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Online social networking sites continue to grow as a medium of consumption, 

acting as a changing force for interpersonal communication and media interaction. It is 

important to understand how and why each demographic segment is using these sites. 

Facebook is the most popular social networking site in the U.S., with older adults 

representing a substantial portion of the site’s growth. Previous studies have 

investigated the use of Facebook among college students and young adults; however, 

older age demographics are a fairly new segment to the online social networking 

landscape that has not yet been investigated.  

Through a large-scale online survey, this study represents the first empirical 

investigation of Facebook members age 35 and older. Findings provide a baseline of 

knowledge for understanding time spent, frequent activities and gratifications obtained 

by this audience on Facebook. Results indicate adults 35 and older allocate a 

substantial amount of time to the site and use it most often for communication with 

people in their network. While many activities on the site were found to be similar 

between older and younger audiences, adults 35 and older in this study reported more 

passive activities of surveillance rather than participation. Factor analysis yielded five 

gratification factors for Facebook of which three were salient against the 35 and older 

audience: interpersonal habitual entertainment, passing time and self expression. 

Exploratory open-ended questions also revealed some additional unique possible 

motives to be considered in future research among this audience. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Internet provides a vast range of new ways to communicate that continues to 

evolve. Communication tools on the Internet have become an essential part of our lives 

(Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter & Espinoza, 2008). One of the Internet’s major 

benefits is helping people connect through social networks. Online social networking 

sites continue to grow in popularity as they provide a selective and convenient way to 

communicate, allowing constant and immediate interaction (Sheldon, 2008; Urista, 

Dong & Day, 2009). According to Nielsen Net Ratings, activity on social networking and 

blogging sites accounted for 17% of all time on the Internet in August 2009, up from 6% 

in August 2008 (Lacy, 2009). According to the Pew Internet and American Life Project, 

Facebook was the most popular online social network for U.S. adults 18 and older, with 

73% of adult social network users having a Facebook account as of August 2009 

(Lenhart, 2008). Due to its popularity, this study will focus on Facebook over other 

available online social networking sites.  

Facebook.com was created in 2004 by an undergraduate student at Harvard 

University, Mark Zuckerberg, who remains the CEO of the company today. The site 

originated as an exclusive network for college students and users were required to have 

an email address associated with an educational institution within the Facebook 

network. In 2005, the site opened its network to high school students and in 2006, the 

site opened the network to the general public. By 2006, Facebook was used at over 

2,000 U.S. colleges and was the 7th most popular site on the Internet in terms of total 

page views. Facebook is now available to anyone with a valid email address, allowing 
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users to invite individuals to become “friends” within their individual network (Boyd & 

Ellison, 2008; Pempek, Yermolayeva & Calvert, 2009; Urista, Dong & Day, 2009). 

On its profile page, Facebook states it is “Giving people the power to share and 

make the world more open and connected” (Facebook.com, 2010).  There are several 

functions of Facebook that allow users to interact on the site. Each user maintains a 

profile that includes a “wall” serving as an aggregate of a user’s comments and activity 

and a place where their friends can post direct messages. Users can communicate with 

their networks by updating their “news feed” on the homepage or on their personal 

profile wall. Users can also become “fans” of pages representing businesses or 

organizations, support social causes, and join “groups” with stated similar interests. 

Other features available include sharing pictures and videos, taking quizzes and sharing 

results, and interacting with various applications that allow users to send virtual gifts or 

images and play games with members of their network (Pempek, Yermolayeva & 

Calvert, 2009; Urista, Dong & Day, 2009).   

According to Facebook.com, the site reached 500 million registered users 

worldwide in July 2010, with about 30% (150 million) of those users living in the United 

States. This is an increase of 46.2 million U.S. members since August 2009, according 

to Nielsen (Facebook.com, 2010; Lacy, 2009; Shields, 2010). In addition to the number 

of Facebook users, time spent on the site is also increasing. In August 2009, the 

average person spent 5 hours and 46 minutes per month on the site, up from 1 hour 

and 40 minutes in August 2008 (Lacy, 2009). The people spending so much time on 

Facebook are not just tech-savvy young people the site originally aimed to serve. The 

members behind Facebook’s accelerating growth rate are older audiences. Facebook’s 
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U.S. audience growth is primarily fueled by the expansion of users 35 and older 

(Hempel, 2009).  Facebook.com states, “the fastest growing demographic worldwide is 

among people 35 years and older” (Facebook.com, 2010).  The biggest growth in terms 

of new members in the U.S. came from users 35-44 from September 2008 to February 

2009, with the addition of over 4 million women and nearly 3 million men in this age 

group. Facebook has also grown rapidly among people over 45 in the U.S. with a 165% 

increase in adults 45-54 from October 2008 to January 2009 (Smith, 2009).  In January 

2010, there were 10.6 million users 13-17 (10.4%), 26 million 18-24 (25.3%), 25.5 

million 25-34 (24.8%), 29.9 million 35-54 (29%), and 9.7 million over 55 (9.5%). As 

shown in figure 1, about 38.9% of all current Facebook users are over 35 years old, 

which is quite a change from Facebook’s roots as a social networking tool for college 

students just a few years ago (Corbett, 2010).  

