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The purpose of this study was to determine the prevalence of use of social 
network sites among adolescent students in secondary schools.  A cross-sectional 
study design was done and simple random sampling technique was used. 
Quantitative research methodologies were used in data generation and analysis. 
Data was collected in April (2019), n=59 students were involved. SPSSv26 and 
Excel were used in quantitative data analysis. N=59 participants involved; 
Females (54%) and Males (46%). Aged between 10-19 years; attending year 1 to 4 
of secondary school education.  Gadgets used for social networking were 
smartphones (88%), personal computers (8%) and iPads (4%). The social network 
sites that were used were Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn, Twitter and WhatsApp. 
The study further observed that some students are bullied on social media 
platforms. The purpose for use of these social network sites was for the following 
reasons; entertainment (45%), keep in contact with old friends (39%), make new 
friends (10%) and academic purposes (9%). Adolescents are using social network 
sites in secondary schools. If the use of social media platforms can be well 
utilized, it may result in improved education among learners in low income 
settings like Malawi. 
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1. Introduction 1 
The use of social network sites can help to improve adolescent learner’s academic performance in Sub Saharan Africa and 
Malawi in particular. Learners can benefit from different social network platforms like WhatsApp, Facebook, YouTube, 
LinkedIn and Twitter in terms of their education and social connectedness (Allen, Ryan, Gray, McInerney, & Waters, 2014; 
Gray, Annabell, & Kennedy, 2010). The use of social of network sites has been observed among adolescent learners in 
secondary schools across the world. The commonly used social network sites among adolescents are WhatsApp, Facebook, 
YouTube, LinkedIn and Twitter (Reich, Subrahmanyam, & Espinoza, 2012; Wang et al., 2011). These social network sites help 
adolescents to share knowledge, have fun, on-line games, chatting and learn what others are doing(Hamm et al., 2015; Li, 
Barnett, Goodman, Wasserman, & Kemper, 2013; Wang et al., 2011). However, in Malawi little has been done to find out the 
prevalence of use of social network sites among adolescent secondary school students. It is against this background that this 
study intended to explore the use of social network sites among adolescents in school. This study will add the body of 
knowledge to existing literature about use the social networks among adolescent learners in secondary schools. 
   
2. Literature Review  
The use of social network sites among adolescent secondary school students and its effects have been a topic of interest by 
various researchers over the years. This section reviews the literature published by different scholars on the topic of 
prevalence of use of social network sites among adolescent learners. For example a study by Bányai et al. (2017) on social 
media use among 5,961 adolescents based on European School Survey Project  found  that 89.45% of adolescents were using 
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social network sites. Similar studies also reveal that everyone uses social network sites regardless of gender, age and year of 
study (Błachnio, Przepiórka, & Pantic, 2015). In addition, a study in Nigeria by Ali (2015) among adolescent  students found 
that many students who were using social networking platforms had used high amount of time on Facebook (88.9%) 
compared to other social networks like Twitter (76.9%), MySpace (70.6%), and YouTube (75.6%) and that they spent 
increasing amount of quality time on these social networks. In addition, a study by Tezci (2017) on use of social network sites 
found that the most commonly used social media among the students was Youtube and Facebook while MySpace and 
LinkedIn came second. The study further observed that adolescents had different reasons of students' social media usage 
which included sharing documents, information and opinion, as well as entertainment. Social network sites also helps to have 
spontaneous interactions between students whereas the most common face-to-face interaction has transformed as 
technology has performed a critical supportive role for timely information sharing and coordinating visual meetings(Goodwin 
K, 2010). In addition, a study by Mukherjee et al. (2019) on cyber-bullying among 254 adolescents in higher secondary schools 
found that 22(10.5%) students were cyberbullied and among those who were cyberbullied,  majority (72.7%) had no opinion 
and more than half (68.2%) sought their friends' help.  The next section will present the research methodology.  

3. Methodology  
This section presents the research design, the data collection methods, the study population, the sampling techniques, the 
data analysis procedures, the ethical considerations and the study limitations.   
 
3.1 Research design 
This study employed a cross-sectional study design while utilizing a quantitative approach in the processes of data collection 
and analysis. The researchers chose a quantitative research approach because of the nature of the study as it analyses the 
prevalence of use of social networks among adolescent students in secondary schools.  
 
3.2 Study area 
The study was conducted at a secondary school in Lilongwe Urban. Lilongwe district is a capital city of Malawi.  
 
3.3 Study population and sample size 
A total student population was 950 and students were in classes of from 1 to 4 of their secondary school education. The total 
population of 950 students was targeted at the school and 59 students were randomly sampled and participated in the study.  
 
3.4 Sampling techniques 
Simple random sampling technique was used because it gives the elements of the population equal opportunity of being part 
of the sample. Bacon-Shone (2015) posited that, random sampling technique is a probability sampling method in which all 
participants have equal chance of being selected. A simple random sample means that all sampling units in a particular 
population have an equal chance of selection(Bacon-Shone, 2015). Number of students from each class was obtained from 
the school headmaster and participants were randomly sampled from each class. The number of participants was as follows 
from each class; Form 1(15), Form 2(15), Form 3(10) and Form 4(19).  
 
