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The Influence of Social Networks on the
Adolescents’ Online Practices
Hábitos de uso en Internet y en las redes sociales de los adolescentes españoles

ABSTRACT
The aim of this article is to study in depth the changes taking place in the habits of adolescents using online communication, particularly due to the dramatic arrival of social networks in their daily lives, and the sociocultural implications of these processes. The research methodology focuses on a self-administered questionnaire applied nationally.
Based on the results of a survey of a representative national sample of 2,077 adolescents (12 to 17-year-olds), this
study has sought to update the information about online practices among Spanish adolescents, specifically with
regard to the remarkable development of social networks. Similarly, the behavior of both regular users of social networks and of non-regular users has been compared, with the aim of detecting the influence of social network use
on general online life, and we have considered the following variables: gender, age, funding type of the educational
establishment and social class. Among the main conclusions of the study, we emphasize a more intensive use of the
Internet as regards time and activities by those who are more frequent users of social networks, and especially the
activities they carry out to keep in touch and share content with their equals.
RESUMEN
Profundizar en los cambios que se están perfilando en los hábitos on-line de los adolescentes, en particular debido
a la fuerte irrupción de las redes sociales en su vida cotidiana, así como en las implicaciones socioculturales de estos
procesos, es el objeto de este trabajo. La metodología de investigación se centró en un cuestionario autoadministrado
aplicado a escala nacional. Sobre una muestra representativa nacional de 2.077 adolescentes (de 12 a 17 años), se
ha buscado actualizar la información relativa a las prácticas on-line entre los menores y adolescentes españoles, con
atención específica a la extensión del fenómeno de las redes sociales e identificando su influencia sobre las prácticas
de los adolescentes en la Red. De igual modo, se comparan los usos entre los usuarios habituales de las redes sociales
y los que no las tienen entre sus prácticas cotidianas, con la idea de detectar la influencia del uso de las redes sociales
en los usos generales en Internet y controlando esa relación en función de cuatro variables: sexo, edad, titularidad
del centro al que asisten los adolescentes y clase social. Entre las principales conclusiones destacamos el uso más
intensivo en tiempo y en actividades de los usuarios que utilizan muy frecuentemente las redes sociales, con especial
incidencia en aquellas actividades que les permiten mantener el contacto y compartir contenidos con sus pares.
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1. Introduction
Since 2008, social networks have experienced
exponential growth in Spain, with regular users jumping from 22.6% to 72.3% between 2008 and the last
quarter of 2010 according to the Spanish National
Institute of Communication Technologies (INTECO,
2011). According to data from the Spanish National
Institute of Statistics (INE, 2012), 88.5% of young Internet users aged 16-24 participate in social networks
and in 2009, Bringué and Sádaba (2009) found that
71% of Spanish adolescents (12 to18-year-olds) already used them, with this figure increasing with age.
At the same time, there is no doubt that the emergence
of social networks and the ensuing integration of many
online applications (Garmendia, Garitaonandia & al.,
2011; Patchin & Hinduja, 2010) has fostered a
change in general online practices, displacing certain
habits and favoring others.
The main aim of this article is to detect and analyze the most recent online uses and behavior of adolescents and the influence of social networks on that
group in Spain. More specifically, we incorporate a
comparison between the online habits of different
social network user profiles, from more intensive users
to non-users, with the aim of identifying the influence
on general online practices of the arrival of social networks. The work being presented here is situated at
the theoretical and methodological crossroads of similar studies, with special relevance in relation to Sonia
Livingstone’s work focusing on the relationship of children and young people with the Internet, within the
framework of EU Kids Online. This project has focused strongly on the online practices and experiences of
young people in a European framework, on the risks
that they can face, such as cyberbullying, pornography, or invasions of privacy, and aspects such as digital
skill and literacy levels (www2.lse.ac.uk/media@lse/research/EUKidsOnline/Home.aspx). This perspective has given rise to a broad bibliography (Livingstone, 2008; Livingstone & Helsper, 2010; Livingstone & Brake, 2010; Livingstone & al., 2011), to
which other studies in this direction, the result of increasing research efforts in recent years, must be
added (Valcke & al., 2011).