 
Figure 1. U.S. Facebook users by age group (Corbett, 2010). 
 

Earlier studies argue that communication preferences differ for people of various 

generations (Fox & Madden, 2005; Westlake, 2008). According to Strauss and Howe 
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(1991), commonly referenced generations for the U.S. are shown in Table 1. The 

Millennial generation was dubbed Generation Y by marketers after the media tendency 

to refer to the “Thirteenth” generation as Generation X. 

Table 1  

Commonly Referenced Generations of the U.S. 
 

Generation Years Born 

Silent 1925 to 1944 

Baby Boomer 1945 to 1960 

Thirteenth (dubbed Generation X) 1961 to 1981 

Generation Y 1982 or later 

Source: Strauss and Howe (1991) 

 
Westlake (2008) suggests that people in the Silent, Baby Boomer and Thirteenth 

generations do not have the same perspective on the Internet as a means for social 

networking as the Millennial generation. Members of the Millennial generation are likely 

to have a different perspective of the Internet as they are the first generation to have 

grown up with the Internet; often referred to as “Digital Natives” (Sheldon, 2008). One 

claim is that the crucial generational difference stems from older Internet users lacking 

the need to engage with more active forms of communication, such as messaging and 

“feeds.” The argument is that older Internet users prefer communication via email or 

telephone and are not as comfortable with online chatting and text-messaging 

(Westlake, 2008). The perceptions of this claim are present in an exploratory study of 

how college students are influenced by Internet technology. Participants reported 

perceived differences in the way their generation used technologies compared to the 
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generations of their parents and grandparents. Respondents felt older generations did 

not understand the potential of interactive technologies (McMillan & Morrison, 2006). In 

addition, the Pew Internet and American Life Project reports that Generation Y is 

significantly more likely than older Internet users to engage in instant messaging, play 

online games, create blogs or download music (Jones & Fox, 2009).  

However, Dye (2007) proposes that the Internet and growth of social networking 

sites has created a new sub-generation, which is not defined by age, but of individuals 

whose identities are defined by their connections and the content they produce online. 

This generation is called Generation C – for content. Although the majority of this group 

is made up of the Millennial generation, it encompasses all ages. 

As is evident from Facebook’s current audience statistics, older Internet users 

have began to engage and become active on Facebook and are responsible for the 

majority of current growth. There are numerous studies that investigate the use of 

Facebook by college students; however, there is a lack of studies that have investigated 

the use of Facebook by older audiences.  

Literature Review 

Uses and Gratifications Theory 

  Uses and gratifications is a communication theory that focuses on how people 

use media and other forms of communication to fulfill their interpersonal needs and 

wants (Rubin, 2002). The basis of this theory is that selection and usage of media is a 

purposive and motivated action (Rosengren, 1974). In general, the uses and 

gratifications theory is used to determine motives of media use, factors that influence 

those motives, and outcomes from media usage. It is often used to investigate “how and 
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why” questions about media usage from a user perspective (Sheldon, 2008; Stafford, 

Stafford & Schkade, 2004). 

According to the uses and gratifications theory, people use media for different 

purposes (Sheldon, 2008). Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch (1973) describe uses and 

gratification studies as identifying a “list of functions served either by some specific 

contents or by the medium in question: to match one’s wits against others, to get 

information or advice for daily living, to provide a framework for one’s day, to prepare 

oneself culturally for the demands of upward mobility, or to be reassured about the 

dignity and usefulness of one’s role” (p. 509).  Media gratifications are often grouped 

into two categories: process, the act of using the medium, and content, the information 

and messages conveyed. The process category includes general activity, such as web 

browsing or creating profile content, and the content category includes actual 

information gathered (Kayahara & Wellman, 2007; Stafford, Stafford & Schkade, 2004). 

In analyzing media gratifications, it is important to distinguish between 

gratifications sought, or motives for media consumption, and gratifications obtained or 

perceived benefits achieved from the media outlet (Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch, 1973). As 

Palmgreen (1984) explains, “the concept of audience expectations concerning the 

characteristics of the media and potential gratifications to be obtained is essential to the 

uses and gratifications assumption of an active audience” (Palmgreen, 1984, p. 21). 

Studies examining gratifications sought often discuss expectancy of media. 

Consumption expectancy implies a process by which gratifications sought and 

gratifications obtained are interrelated. Palmgreen and Rayburn’s (1982) expectancy 

value model suggests that users’ beliefs or expectations that using a specific medium 
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will result in a particular outcome influences media consumption, which affects the 

perception of gratifications obtained (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982).  