3.5 Data collection 
The data collection instrument that was used in this research was the questionnaire which had series of open-ended 
questions and Likert scale.  
 
3.6 Data Analysis 
Data was analyzed using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences)-version 26 and descriptive data was presented inform 
of graphs like pie charts and histograms.  
 
3.7 Ethical Considerations 
A number of ethical guidelines were followed in this study. Firstly, school authorities and all participants consented before 
data were collected. Before the study all participating respondents were briefed about the study. The rights of participants 
were observed throughout the study. Participants were allowed to leave the study at any point in time they chose to do so 
and no harm was caused to the participants throughout this study. Privacy and confidentiality of data collected was ensured 
by the researchers at all times, no names of participants were recorded and data was stored in a secured place.  
 
3.8 Research Limitations/Delimitations 
The research had some limitations like the study was only done at only one secondary school in Lilongwe urban which may 
difficult to generalize to other schools in Lilongwe rural and the sample is was 59 which is not large enough to generalize for 
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the whole adolescent population in Lilongwe district and Malawi as country. However, despite these limitations the study has 
strength because it has added knowledge of the prevalence of use of social networks among adolescent learners in Malawian 
secondary schools. Furthermore, the relevant authorities have knowledge that adolescent learners are using different 
platforms of social media which can be used to improve their education.  
 
4. Results and Discussion  
This section presents the results and discussions of the study findings. The purpose of this study was to investigate the 
prevalence of use of social network sites among adolescent students in Malawian secondary schools. The following areas 
have been discussed; participant demographics, device used for social networking, purpose for using social network sites, 
duration of social network sites and cyber bullying among adolescent learners.  

Demographic data 

They were 59 participants of which 32 (54%) were females and 27(46%) were males. The pie-chart (Figure 1) below shows the 
details.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Gender of participants 

The pie chart shows that 54% of participants were females and 46% of the participants were males. This shows that a 
majority of student participants were females. 

Age of the participants 

The study found that the participants were aged between 10 to 19 years. This age range is similar to what was observed by 
Kuyokwa etal. (2019) in their study in Blantyre, Malawi on epidemiology of psychoactive substance use among adolescent 
secondary schools.  The Bar chart (Figure 2) shows the details.  

 

Figure 2, Age of participants  

The results of figure 2 demonstrate that most of the participants (57.6%) were aged between 16 – 19 years while 40.7% were 
aged between 13 – 15 years and only 1.7% was aged between 10 – 12 years. 
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Smartphone ownership 

Study observed that 50% of the respondents had smart phones that they were using for social networks. This is similar to a 
study in Japan among adolescent learners in high school by Kamibeppu and Sugiura (2005) found that 49.3% of students were 
using smart phones. Figure 3 (Pie chart) below shows the details.  

 

Figure 3, Smartphone ownership among participants  

The figure 3 shows that 50% of the respondents own a smartphone while 50% do not own a smartphone. This shows that 
only half of the students have their own smartphone while the rest do not have a smartphone of their own. 

Devise used for social networking 

The study observed that learners use different types of gadgets when social networking. The Figure 4(Pie chart) below shows 
the details.  

 

Figure 4, Device used for social networking by participants 

The figure 4 shows that smartphones are the most used device for social networking among secondary school students as 
88% of the students were found to be using smartphones, 8% were using personal computers and 4% use other devices like 
iPads. This may be due to the increased availability of the smartphone on the market as the most used device for 
communication in recent years in Malawi. The study further observed that despite not owning a smartphone of their own 
most students borrow from peers and family members who own smartphones.     
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Social network sites 

The study observed that adolescent learners were using the following social network sites; WhatsApp, Facebook, YouTube 
and LinkedIn. This is similar to what Greenhow and Askari (2017) observed in USA that students use different social network 
sites like Facebook, YouTube, MySpace and LinkedIn for education purposes and social interaction. 

Purpose of social networking      

The study observed that adolescent students had different reasons why students were using social networks. The figure 5(Pie 
chart) below shows the details  

 

Graph 5 - Purpose for which Students Use Social Networks  

The pie chart shows that students mainly use social networks for entertainment as majority (45%) of respondents said they 
use social networks for entertainment, 39% use social networks to keep in contact with old friends, 10% use them to make 
new friends, and only  9% use social networks for academic purposes. Similarly, Rosenfeld Halverson (2011) also asserts that 
social network sites can be used for education purposes among students.  

Duration of social networking  

The study found that adolescent learners who were using the social network sites had varied durations.  Similarly, a study by 
(!!! INVALID CITATION !!! Nursalam, Octavia, Tristiana, and Efendi (2019)) in Indonesia found that duration of use of social 
network sites varied among adolescent students. Figure 6(Bar Chart) below shows the details.  