The hypotheses we are examining in this study are
the following:
H1. It is anticipated that greater use of social networks also entails more time spent online.
H2. The use of social networks means a shift from
other, earlier applications focusing on communication
with peer groups. Therefore, it is expected that social
network users have shifted from use of this type of

applications, whereas non-users of social networks
will maintain their use of those applications.
H3. It is also anticipated that users of social networks make more intensive use of those online tools
that allow them to obtain content to share with their
peers.
1.1. Background
As stated by Ahn (2011), the issue analyzed here
is the subject of an ever-expanding bibliography. Some
authors’ studies are concerned, among other aspects,
with intensive use and how it is distributed (Lenhart &
Madden, 2007; Lenhart, Purcell & al., 2010) or with
the growing influence of cell phones (Purcell, 2011).
Other works analyzed educational subjects and literacy
(Pérez, 2005; Eynon & Malmberg, 2011), the multitasking abilities of the new generations (Levine, Waite &
Bowman, 2007; Moreno & al., 2012), relationships
and the influence of the family environment (Liu & al.,
2012; Duerager & Livingstone, 2012), aspects relating
to gender differences (Valkenburg, Sumter & Peter,
2011), the impact of offline differences (Ahn, 2011) or
the creation of contents (Buckingham, 2010), etc.
Other authors tackled the underlying reasons for
online uses (Agosto, Abbas & Naughton, 2012), whereas Subrahmanyam and Greenfield (2008) highlighted the increase from the age of ten in relationships
between peers and, in parallel, children's use of the
Internet. There are also studies that focus on the
impact of the Internet on aspects such as friendships or
online relationships with strangers (Nie, 2001; Mesch,
2001; Boyd, 2007; Gross, 2004; Livingstone & Brake,
2010; Mesch & Talmud, 2007; Valkenburg & Peter,
2007, 2009, 2011), or the positive connection between the online environment and offline relationships
(Subrahmanyam, Reich & al., 2008; Ellison & al.,
2007; Barkhuus & Tashiro, 2010).
Valkenburg & Peter (2009) defined connectivity as
the relationship adolescents have with others in their
environment and Walsh, White and Young (2009)
analyzed the processes of building identity and the feeling of social connection and belonging (Pearson & al.,
2010). Furthermore, Cheung and others (2011)
detected that the implicit and explicit rules of groups
influence Facebook practices and Patchin and
Hinduja (2010) discovered the relevance of self-protection factors in online life.
Flanagin (2005) analyzed the popularity of instant
messaging, Gabino (2004) did the same with chatrooms and their oral connection, Nyland (2007) studied gratification and use of social networks in comparison to emails and face-to-face communication, and
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Utz, Tanis & Vermeulen (2012) highlighted the need
representative statistical survey of adolescents (12-17
for popularity as a powerful predictor of behavior on
years old) attending school at the level of «Educación
social network sites.
Secundaria Obligatoria» (years 1 to 4 of compulsory
In Europe, the data collected throughout 2005
secondary education, ESO) and «Bachillerato» (High
and 2006 as part of the Mediappro project allowed it
School equivalent level) in the Spanish State, with the
to be concluded that the most common online activiexception of Ceuta, Melilla and Balearic and Canary
ties of European adolescents were doing homework,
Islands, throughout the 2011/2012 academic year.
playing games, communicating and searching for diffeAccording to data published by the Ministry of Eduring types of information (Mediappro, 2006). Accorcation, the study universe comprises 2,227,191 studing to Livingstone, Haddon & al. (2011), the most
dents at «ESO» and «Bachillerato» level from a total of
frequent online activity of European teenagers is using
6,053 state, private and state-funded private (privadosthe Internet to do school work (85%), followed by
concertados) educational establishments for secondary
games (83%), watching videos (76%), using social neteducation and «Bachillerato» (the listings concerning
works and messaging (62%), and emailing (61%).
these data were recovered from the respective websiFocusing on Spain, the
Information Security Observatory (INTECO, 2009)
published a report compiled
Some of the questions pending clarification relate to the
on the basis of data relating to
adolescents aged between 10
senses that the adolescents themselves apply to their
and 16 years old referring to
late 2007 and early 2008.
