Survey Sample

For my survey research, I focused on LMU’s campus and explore the reasons 

students use Facebook as a tool to meet new people and how perceptions are 

formed by looking at user profiles. I surveyed twenty LMU students, ten male and 
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ten female, ranging between 20 to 22 years old. It did not occur to me until after I 

distributed the surveys that my sample consisted only of upperclassmen. This was 

my sampling selection bias, since respondents are not representative of the entire 

LMU population. I regret not going to the freshmen dorms because the interest that 

freshmen have in social networking sites are much higher than that of 

upperclassmen. Much of my literature review focused on incoming freshmen that 

rely heavily on Facebook for meeting their classmates and constructing their 

identity. Through the Facebook profile, incoming freshmen can portray themselves 

in whatever light they want to be seen under; displaying the right profile picture 

and information results in having more friends in their new college network 

(Peluchette, 2008, p. 96). Age and class aside, my findings from upperclass 

students were surprisingly synonymous to much of my prior research.

The survey sample was purposive and accidental; I purposely gave surveys to 

friends that are constantly logged onto Facebook, while other surveys were 

distributed by random at my dorm. I coded their responses by gender and their 

participation in other social networking sites other than Facebook. Only one of the 

respondents did not have an account outside Facebook, while the others had at 

least two other accounts on sites like MySpace, Twitter and Friendster. The survey 

consisted of nominal and ordinal levels of measurement in order to determine how 

important using Facebook was to respondents. Open ended questions allowed the 

respondents to back-up their answers and explain why they, for example, would 

add a stranger on Facebook as a “friend.” 

Survey Results

The majority of participants admitted to logging on to Facebook at least five 

to six times per day. Those that logged on more than six times were females, and 
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only one male admitted to logging on more than ten times per day. His answers 

were generally similar to the other respondents, but for the open-ended questions, 

he was part of the minority that added complete strangers as “ Facebook friends.” 

This reflected on the question that asked, “After meeting someone new, is your 

first instinct to add him/her on Facebook?” in which the only two respondents 

answered “Strongly Agree” on the ordinal scale. I was surprised that 45% of the 

respondents agreed with the question. They were also asked to explain their 

reasoning and the frequency of the responses were that they wanted “to keep track 

of networks” or “make new friends.” These responses were not in tune with the 

previous question that asked if they add people they have never met before, in 

which 90% said “no.” I then asked the surveyors to rank how important each part of 

the profile was if they were to add someone who requested them as a friend. It was 

no surprise when 100% of them said that having mutual friends was the most 

important. The user’s hometown, relationship status and activities were the least 

important. What is most interesting is that male’s found photos and profile 

pictures of somewhat importance while women seemed to not care as much. 

Usually, women are the most judgemental when it comes to appearance so this 

struck me as odd. 

 Each respondent rated the importance in using social networking sites and 

100% of the respondents said that they use Facebook to keep in touch with their 

friends and family. This supports the Cole and Vaughn study where they concluded 

that people are using technology to communicate with people they already know—

not to find new people (2008, p. 15). In fact, there were only two respondents that 

strongly agreed to using Facebook to meet new people. They, along with tweleve 

other respondents, interestingly enough, also use Facebook “to stalk” their peers. 
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This is a clear example of why face-to-face conversations are a thing of the past. If 

students are not adding their peers as friends, they are most certainly engaged in 

knowing who they are by “stalking” their profile.

 Because Facebook gives users the access to view any profile in their 

networks, students are prone to judging their peers when they are online. All of the 

respondents admitted to judging people they do not know by what they see on 

their Facebook profile. The trends in their answers included that the profile is 

“what you want others to see you as” and “choosing to display certain information” 

forces users to judge one another. In his article, “Can You See Me Now?” Zeynep 

Tufecki explains that in technologically mediated sociality, “being seen by those we 

wish to be seen by, in ways we wish to be seen, and thereby engaging in identity 

expression, communication and impression management are central motivations 

(Tufecki, p. 21). While 50% of the respondents say they do not edit their profile to 

appear a certain way, there is no doubt that what they are particiapting in is peer 

mediated judgement at its greatest.

Experiment Sample

 For my experiment, I originally intended for mock profiles to test the levels 

of judgment in LMU students. I planned for two test subjects to volunteer his or her 

Facebook profile to see how students react to its content. Due to ethical issues, I 

decided to use my own Facebook profile in the experiment. The mock profiles went 

against the three main concerns of ethics in social research:  respect, beneficence 

and justice. Regardless of it being voluntary participation, the user’s identity still 

would have been under scruity, so my decision to use my own profile made the 

experiment happen. Because I chose to use my profile, I did not want to use LMU 

students as my sample, the reason being that I may have mutual friends with that 
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stranger. Also, the way in which I would administer the experiment would be 

difficult because the participant would match my profile to my being and hesistate 

giving their honest opinion. For my final experiment, I used a secondary data 

analysis in which my friend at University of the Pacific helped me administer to her 

friends that do not know me. Nine of her friends, four male and five female, 

created an image of me using only what they saw on my profile.

Experiment Results

 To my amusement and narcissistic tendencies, I was generally impressed 

with the responses to my profile. Though participants were given freedom to 

extensively view my profile, they all limited their responses to my photos and basic 

information. Common themes in their general impressions of me included my 

ethnicity, physical appearance, social class, and lifestyle as a Greek member. All of 

the males devised their responses based only on my profile picture and photos. 

One male commented on my social class, which caught me off-guard. Even with a 

limited amount of information, he assumed what class I belonged to, showing the 

extent of how perceptions are formed through Facebook.

The profile is a representation of the self and, often, of one’s own social 

networks, according to Tufecki (2008, p. 22) If half of the UOP students can say 

that I am an avid and crazy “party-er,” it is obvious that my credibility as a serious 

LMU student is ruined by that one image. UOP is located in Stockton, California, a 

much different college campus and environment compared to LMU. Though none 

of their comments were entirely negative, their impressions of me are easily 

generalized to that of the average LMU student. This leaves me to question, is this 

the way others perceive LMU?
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CONCLUSION

 My findings gave me a much broader understanding of students’ 

dependence on Facebook; it is how we meet people, become familiar with our 

student body and how we form our identities online. The surveys I conducted were 

pertinent to explaining the reasoning behind why Facebook is used so often. In 

fact, my data went so far as to explain why students do not use Facebook to 

network with future clients or employees. A study by Joy Peluchette and Katherine 

Karl, “Social Networking Profiles: An Examination of Student Attitudes Regarding 

Use and Appropriateness of Content,” indicated that 20% of the respondents would 

not want current or prospective employers to see their profile (2008, p. 96). “The 

most commonly listed item students did not want employees to see was drinking 

or alcohol-related photos or comments” (Peluchette, 2008, p. 96). Only one person 

from my sample agreed to networking with employers through Facebook. Students 

realize that their profiles have a large impact in the way they are viewed in the 

workforce. 

 In my hypothesis, I assumed that all students use Facebook as a primary 

means of communication, but I did not define what type of “communication.” My 

sample made it clear that, for upperclassmen, Facebook is nowhere near being 

used as a tool to meet new people. However, students cannot escape the 

temptation to “stalk” and judge their peers on Facebook. Conducting this research 

analysis on the effect social networking sites have on today’s students opened my 

eyes to a world outside Facebook, where your identity is always under scrutiny. 

Facebook will always exist in the virtual world, but it does not have to control our 

reality and hopefully students can realize this and communicate face-to-face just 

as we did five years ago.
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