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In the Fall Semester of 2006, I was a member of a university committee to help write our self-report for re-
accreditation through the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE). On the way of out of
one of the meetings, I asked our dean of undergraduate studies if she had a account on Facebook. She asked
me, "What is Facebook?" Before I could answer, one of the students working in her office piped up,
"Everyone is on Facebook!" Since then awareness of the Facebook phenomena on college campuses by
faculty and administrators has grown substantially and a number of us have a Facebook presence with the
students.

The Facebook phenomena is huge at universities. Our university has a campus wide wireless network.
Students can access the Internet from nearly anywhere on campus -- the student center, the libraries, the
coffee shops, the outdoor areas, and classrooms. As a psychologist, I watch and analyze what people do, but
it doesn't take a trained observer of human behavior to notice the pervasiveness of Facebook on the network.
On a casual stroll around campus, one can see the number of laptops and workstations that have a browser
window open to a Facebook page.

Even in the classroom, Facebook can be a distraction. For the past 18 years, I have taught nearly all of my
classes in one of the electronic classrooms on the campus called "Teaching Theaters" (Norman, 1993;
Shneiderman, Alavi, Norman, & Borkowski, 1995). These classrooms provide a workstation for each
student and either a hardwired video switching system or network software so that the instructor can
monitor any or all of the student screens. Before class starts, I often scan through the screens to see if the
students are logging into the classroom network and the electronic learning management system that I use
called "Hypercourseware" (Norman, 1997). The majority of students will have a browser window open to a
Facebook page. Many will continue keep that window open even during lectures and class discussions.

There is no question. Facebook rules on university campuses. Why? Of course, the reasons are many. Those
studying human/computer interaction would point to the following three reasons: functionality, usability,
and accessibility. Facebook has a number of software functions that appeal to students (e.g., posting one's
profile, uploading pictures, finding and adding friend links, and scores of applications); it is easy to use
(e.g., editing one's profile, sending messages, adding groups); and it is highly accessible for students on
networked college campuses. On the other hand, researchers in social psychology would point to the effects
of social pressure, need to conform, social comparison, the desire to communicate, and to form and manage
impressions.

While considerable information about Facebook can be found through server data and data mining
techniques, such information is not available to researchers outside of Facebook, and if collected may itself
constitute a violation of the user agreement and an invasion of personal privacy. Consequently, self-reported
data collected directly from the users themselves with their consent is a preferred method of research.
Moreover, if college students themselves form the research questions and collect the data, there is added
merit to the results.
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In the Fall of 2007, I taught a class titled "Cyberpsychology: An Introduction to the Human/Computer
Interface" (Norman, 2008). As a part of class, students were required to work in teams on projects of their
choosing. As a part of the exercise, students first submitted information about their self-assessed writing,
research, and leadership abilities as well as topics of interest to them. On the basis of this information, they
were assigned to six teams with five to six students on each team (Norman, 2001). Two teams chose to
study Facebook. They decided to conduct surveys to get student's attitudes and self reported behavior on
Facebook. What was interesting was what they chose to focus on and what questions they decided to ask.

Since their work on these projects constituted innovative and original work, the students in Team One are
listed in alphabetical order as authors two through seven and the students in Team Two as authors eight
through thirteen of this chapter. A requirement of the projects was that the students generate Web-based
surveys, collect the data online, analyze the results, and report on their findings in a class presentation.
Moreover, they were required to use an online discussion tool in Hypercourseware to record their progress
and allow for me, the instructor, to monitor their work and provide guidance as needed. Teams averaged
about 75 entries during the semester.

Survey Samples

Both groups solicited participants from class members and from social networks both on and off Facebook.
While the samples were by no means random, they were most likely representative of the target population
of typical college student networks. When respondents went to the site, they where directed to a standard
informed consent page with the agreement that they were 18 or over and that the information that submitted
would be strictly confidential. Team One obtained 64 valid responses and Team Two obtained 62 valid
responses within the time frame to complete the project by the end of the semester.