practices and relationships. Although tackling how the use of
Noteworthy in the report was
social networks can modify other online practices, which is
that the most common options
were, in order, using email,
the objective of this article, has not been common in
downloading films and looking
for information for school;
qualitative studies, in turn, establishing relationships
using Messenger was ranked
between patterns of use and the probability, or manner,
fifth, while only 7.2% participated in forums and 2.2% in
of facing the potential risks of cyberspace has opened up
blogs. The phenomenon of
social networks had not yet
as an interesting line of research.
been included. In data from
the following year, the Interactive Generation Forum
detected that email, which had previously been the
tes of the Departments of Education of each of the
favorite application of adolescents aged between 12
Autonomous Communities included in the study uniand 18, had been taken over by Messenger and social
verse). The design of the sample was a multi-stage
networks (Bringué & Sádaba, 2009). Based on that
stratified cluster sampling. As the first step, stratified
same survey, the authors also analyzed social network
cluster sampling was conducted by Autonomous
use and interactions between the user profile (advanCommunity, stage of education and type of educatioced users, users and non-users) and the use of other
nal establishment (state-owned or private school). In
screened devices (cell phones, TV, videogames) and
total, 100 educational establishments were randomly
online services (Bringué & Sádaba, 2011). In addition
selected.
to those listed above, other institutions and researchers
The second step consisted of applying stratified
in Spain have also discussed these issues: Aranda &
sampling of students by Autonomous Community,
others (2010), the Pfizer Foundation (2009), Espinar
stage of education and whether it was a state-owned
and González (2009) and Sánchez and Fernández
or privately-owned educational establishment.
(2010).
Ultimately, 2,077 surveys were obtained, in line with
the quotas set for the variables of gender, age, stage of
2. Methodology
education and whether the establishment was state or
The data presented in this study come from a
privately owned, thus ensuring the representativeness
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293 • Pages 195-204
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of each segment according to the established sample.
children's rights, the questionnaire was supervised,
The sampling error stood at ± 2.2 for the worst posreviewed and approved by the Office of the Ombudssible case of variability in which p and q = 50/50 and
person for Children of the Autonomous Community of
a 95% level of confidence, assuming simple random
Madrid. The fieldwork was performed between the
sampling. The final results of the sample showed a
months of September and November 2011.
marginal deviation with regard to the characteristics of
The calculation of social class needs to be clarified
the universe in some of the aforementioned paramedue to the complexity of this variable and, in particular,
ters, therefore, elevation indices were established for
since those providing the information are minors.
the purpose of making adjustments to the real sample
Given the difficulties involved in gathering information
and the theoretical sample.
about the family's earnings in each household from the
The educational establishments selected were
adolescents’ replies, and in anticipation that in the
contacted by telephone to request their collaboration.
majority of cases this question would remain unanOnce their participation had been confirmed, they
swered, social status was calculated on the basis of the
were provided with an information letter addressed to
father’s educational attainment level and profession,
the parents containing the objectives and contents of
assuming that this is the person contributing the most
the study and data protection information, a standard
earnings (which tends to be the most common situainformed consent form for parents or guardians regartion in most households), except in those cases where
ding the participation of their children in the research
the father was unemployed, or retired, etc., in which
and a participation report for the establishment detaicase the mother was taken into account. Despite these
ling its involvement. For the educational establishprecautions, 492 subjects were unable to be classified
ments belonging to the Valencia Autonomous Combecause they had not given answers about one or
munity, additional authorization from the Valencia
more of the aforementioned variables, which obliges
Regional Government was required in order to be able
us to interpret the data with a degree of caution. The
to participate in the survey. These establishments
attached table explains the apportionment of the subwere also sent the Resolution dated October 21,
jects among the classifications of upper class, middle
2011, of the Director-General of Teaching Establishclass and lower class, based on the subjects' answers.
ments and Management of the Regional Department
The data in this article was analyzed using the
of Education, Training and Employment, authorizing
SPSS statistical program. The analysis was performed
the schools to participate in the project.
through the «custom tables» command, which allows
The school passed on the informed consent inforcontingency tables to be generated including two or
mation to the students and these returned the authorimore entries of variables and therefore allows the
zation slips signed by their
parents as a prerequisite for
participating in the survey.