Uses and Gratifications of Mass Media 

 The uses and gratifications theory is a widely used approach for establishing 

initial audience research for a specific medium or type of media content. Numerous 

studies have applied the uses and gratifications theory to investigate motivations for 

selection and gratifications obtained from usage of mass media. Researchers have 

applied the uses and gratifications theory to investigate why audiences engage in 

various forms of media behavior, such as listening to the radio (Mendelsohn, 1964; 

Towers, 1987), watching television (Kang & Atkin, 1999; Rubin, 1981; Palmgreen & 

Rayburn, 1979) or reading the newspaper (Becker, 1979; Berelson, 1949; Blood, Keir & 

Kang, 1983; Burgoon & Burgoon, 1981; Towers, 1985).  

As an extension to these studies, researchers have also applied the uses and 

gratifications theory to explore relationships between different media and demographic 

or social characteristics. Blumler (1979) explored the differences in motivations between 

newspapers and television, while also comparing these motives among social 

characteristics.  Katz, Gurevitch and Haas (1973) compared gratifications among 

television, radio, newspapers, books and cinema in Israel. Lichtenstein and Rosenfeld 

(1983) compared media usage and perceived gratifications among books, magazines, 

films, television, newspapers, radio, recorded music, and friends.  

In the past, communication needs were met through a combination of face-to-

face human interaction and traditional mass media such as television and radio. 

However, the Internet and social networking sites allow individuals to play an active role 
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in media consumption, changing the traditional effects of media. Internet communication 

offers new ways for people to relate to each other and has blurred the lines between 

interpersonal communication and mass media (Parks & Floyd, 1996; Ruggiero, 2000; 

Urista, Dong & Day, 2009; Valenzuela, Park & Kee, 2009).  

Uses and Gratifications of the Internet 

As scholars began to apply uses and gratifications theory to the Internet, they 

quickly began to consider that some gratifications for online media may be unique from 

those of traditional mass media. Ruggiero (2000) identified three differentiating 

attributes of the Internet compared with traditional media – interactivity, demassification 

(lack of control), and asynchroneity (staggered in time). Several studies identified social 

gratifications as unique to measuring motivations for the Internet (Eighmey & McCord, 

1998; Flanagin & Metzger, 2001; Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000; Stafford, Stafford & 

Schkade, 2004).  

An early study of college students’ Internet usage introduced several Internet 

motive categories: entertainment, social interaction, passing time, information, and web 

site preference (Kaye, 1998). Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) used a combination of 

interpersonal, media, and new technology gratifications to measure Internet usage. 

Gratifications established in their study were interpersonal utility, pass time, information 

seeking, convenience, and entertainment; with the strongest motivations indicated as 

entertainment and information seeking. Charney and Greenberg (2001) identified similar 

gratifications, in addition to a few new factors for the Internet: to keep informed, 

diversion and entertainment, peer identity, good feelings, communication, sights and 

sounds, career and coolness. Another study using a sample of AOL users, established 
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similar Internet-specific gratifications that motivate users, including searching, gathering 

information, communication and socialization (Stafford, Stafford & Schkade, 2004; 

Stafford & Gonier, 2004).  

Eighmey and McCord (1998) explored gratifications obtained from a group of 

specifically selected websites and introduced personal involvement and continuing 

relationships as possible gratification factors unique to the Internet. The same study 

also identified two gratification factors related to the Internet that are similar to traditional 

media - entertainment value and information involvement. Flanagin and Metzger (2001) 

compared a variety of unique gratifications among face-to-face interaction, computer-

based media and traditional media, including persuading others, problem solving, 

relationship maintenance, status seeking and achieving personal insight. While face-to-

face interaction ranked highest among the majority of gratifications, computer-based 

communication ranked highest for “staying in touch.” Computer-based media also 

ranked high for social bonding, relationship maintenance, problem solving and 

persuasion purposes. 

Previous studies have established that some Internet gratifications differ from 

those found for traditional mass media, such as television and radio. Many studies have 

identified similar motives for Internet-based applications as entertainment, interpersonal 

communication, social interaction, information seeking, diversion/passing time and 

convenience (Charney & Greenburg, 2001; Eighmey and McCord, 1998; Flanagin and 

Metzger, 2001; Kaye, 1998; Papacharissi & Ruggerio, 2000; Stafford & Gonier, 2004; 

Stafford, Stafford & Schkade, 2004).  
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Uses and Gratifications of Social Networking Sites 

Social networking sites satisfy an array of needs from one website. Ray (2007) 

explored the use of social networking sites for simultaneously fulfilling entertainment, 

information, surveillance, diversion and social utility gratifications. Respondents in the 

study illustrated that one of the major benefits of social networking sites is the ability to 

meet multiple needs on multiple levels. Results of the study indicated that the sum of 

these gratifications motivated users to continue to use the sites.  