 

Figure 6 - Duration of social network use for students 
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The figure 6 shows that majority (28.3%) have been using social networks in less than three months, 20.8% for the duration 
of 3 to 6 months, 7.5% for 7 to 12 months, 18.9% for 1 to 2 years and 24.5% for more than 2 years. This indicates that a 
majority of the students were new to Social Networks however, another large number of students have been users of social 
networks for more than 2 years. 

Use of social networks per week 

The study observed that the use of network per week varied among study participants. Figure 7(Bar chart) below shows the 
details.  

 

 Graph 7 - Days per week students spend on social networks 

The figure 7 shows that majority (37%) use social networks for 2 to 3 days in a week, 31.5% use social networks for a period 
of more than or equal to 6 days, 14.8% use social networks for a period of less than or equal to 1 day, 16.7% for 4 to 5 days 
per week. These results point that many students use social networks moderately during the week however, there is a small 
difference between students that use social networks moderately and those that use social networks heavily for more than 
or equal to 6 days per week. 

Amount of time per day spent of social networks 

The study found that the duration of student’s use of social networks varied as well. Figure 8(Bar chart) below shows the 
details.  

 

Figure 8, Amount of time per day spent of social networks  

The figure show that 13% of students spend less than 10 minutes on social networks a day, 33.3% of students spend 11 – 30 
minutes on social networks per day, 24.1% of students spend 31 – 60 minutes on social networks and 29.6% spend more than 
60 minutes on social networks. This indicates that many students use social networks moderately during the day. However, 
there is no big difference between students that use social networks moderately and those that use social networks for more 
than 60 minutes per day. 
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Social Networking and Cyber-bullying  

The study observed that some adolescent learners were cyber bulled by different people. Figure 9(Bar chat shows the details) 

 

Figure 9- Social Networking and Cyber-bullying  

The figure 9, shows that 12.1% strongly agreed that they have experienced cyber-bullying on social networks, 27.6% agreed, 
20.7% were neutral, 20.7% disagreed and 19% strongly disagreed. This shows that majority of students have experienced 
cyber-bullying. The type of cyber-bulling were bad comments on posts, hurtful comments, abusive comments on the 
appearance of their photos, insults and exposure to inappropriate materials such as nude images of women. Some female 
respondents reported being forced to send nude photos or be killed by strangers on social networks. However, some 
students reported that cyber-bullying is a normal part of social media. Although, a similar study by Mukherjee et al. (2019) on 
cyber-bullying among 254 adolescents in higher secondary schools found a lower percentage of 22(10.5%) students were 
cyberbullied and among those who were cyberbullied,  majority (72.7%) had no opinion and more than half (68.2%) sought 
their friends' help. 

 Social Networking and feelings of Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) 

The study observed that some adolescents had feelings of fear of missing out of the social network sites. The figure 10(Bar 
chart) below shows the details.  

 

Figure 10, Social networking and Fear of Missing Out 
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The figure 10 shows that 18.6% of the students strongly agreed to feel fear of missing out when offline, 33.9% agreed, 15.3% 
were neutral, 22% disagreed and 10% strongly disagreed. The results show a majority of students are afraid of missing out. 
Some of the students said they don’t want to be left behind, most of the students are afraid of missing out on group 
discussions about school work. Some students reported that they don’t want to miss sent and received friend requests to see 
whether they have been responded to. Roberts and David (2019) study also observed that students also had feelings of social 
networking and fear of missing out from friends.  

Social Networking and academic performance 

The study observed that some participants were affected academically due to use of the social network sites.  The figure 
11(Bar Chart) below shows the details. 

 

Figure 11, Social networking and academic performance  

Figure 11 shows that 31% of the students strongly agreed, 22.4% agreed, 25.9% were neutral, 15.5% disagreed and 5.1% 
strongly disagreed. According to the results a majority of students strongly agreed that social networking affects their 
academic performance. The students reported that they spend more time chatting with friends on social networks instead of 
doing homework and studying. Some students also said social networks effect their concentration during class time because 
they think about whether someone has answered their friend request on Facebook. Students also reported that they spend 
money on credit to stay online instead of buying school materials and some students sleep late because of social networking. 
However, the students that disagreed said social networks help them access information about school.  Similarly, a study by 
Azizi, Soroush, and Khatony (2019) found that social networking addiction had an impact on academic performance among 
Iranian students. 

5. Conclusion  
 The objective of this study was to determine the prevalence of use of social network sites among adolescent students in 
secondary schools. The study found that students use social network sites in secondary schools in Malawi and about 50% of 
the study participants were using social media. However, the level of usage of social network site varies. The study further 
observes that use of social network sites affects students’ academic performance and students feel missed out when they 
don’t utilize the social media platforms. In addition, the study found that adolescent students are bullied on the social 
network platforms. Therefore, relevant authorities can take advantage of social media as a platform to disseminate relevant 
knowledge to adolescent learners and mange cyber bullying. Further research should be done on the impact on the use of 
social network sites on academic performance among adolescent learners. 
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