Both teams used a similar set of demographic questions to characterize the sample resulting sample. From
these data we found the sample to be 81 percent female and only 19 percent male. This disparity may be a
function of the higher percentage of females majoring in psychology and registered in psychology classes.
This difference may very well have been exacerbated by snowball sampling and social networking starting
from more females. The sample included 66 percent Caucasian, 29 percent African American, and only 5
percent other. The sample consisted of 81 percent undergraduate students. Finally, the sample spent a lot of
time on computers and the Internet. Figure 1 shows the distribution of number of hours per day on
computers with the typical respondent spending between 4 and 8 hours per day on computers. The vast
majority reported spending over 12 hours a week on the Internet. Finally, Team One respondents reported
spending an average of 2.0 hours a day on Facebook and Team Two respondents reported checking
Facebook an average of 4.4 times a day.
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Figure 1. Frequency distribution of reported number of hours on computers by respondents in both samples.

Team One Study: Facebook: Who do you know Survey? (Issues of Privacy and Confidentiality)

With all of the media coverage about the vulnerability of personal information stored on Facebook profile
pages, the students in Team One decided to focus their study on privacy and confidentiality issues in
Facebook. Are students at risk in any way if they post revealing information and pictures about themselves?
They reported that most of the research today is concerned with maintenance of privacy or lack of it.
Research has been conducted that shows that Facebook does little to maintain the confidentiality of its users
and that very few users actually utilize the privacy options available to them. (Jones & Sultren, 2005). Other
studies conducted have looked at the way the more popular online social networks, such as Facebook and its
competitor Myspace, differ from previous online networks of the past and have tried to explain the huge
attraction to these sites. In addition, it has been asked why individuals, particularly college students, feel so
compelled to disclose such large amounts of personal information (Gross & Acquisiti, 2005). Some of have
posited that the perceived benefits of publishing private information may outweigh the potential cost. Future
research needs to be conducted on some of these and many other pertinent issues involving online networks
like the Facebook (Wellman, 2001).

We all spend our time on Facebook, but how do we spend that time? Who do we talk to? What applications
do we use? All of these questions led to the formulation of Team One's Facebook survey. Questions were
derived from group research on Facebook usage and background articles concerning emerging trends in
online communication and community development. Questions were designed to be reliable and valid and
designed to elicit input about the respondent's beliefs, behaviors, attitudes, and facts concerning their usage
of Facebook. The survey is located at: http://lap.umd.edu/surveys/projects/psyc44401_team_1.html.

When asked "What do you primarily do on Facebook?" as shown in Figure 2, the most frequent answers
were to check on friends status, join/participate in groups and to message my friends.
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Figure 2. Proportion of respondents indicating what they primarily do on Facebook.

When asked "What else do you do? (check all that apply, including primary activity mentioned above.)"
most reported engaging in all activities as shown in Figure 3.

 
Figure 3. Proportion of respondents indicating what they do on Facebook.

When asked "On average, how often are you contacted by someone you don't know? (i.e. a stranger)" only 8
percent reported "never," 41 percent reported once or twice a year, 39 percent reported at least once a
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month, and 11 percent reported at least once a week.

Figure 4 shows the reported frequency of updating one's status on Facebook. While 36 percent report never
updating the status, most report updating it occasionally.

 
Figure 3. Proportion of respondents indicating how often they update their status on Facebook.

When asked "Have you ever had a concern with your privacy on Facebook?" a little over half of the
participants said that they worry about their privacy on facebook (52 percent).