Sheldon (2008) conducted a survey of students at a large southern university to 

investigate how motives and demographics predict attitudes and behaviors on 

Facebook. While passing time was found to be the predominant motivation for 

Facebook use, relationship maintenance and entertainment were also strong 

gratifications sought. Coolness, companionship and meeting new people were found to 

be less likely motivations. The study found that women were more apt to use the site to 

maintain existing relationships and entertainment, while men were more likely to use the 

site as a way to meet new people. This corresponds with findings that demographic 

factors often influence media motives and behaviors. Women are often found to be 

more involved in online interpersonal relationships than men (Parks & Floyd, 1996).  

Lampe, Ellison and Steinfield (2007) explored the use of social networking sites 

among college students and found that students used social networking sites most often 

for social reasons. The study also found that students used Facebook primarily to 

maintain or strengthen existing offline connections rather than to form new relationships. 

Urista, Dong and Day (2009) conducted focus groups at a university in central California 

to investigate how young adults use MySpace and Facebook to fulfill their needs. The 
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study identified five motivational themes: efficient communication, convenient 

communication, curiosity about others, popularity, and relationship formation and 

reinforcement. The most predominant theme to emerge was that social networking sites 

are an “efficient way to communicate with friends” (p. 221). Participants viewed these 

sites as an easy way to spread news and information to many of their friends at once. 

Users perceived social networking sites as a convenient way to manage communication 

and stay in touch with friends or family they are not able to see often. Accessibility was 

the prominent factor for this motivation.  

The predominant motivation found for using social networking sites is associated 

with connecting users with people, including keeping in touch with friends, those they 

see often and those they are not able to see often, locating old friends, learning about 

events, and making plans with friends. Other strong motivations found are sharing 

photos, entertainment, passing time, and information gathering (Lampe, Ellison & 

Steinfield, 2007; Pempek, Yermolayeva and Calvert, 2009; Raacke and Bonds-Raacke , 

2008; Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter & Espinoza, 2008).  

Interpersonal Communication 

Facebook facilitates interpersonal communication by providing channels for 

public and private communication, feedback and peer acceptance. For example, there 

are three types of messaging services available through Facebook – the inbox, which 

works much like a private email system; the “wall,” which is a public area within a user’s 

profile where friends can leave comments; and the “live chat” function that operates 

much like an instant messaging system. Also, a basic form of feedback within Facebook 
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is whether or not a user accepts or rejects a “friend” invitation (Valenzuela, Park & Kee, 

2009).  

To understand the role of online communication, some have used the theoretical 

proposal that users of interactive online forums, including blogs and social networking 

sites, are co-constructing their online environments. The co-construction model implies 

that a user’s online and offline worlds are psychologically connected. With this model, it 

is expected that users bring people and issues from their offline worlds into their online 

worlds (Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter & Espinoza, 2008).  

Previous research on social networking sites has indicated that these sites may 

be used to bridge online and offline social networks (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; 

Haythornthwaite, 2005; Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 2007). One study included a 

qualitative analysis of autobiographical essays written by college students (McMillan & 

Morrison, 2006) in which participants used the Internet to solidify their offline identities. 

The study stated that participants used their virtual online communities to sustain their 

“real life” communities that existed offline, such as using online tools to plan social 

events with their offline friends.  

Lampe, Ellison, and Steinfield (2006) found students were using Facebook more 

for “social searching,” investigating information about someone they already knew 

offline, rather than “social browsing,” or finding people or groups they would like to 

connect with offline. The study found that the majority of users viewed their network as 

peers, instead of university or business related, and so they constructed their profiles 

accordingly. This perception impacted how they used and identified with the site.  
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Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter and Espinoza (2008) measured the overlap 

between face-to-face friends and online social network friends. Results showed that 

49% of respondents’ top face-to-face friends were also their top online social networking 

site friends, and 16% of the sample reported 100% overlap between their top 10 face-

to-face friends and top 10 online social networking friends. In addition, the majority of 

respondents in the study indicated that they only added people as friends in their online 

social networking account if they had met them at least once in person. This is 

consistent with findings by Pempek, Yermolayeva and Calvert (2009), where the 

majority of respondents (77%) said that none of their Facebook friendships originated 

online and 68% reported accepting only people they know offline as friends to their 

Facebook network.  

Socialization and Community 

While socialization is very similar to interpersonal communication, the difference 

is in the reason for seeking the communication channel (Stafford & Gonier, 2004). The 

socialization motive encompasses several reasons including identifying with others and 

gaining a sense of belonging; finding a basis for conversation and social interaction; 

connecting with family, friends, and society; and gaining insight into the circumstances 

of others. Social interaction allows people to develop trust and reciprocity with others, 

which encourages participation in cooperative activities. Facebook allows users to feel 

connected to the community and increases their knowledge of other members (Putnam, 

2002; Urista, Dong & Day, 2009; Valenzuela, Park & Kee, 2009).  