They were also informed
about the goals of the
study, the relevance of their
involvement and sincerity,
and the necessity of data
confidentiality.
The information was
gathered from a classroombased self-assessment questionnaire given only to
those students who had
obtained the consent of
their parents. The questionnaire consisted of 54
questions and the average
time required to complete it
ranged from 20 to 30 minu- The subjects placed in categories A and B are classed as upper class, those in category C, as middle
tes. In order to protect the
class, and those in categories D and E, as lower class.
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293 • Pages 195-204

impact of third variables that show their relationship
with the dependent variable, such as gender, whether
the educational establishment that the minors attend is
state or privately owned, and social class. This multivariable analysis will allow an assessment of whether
the relationship is spurious or genuine and will permit
us to observe how this third control variable alters the
relationship between the intensity of social network
use and other online practices. Finally, the statistical
significance level that indicates to us if the differences
detected are due to chance has been set for χ2< 0.05.
3. Results
Firstly, a description of general usage of the Internet by Spanish adolescents is given. Next, we examine
the social networks that the children access, to then
continue covering the type of activities they carry out
in them. The following two subsections will focus on
the study of adolescents' behavior depending on the
profile of social network use, taking into account their
age group, gender, whether the school they attend is
state-owned or privately owned, and social class. After
describing the characteristics of each profile, this study
will explore the impact of social network user profiles
on the time spent online and the general online practices of the adolescents.

(14.2%) and virtual worlds (9.1%), which is in the
minority.
By age, it is observed that older adolescents access
social networks very often to a greater extent than
younger adolescents do: 84.1% of 15-17 year olds
compared to 68% of 12-14 year olds. In addition, girls
(78.5%) access social networks more than boys
(71.8%). Differences by type of teaching are very limited, barely 0.8%. Looking at social class, those subjects
classified as upper class connect very often more than
other subjects: 78.3% compared to 75.1% (middle
class) and 75.3% (lower class).
3.2. Behavior in social networks
An interesting initial fact refers to adolescents' preferences for certain social networks: 86.9% have one
or more profiles in Tuenti and 73.4% have them on
Facebook. Ranked third, 39% of registered adolescents
choose Twitter. The greatest difference in the availability of profiles on social networks is observed in relation to age: the percentage of students aged 15-17
with a profile in all the social networks is greater than
that of younger adolescents for the same item. Girls,
however, have a profile on Facebook, Twitter and
Fotolog to a greater extent than boys do.
Combining the two variables and taking into
account the statistically significant differences for χ2<
0.05, younger boys have a profile on Facebook or
MySpace to a greater extent than girls, but with age
the trend reverses and the percentage of girls on
Facebook exceeds that for boys. Between the ages of
15 and 17, the percentage of girls who have opened a
profile on Fotolog is higher than that of boys. The differences in preferences for one social network or another by social class is only significant in the case of
Tuenti, which is the option most used by the lower
class. No statistically significant differences have been

3.1. Internet practices
The first factor studied is frequency of access
depending on the type of activity. Social networks are
the pages most frequented by adolescents, with 75.3%
connecting very often, the figure reaching 90% if we
include those who use them occasionally. This is followed by visiting the different sites which enable videosharing (48.6% very often, and 31.6% occasionally),
browsing different web pages (45.7% and 38.6%, respectively) and downloading music, film or TV series
files (37.1% very often, and
33.9%, occasionally). Instant
messaging occupies 31.6% of
adolescents very often and
26.5% occasionally, whereas
email occupies 24.5% of them
very often, and 36.9% of them
occasionally, and online games
represent 16.3% and 25.2%,
respectively.
At the other end of the
spectrum are accessing chatrooms and forums (31.7% very
often and occasionally), blogs
Note: Statistically significant differences with a significance level of 0.05 are marked
(20%), photo-sharing sites
in bold type.
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293 • Pages 195-204
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observed due to whether
the establishment is state
or privately owned.