Finally, Team One asked for open ended comments about Facebook. The most interesting selected by the
team are the following four:

"It's a cool way to keep in touch with old friends and to see what's going on with everybody."
(Female, 21)

"In terms of concerns with privacy, professors from my major were going on to student's profiles and
then charging them with a violation of professionalism for things that they found (ex. offensive
remarks about professors on facebook walls)." (Female, 21)

"Facebook allows people who would not normally stay in touch to be able to and access information
and pictures about one another. The new applications make facebook not just a way to connect but
also fun. However, because of facebook people do not have the opportunity to have interact face to
face." (Female, 20)

"I find Facebook to be an incredibly useful social utility that has proven valuable in other ways, as
well, including student activism, career advancement and academic enrichment." (Male, 23)

Team Two Study: "Keepin it Real on Facebook" (Impression Management)

The students on Team Two were primarily interested in how people represented themselves on Facebook.
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Do people give an accurate representation of themselves? Do they portray themselves as how they want to
be seen? These questions fall in the areas of impression formation (Asch, 1946) and impression
management (Leavy, et al 1996) in social psychology. Team Two asked, "How much do you think your
facebook profile represents your true personality you present to others?" Figure 5 shows the distribution of
responses. For the most part, respondents considered their profiles to fairly representative of themselves, but
there was also a good percent who did not.

 
Figure 5. Self-assessed accuracy of the Facebook profile.

The students in Team Two noted in their discussions that most Facebook profile pictures are not just of the
face of the person, but may include the whole body, other people, or no faces at all. On their survey they
asked, "What kind of picture is acceptable as a profile picture for Facebook?" As shown in Figure 6, most
selected either themselves as more than a just a face or with friends.

 
Figure 6. Acceptable profile picture for Facebook.

Team Two was also interested in what sorts of things people do on Facebook and what people use
Facebook for. Figure 7 shows the percent of the behaviors and checked and Figure 8 uses checked.
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Figure 7. Percent of acts or behaviors on Facebook checked.

 
Figure 8. Percent of uses Facebook checked.

Like Team One, Team Two was also interested in some privacy concerns. When asked "Do you display
your actual address and contact information (phone number, AIM screen name )?" on Facebook, 66 percent
reported negatively. When asked, "Is there a fear that certain topics you display on your facebook profile
would be negatively viewed by others (such as you parents, teachers, exes, etc.)?" respondents were split
with 48 percent responded affirmatively. Interesting, 98 percent reported that their parents did not have a
profile on Facebook. However, when asked, "Do you mind being tagged to pictures by friends that don't
look very good?", 61 percent responded affirmatively.

Team Two also asked for open-ended comments about Facebook. They choose the following three as most
interesting:

"I think it is important for people to realize that now employers can have access to Facebook accounts.
I deleted a lot of my personal information and just put basic information about myself and also make
sure nothing inappropriate is on my profile or in my pictures in case someone were to check it out. I
also have my profile set as private so that people who are not my friends cannot see my information,
especially since anyone can now join and it is no longer college students only." (Female, 20)
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"I think people just use Facebook to show off and put on a front! and it can REALLY make people
look BAD! Taking pictures while DRUNK and high is NOT cute! Neither is dancing nasty and taking
a picture of that!" (Female, 20)

"I think that it is unfortunate that companies, graduate institutions, and other groups have been able to
gain access to Facebook, a social network created for students. College is supposed to be a transition
period between young and full adulthood and I think that if we begin to penalize people for having
fun, being themselves, or even a little irresponsible now and again, we deny them not only the ability
to freely express themselves, but to also take full advantage of the last few years of relative freedom
that most people will have before they work tirelessly in our capitalist system to no avail until
retirement, at which time social security will be denied to them. In short, everyone needs to loosen up
a bit and go have a drink!" (Male, 20)

Conclusion

The two student teams generated a number of interesting questions for their surveys on Facebook and
succeeded in collecting sufficient samples within the span of a few weeks. The results indicate that the
average respondent checks Facebook over four times a day, and logs an average of two hours a day on
Facebook.

Although privacy issues are highly discussed in the media, the students did not seem to be overly concerned.
While the majority did not post actual contact information on their profile pages, slightly less than half were
worried about information about them that would be viewed negatively by parents or teachers.

The reported uses of Facebook are typical of social computing sites, checking up on friends, messaging, and
browsing pictures. While some of faculty, administrators, and parents have joined Facebook, it has remained
predominantly a student site and appealed to the social needs and desires of that age group.
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