Individuals are often shaped by the communities they belong to, including the 

expected behaviors, morals and ethics. Hoffman (2008) suggests that online social 
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networks present similar characteristics to a traditional community, specifically “in the 

areas of shared norms and values, and extended relationships of caring” (p. 150). 

Online social networks encourage the creation of community by facilitating more 

efficient means of communication between members (Donath & Boyd, 2004; Hoffman, 

2008).  

Kayahara and Wellman (2007) investigated how people use the Internet to seek 

information about culture. In this study, the Internet was rated as the second most used 

source for gathering cultural information (67%), just behind participants’ network of 

friends and family (75%). Facebook provides a surveillance tool allowing users to 

monitor behaviors, beliefs and interests of their network. This function allows users to 

gain social cues for establishing group norms (Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 2007; 

Shoemaker, 1996). Donath and Boyd (2004) argue that analysis of a person’s 

connections helps other people to gain information, form trust, and make decisions 

about them.  

Each time a user logs into Facebook, they get the latest updates about people 

within their network and can reciprocate by posting their own updates. News feeds can 

also be used as a way to facilitate or collect opinions and advice from within a users’ 

network. In addition, Facebook allows users to create or join groups based on common 

interests and activities via the “Facebook Groups” application. The Groups application 

displays each individual’s group memberships as well as groups their friends have 

joined. For example, users who join a political group may have access to information 

not available anywhere else and would have more opportunities to engage in political 

activities (Valenzuela, Park & Kee, 2009).  
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Park, Kee, and Venezuela (2009b), conducted a study to explore the uses and 

gratifications of Facebook groups and their relationship to civic and political 

participation. They identified four needs for using Facebook Groups: socializing, 

entertainment, self-status seeking and information. They found that users of Facebook 

groups were more likely to participate in civic activities. The study indicates that 

Facebook groups are used as a source of information for offline activities and to 

socialize with friends.  

However, Pempek, Yermolayeva and Calvert (2009) examined college students’ 

use of Facebook groups and found that although many participants reported they had 

created and/or joined groups, over half did not interact with groups very often. 

Participants reported belonging to an average of 25 groups. Most respondents reported 

that they never use groups as a forum for discussion for serious topics (79.5%), to talk 

to people with similar interests (75%), to express opinions or interest (61.3%), or to 

connect with others from a real world group (47.7%).  

Facebook Activities, Behaviors and Attitudes 

In addition to investigating why college students use online social networking 

sites, uses and gratification studies generally examine how college students use these 

sites. Lampe, Ellison and Steinfield (2007) investigated the amount of time spent on 

social networking sites by college students and found that 91% of respondents used 

Facebook an average of 10 to 30 minutes per day. Pempek, Yermolayeva and Calvert 

(2009)  reported respondents using Facebook an average of 28 minutes per day, with 

the total time being dispersed throughout the day and not taking place in one session. 

The authors also found that Facebook was integrated as a daily activity regardless of 
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how busy the participants reported being during the time of the study. Raacke and 

Bonds-Raacke (2008) discovered participants spending 88 minutes on their accounts 

and 66 minutes on others’ accounts per day. Users also reported logging into their 

account an average of 4.19 times per day.  

Several studies have explored and reported consistent findings regarding 

frequent activities performed on social networking sites. Most frequent activities 

reported are reading and responding to messages, news feed posts or invitations; 

commenting and posting on the wall or homepage; browsing friends’ profiles, walls and 

pages; viewing and commenting on photos; updating the profile; and interacting with 

Facebook applications (Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 2007; Subrahmanyam, Reich, 

Waechter, & Espinoza, 2008).  

Several studies have employed the uses and gratifications theory to understand 

the motives and needs fulfilled through online social networking sites. The Internet and 

online social networking sites have begun to merge the concepts of interactive 

communication and mass media; therefore, presenting unique motivations and 

gratification factors. Online social networking sites have been linked with facilitating 

interpersonal relationships, socialization and community involvement.  

Purpose 

As online social networking sites continue to emerge as an essential 

communication tool in society, it is important to understand how they are utilized by all 

segments of the population. Previous studies have investigated the use of Facebook 

among college students and young adults. However, as illustrated by current Facebook 

audience data, older adults represent a substantial portion of the social networking 
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site’s members and account for the majority of growth. This study seeks to contribute to 

the existing literature about Facebook audiences by providing an understanding of 

Facebook members who are 35 years of age and older. This study explored motivations 

for this segment rapidly joining Facebook, as well as how this audience uses Facebook. 

The following research questions were investigated. 

RQ1: How much time do Facebook members 35 and older spend on the 

site? 

RQ2: What are the most frequent activities conducted on Facebook by  

members who are 35 years or older? 