Looking at social network practices, chatting
stands out, with threequarters of the adolescents admitting that they
use the chat function very
often. Around half use
Note: The differences are statistically significant with a significance level of 0.05.
social networks to watch
videos or look at their
friends' photos (50.1%),
3.4. Use of social networks and access time
while 48.3% send messages and 42.6% use them to
Exploring the relationship between use of social
update their profiles. Taking into consideration aspects
networks and online connection times, the starting
more related to content creation, it is noted that the
hypothesis is that greater use of social networks also
most frequent activity of this type on social networks
entails more time spent online. In the first place, the
among the adolescents is uploading personal photos or
types of social network users have been cross-refevideos (55.2%), an activity done very often by 25.4%
renced with the days on which they go online and, as
of them. Some 41% state that they upload interesting
was anticipated, the intensity of use of social networks
videos or photos that they have found online and 4.8%
is associated with going online daily, with slight variasay that they participate in forums that create contents.
tions depending on gender (more intensive use by
Considering social network practices by gender
female users) but with very noticeable differences for
and age, we see that girls of all ages send messages
the 12-14 age group. These trends are not seen so
(55.6%), update their profiles (48.9%), upload videos
clearly among the lower class, in which non-users of
they themselves have made (32.6%), watch their
social networks are five percentage points above occafriends' videos or photos (9.3%) more often than boys
sional users as regards daily Internet use.
do. Boys, however, upload videos they have found on
Daily use of the Internet is more common among
the Internet (17.9%), shop and sell (2.2%), participate
intensive users of social networks, while less frequent
in forums (4.8%) and play (24.4%) to a greater extent
weekly use is more common among occasional users
than the girls do.
and even more so among non-users, who go online to
To end, the students at state schools use social
a greater extent either two days per week or one day
networks more than students from private schools to
per week (see table 3).
play network games (17.1% compared to 12.7%) and
Cross-referencing the types of users of social netboys classified as lower class watch strangers' videos
works with the time they usually spend, it is not surprior photos (11.6%,) more than those classified as upper
sing to see that once again it is intensive social network
and middle class do (7.8%).
users who go online the longest on weekdays and also,
to a lesser extent, on weekends (more than two hours
3.3. Profiles of social network use
a day). The percentages of advanced users of social
This section analyzes the basic characteristics of
networks who spend over two hours a day online on
the different user profiles for social networks. To do
weekdays (in the three related sections, which comprithis, the variable relating to the use of social networks
se between two and three hours, between three and
has been recoded into intensive users (very often),
five hours, and more than five hours) double those of
occasional users (occasionally) and non-users (rarely
the other two groups of users. The situation is someor never), while «don't know/no answer» responses
what similar at weekends but only as of three hours
have been taken as lost cases. The most common proonline per day.
file of an intensive social network user is that of a
Considering the variables of gender, age, type of
female user aged between 15 and 17. Some 89.5% of
education and social class, in general terms the pattern
them are intensive users compared to 79.3% of boys
of increased time spent online according to the intenaged 15-17.
sity of use of social networks is upheld in relation to
The difference in the level of social network use is
both weekdays and weekends, but once again, among
not significant by social class for χ2< 0.05.
subjects classified as lower class and also among stu© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293 • Pages 195-204

users always show a tendency
to make more frequent use of
the different applications provided by the Internet. This
greater intensity of use is particularly important in the case of
downloads of music files,
films/series, instant messaging
systems, chats and forums,
videos and shared photos.
These are activities that allow
content to be put online to
share in social networks (videos, photos, or even music
archives), whereas chats and
forums and instant messaging
refer to activities concerning
social relationships that can be
carried on through the networks.
Some of the tools which
do not have a lineal relationship with social network use
are email, instant messaging
systems, blogs, and chats and
forums, which non-users of
social networks take advantage
of more frequently than occasional users do but not more
frequently than intensive users,
perhaps because occasional
users satisfy this need through
using the tools provided by
social networks. However, it
can be observed that the percentage of non-users who do
not use these services is never
higher than that of conventional users.
Considering age, gender,
state or privately-owned educational establishments and
social class, this does not mean
substantial changes in the relaNote: statistically significant differences with a significance level of 0.05.
tionship between types of
users of social networks and
dents of private schools, although to a lesser extent,
online uses since, for those values that maintain statisnon-users exceed occasional users.
tical significance, there are higher percentages of very
frequent use for advanced users of social networks.