RQ3: What gratifications are obtained from Facebook by members 35 and  

older? 

 The following chapter outlines the methodology implemented in conducting this 

study. Methodologies of previous research examined during the literature review are 

considered and adapted in creating the methodology for this study. The methodology 

was designed specifically to answer the research questions of interest to this study as 

stated above. 
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CHAPTER II 

METHODOLOGY 

 A large-scale online survey was utilized in seeking quantitative data about usage 

and motivations of Facebook among members 35 years of age and older. Participants 

were provided an Internet link to a survey about Facebook. An online questionnaire was 

relevant for this study as all respondents were required to be Internet users. The survey 

included closed ended questions, as well as two open-ended questions to investigate 

Facebook usage, frequent activities and motives. The questionnaire was constructed 

using adaptations of measurements from earlier studies reviewed in the previous 

chapter. Details of how these measurements were adapted and the specific studies 

from which they originated are included in the section outlining each variable of the 

survey instrument located later in this chapter. A copy of the full survey questionnaire is 

included in an appendix at the end of this thesis. 

Procedures and Sampling 

To gather respondents for this study, a convenience sample of adults 35 years of 

age or older was developed using a snowball effect from Facebook networks and 

groups. Individuals were contacted via a message to their Facebook inbox, wall or news 

feed, email inbox or other social networking site inbox or news feed. Additional social 

networking sites utilized in gathering respondents for the study were LinkedIn and 

Twitter. Participants were encouraged to post the survey link to people within their 

Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter networks or send the link to other contacts that may fit 

the requirements for the study in order to promote the survey link among as many 

people as possible. Although the survey link was exposed to Internet users of all 
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demographics, an accompanying message provided with the survey link outlined the 

qualifications for participation in the survey. Qualifications for the study were adults 35 

years or older who had a Facebook account and were residents of the United States. In 

compliance with regulations regarding research involving human subjects, a minimal 

review application was submitted to the University of North Texas Institutional Review 

Board and approval was received November 22, 2010.  

Survey Pre-test 

A pretest of the survey instrument was conducted the first week of December 

2010. The pretest included nine test respondents collected from the researcher’s own 

Facebook network of people over 35. Feedback received during the survey pretest 

helped to refine the answer options provided for measuring frequent Facebook 

activities. Pretest respondents suggested it would be easier to estimate frequency of 

engagement with specific activities on Facebook in general terms, rather than a specific 

number of times per day or week. The answer options for measuring frequency of 

Facebook activities were changed from sets of specific numbers (never, 2-3 days per 

week, once a day, 2-3 times per week or 4+ times per week) to more broad terms 

(never, occasionally, monthly, weekly or daily).   

Survey Implementation 

After refining the study with feedback from the pretest, the final survey 

questionnaire was implemented December 8, 2010 and data was collected until January 

24, 2011. A total sample of 378 participants was collected, of which 28 did not fill out the 

survey completely, resulting in a total usable sample of 350 respondents.  
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Variables 

 Time spent using Facebook was established through a question asking 

respondents to indicate the average amount of time they spend on their Facebook 

account per day in hours and minutes. 

 Frequency was determined by asking respondents to choose how often they 

access their Facebook account. Participants were asked to select from the following 

categories: never, 1-3 per week, 4-6 per week, 1-2 per day or 3+ times per day. 

 Duration of Facebook use was established by asking participants to specify when 

they opened their Facebook account. Participants could select from the following 

categories: Less than 1 year ago, 1-2 years ago, 3-4 years ago and 5+ years ago. 

 Frequent activities were defined using 28 typical Facebook activities, some of 

which were adapted from Pempek, Yermolayeva and Calvert (2009), and are listed in 

Table 2. Pempek, Yermolayeva and Calvert’s (2009) list of Facebook activities was 

adapted for the current study as it is the most comprehensive list previously utilized. 

Although the majority of Facebook activities were adapted from the previous study 

noted above, there were five additional activities that are original to this study: posting 

links to other websites, interacting with the live chat function, interacting with 

applications, quizzes or games, browsing company or organization pages, and 

interacting with company or organization pages. There were also two activities included 

in Pempek, Yermolayeva and Calvert’s (2009) study that were excluded from this study: 

reading your mini-feed and posting notes. Changes to the list of Facebook activities 

were appropriate as updates to the site have changed the way users interact on the 
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site, as well as the growing presence of company and organizational pages on 

Facebook. 

Participates were asked to indicate how often they engaged in each activity; 

selecting from the following options: never, occasionally, monthly, weekly or daily. 

Measurement answer options were also revised from Pempek, Yermolayeva and 

Calvert’s (2009) study as this previous study used a 4-point scale (often, sometimes, 

rarely and never), while a 5-point scale is used in the current study using answers 

options refined during the pretest of the survey questionnaire.  

Table 2  

Facebook Activities Measured 
 

1.  Looking at/reading other peoples' profiles 

2.  Looking at photos 

3.  Reading/responding to news feeds 

4.  Reading my own wall posts 

5. Reading posts on others' walls 

6.  Posting on others' walls 

7. Reading private messages from others 

8. Sending private messages 

9. Looking at groups 

10. Resending to/reviewing events or invitations 

11. Adding or removing friends 

12. Updating current status or news feeds 

13. Looking at video links  

14. Tagging or untagging photos 

15. Adding or removing groups 

16. Commenting on photos 
             (table continues) 
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Table 2 (continued). 
 

17. Creating events and sending invitations 

18. Creating groups 

19. Getting information from others 

20. Interacting with groups 

21. Posting videos or links to videos 

22. Posting photos 

23. Posting links to other websites 

24. Updating or editing profile 

25. Interacting with the live chat function 

26. Interacting with applications, quizzes or games 

27. Browsing company or organization pages 

28. Interacting with company or organization pages 
 

Motives for Facebook use were evaluated using a series of scales adapted from 

previous studies (Kim & Haridakis, 2009; Lin, 2005; Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000; 

Schaedel & Clement, 2010; Sheldon, 2008). These motives scales were selected from 

multiple previous studies in order to maximize the number of gratifications measured in 

this study, due to the exploratory nature of investigating the older audience on 

Facebook. Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement using a 5-point 

Likert scale (1 = strongly agree and 5 = strongly disagree) of items as seen in Table 3. 

Ten motivation factors were evaluated: 1) relationship maintenance, which focuses on 

maintaining or strengthening existing offline relationships, 2) passing time, 3) virtual 

community, which is the opposite of the maintaining relationships motive and 

emphasizes relationships developed on Facebook, 4) entertainment, 5) Coolness, 6) 
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companionship, which is related to loneliness and often considered an interpersonal 

need, 7) information seeking, 8) escape, 9) habit and 10) self expression. 

Table 3 

Facebook Motive Scales 
 
Previous Study Motive Scale 

Sheldon (2008);                       
5-point Likert Scale 

Relationship Maintenance 
  I use it to send messages to friends 
  I post messages on my friends' walls 
  It allows me to communicate with my friends 
  It allows me to stay in touch with friends 
  It helps me to get in touch with friends 

  
It enables me to get through to someone who is hard to 
reach 

Virtual Community 
  It allows me to develop romantic relationships 

  
It enables me to find more interesting people than in 
real life 

  It allows me to find companionship 
  It enables me to meet new friends 
Companionship 
  It helps me to feel less lonely 
  I use Facebook when I have no one to talk to or be with 
  I use Facebook so I won't be alone 
Coolness 
  It makes me cool among my peers 
  It allows me to have fun 
  It is cool 

Papacharissi & Rubin 
(2000); 5-point Likert 
Scale 

Passing Time 
  I use it to pass time when I am bored 
  I use it to occupy my time 
  I visit Facebook when I have nothing better to do 
Entertainment 
  To see other people's pictures 
  It is entertaining 
  Using Facebook is enjoyable 
  I just like to use Facebook 

     (table continues) 
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Table 3 (continued). 
 
Previous Study Motive Scale 

 Papacharissi & Rubin 
(2000); 5-point Likert 
Scale (cont.) 

Information Seeking 
  Facebook is a new way to do research 
  It enables me to get information for free 
  It is a place to look for information 

 
It allows me to explore what is out there 

 
It is easy to get information from Facebook 

Schaedel & Clement 
(2010);   7-point 
semantic differential 

Self Expression 

 
Facebook give me information about people 

 
It can use Facebook to judge me 

 
It is part of my self-image 

 
Facebook gives others information about me 

 
It portrays an image of me to others 

Lin (2005);                               
5-point Likert Scale 

Habit 

 
Visiting Facebook is a habit 

 
It is one of the routine things I do when I am online 

  Visiting Facebook is like second nature to me 

Lin (2005);                               
5-point Likert Scale &               
Kim & Haridakis (2009);         
5-point Likert Scale 

Escape 

 
I use it to get away from what I’m doing 

 
I use it to forget about work or other things 

  It makes me forget my problems 
  It lets me escape my worries 

 

Two open-ended questions were also included at the end of the questionnaire to 

explore additional insight into motives and influences for this audience’s use of 

Facebook: 1) Please indicate the number one reason you use Facebook? 2) What was 

the most influential factor in your decision to join Facebook? 

A series of close ended questions were used to collect demographic data, 

including gender, age, education level, income, ethnicity and marital status of the 

sample. Participants were asked to indicate their age based on the following categories: 

35-44, 45-54, 55-64, and 64 and older. Education levels were categorized as less than 

high school, high school, college, and graduate school. Household income categories 
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included less than $25,000, $25,000-$50,000, $50,000-$75,000, and over $75,000. 