3.5. Internet practices among users and non-users
Finally, the relationship between the type of user of
of social networks
social networks and the creation of websites or blogs
With the exception of network games, intensive
has been explored. Intensive users of social networks
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293 • Pages 195-204
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are also those who have, to a greater extent than other
users, created these spaces (39.9%, 28% and 27.2%
respectively for advanced users, occasional users and
non-users of social networks). These differences
remain if we take into consideration the variables of
gender, age, state or private ownership of the educational establishment and social class.
4. Conclusions and discussion
Several conclusions that can be observed that are
in accordance with the hypotheses initially put forward. Together with the high participation of minors
in social networks, we can see the predominance for
adolescents of social networks, followed by sites for
sharing videos, general web pages and pages for
downloading music files and movie or series files. As in
the case of sites for sharing videos, social networks
have superseded email and instant messaging as the
main focuses of online activity. It has been detected
that Tuenti and Facebook predominate at these ages
and, in addition, that students aged between 15 and
17 years old get more involved, and that their favorite
activities are chatting, watching videos or friends' photos, sending messages, or updating their profiles.
If we take into account social network user profiles,
we can see a positive correlation between time spent
online and use of social networks. Those who make
more intensive use of social networks are those who
most commonly take part in online activities, with the
exception of online games. These advanced users are
particularly active in activities related to obtaining content that can be shared with other «friends» in social
networks, such as downloading music files, videos and
sharing photos. In contrast to the initial assumption,
more intensive users of social networks are also those
who have more conversations and share, to a greater
extent, content through chats, forums and instant messaging. The first and third hypotheses would therefore
be deemed to be verified, that is, that more time is spent
online by users who make more frequent use of social
networks as well as applications that allow them to
obtain content to share with their peers. In effect, it is
apparent that users of social networks do make more
intensive use of online tools that allow them to obtain
content to share with their peers.
However, the data disprove the second hypothesis relating to the displacement of traditional online
channels of communication due to involvement in
social networks, at least as far as intensive users of
these sites are concerned. This means that users who
make most use of social networks are also those who
make most versatile use of the Internet, using more ser-

vices, who are more differentiated and who combine
more the different applications focusing on communication, possibly because they make specialized use of
these communication tools depending on online content and on other characteristics of the recipients. This
suggests, in line with other studies, that the differentiation of consumption and behavior is more connected
to factors such as access time or the individual's profile
than to the application or channel.
In addition, the relevance of the variables of gender, age, type of education and social class, on time,
frequency, behavior and consumption online.
However, it does not imply substantial changes in the
relationship between the type of social network user
and cyberspace practices. The implications of this discovery are coupled with other concerns.
Some of the questions pending clarification relate
to the senses that the adolescents themselves apply to
their practices and relationships. Although tackling
how the use of social networks can modify other online practices, which is the objective of this article, has
not been common in qualitative studies, in turn, establishing relationships between patterns of use and the
probability, or manner, of facing the potential risks of
cyberspace has opened up as an interesting line of
research.
Support

This study presents the results obtained from a Spanish state-wide
survey as part of a research project with public and national funding:
«Analysis of the use and consumption of media and social networks
on the Internet among Spanish adolescents. Characteristics and
high-risk practices» (CSO2009-09577), Spanish Ministry of Science
and Innovation. Secretary of State for Research. DirectorateGeneral for Research and National R&D Plan Management, directed by Antonio García Jiménez. The research team comprised the
following members (in alphabetical order): Mª Carmen ArellanoPardo, Pilar Beltrán-Orenes, Beatriz Catalina-García, Carmen
Gaona-Pisionero, Flavia Gómes-Franco-e-Silva, María Cruz Lópezde-Ayala-López, Esther Martínez-Pastor, Edisa Mondelo-González,
Manuel Montes-Vozmediano, Carmen Pérez-Pais, Rosa Sansegundo-Manuel, José-Carlos Sendín-Gutiérrez. This framework program was preceded by the project entitled «Study of uses of Internet
among children in the Madrid Autonomous Community. Risks and
characteristics», which was also publicly funded (by the Madrid
Autonomous Community) and the field work for which was performed throughout the month of October 2009.
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