Respondents were asked to provide ethnicity based on the following categories: African 

American, Anglo, Asian, Hispanic or other. Marital status was determined as married, 

single or divorced/separated/widowed.  

The following chapter presents results from the online survey conducted among 

Facebook members ages 35 and older. Responses to the questionnaire are examined 

by answering the three research questions guiding this study as stated in chapter I. 

Survey results are arranged by responses that address each research question of the 

study, including time spent on Facebook, frequent activities engaged on the site, and 

gratifications obtained by Facebook use among the sample. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

Sample Characteristics 

The total sample consisted of 350 respondents. The sample skewed female with 

69.4% (n = 243) and 29.4% male (n = 103) subjects. In terms of age, the majority of the 

sample were 35-44 years old (43.4%, n = 152) followed by the 45-54 age group (29.4%, 

n = 103) and the 55-64 age group (22.3%, n = 78), with the 64 and older age group 

making up the smallest portion of the sample (3.7%, n = 13). There were four cases of 

missing values for both age and gender. In terms of ethnicity, the sample was heavily 

skewed toward Anglos (76.6%, n = 268), followed by Hispanics (8.9%, n = 31), African 

Americans (2.3%, n = 8), Asians (1.1%, n = 4) and other race (9.1%, n = 32). There 

were seven participants that chose not to indicate their ethnicity.  

The majority of the sample had attended some college, with 50.6% (n = 177) 

completing some college and 32.6% completing some graduate school (n = 114). The 

remaining 15.1% of the sample had completed a high school education (n = 53), with 

the exception of one respondent who reported having less than a high school education. 

Overall, the bulk of respondents reported having household incomes over $75,000 

(59.7%, n = 209), followed by household incomes of $25,000 to $75,000 (34.6%, n = 

121) and below $25,000 (3.7%, n = 13). The majority of the sample reported being 

married (68.6%, n = 240), while some reported themselves as single (16.6%, n = 58) or 

divorced/separated/widowed (13.6%, n = 47). There were five cases of missing values 

for education level and marital status, while seven respondents did not indicate 

household income level.  
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Time Spent, Access and Membership Longevity 

In determining how much time this audience spends with Facebook, three 

different measurements were collected. First, the most straightforward answer was 

sought by asking respondents to indicate how much time in hours and minutes they 

spent on the site in an average day. Responses to this question on the survey proved 

problematic as the answers ranged from 5 minutes to 45 hours spent on Facebook in a 

given day. Due to the large number (18.8%, n = 66) of respondents that reported time 

spent with Facebook exceeding the possible number of hours in a day, this portion of 

the sample was eliminated from the results in an effort to report a more accurate 

average. Of the responses included (81.1%, n = 284) in the results, participants 

indicated spending an average of 4 hours and 53 minutes on Facebook each day (M = 

293.6, SD = 354.110). Results for time spent in hours and minutes as reported by the 

sample of this study are also provided in more detail, with frequency of responses by 

time category in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Time Spent by Category 
Time Spent  Frequency % Total 
0-30 minutes 31 11% 
31-60 minutes 67 24% 
1:01-2 hours 66 23% 
2:01-3 hours 25 9% 
3:01-4 hours 9 3% 
4:01-5 hours 15 5% 
5:01-6 hours 2 1% 
8 hours 2 1% 
10 hours 20 7% 
12 hours 1 0% 

    (table continues) 
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Table 4 (continued). 

Time Spent  Frequency % Total 
14 hours 1 0% 
15 hours 31 11% 
20 hours 14 5% 
Total 284 100% 

Furthermore, a question was included to determine how often this audience 

tends to access Facebook (M = 3.78, SD = 1.178). Participants were asked to select 

from options including never, 1-3 per week, 4-6 per week, 1-2 per day or 3+ times per 

day. The majority of respondents indicated they access Facebook on a daily basis, as 

26% (n = 91) reported they access the site 1-2 times daily and 36.9% (n = 129) reported 

they access the site 3 or more times per day. The second largest group stated they 

access Facebook on a weekly basis, with 18.6% (n = 65) accessing the site 1-3 times 

per week and 16.9% (n = 59) accessing the site 4-6 times per week. Only a small 

amount (1.7%, n = 6) of the sample reported that they never access Facebook.  

Lastly, a question was included on the survey to gain perspective on how long 

this audience had been a member of Facebook (M = 2.22, SD = .737). Participants 

could select from options including less than 1 year ago, 1-2 years ago, 3-4 years ago 

and 5+ years ago. Just over half (54%, n = 189) of respondents were relatively new to 

the site, having an account for 1-2 years. While over a quarter (27.4%, n = 96) reported 

having an account for 3-4 years and a smaller number (4.3%, n = 15) having an account 

for over 5 years. Some respondents (14.3%, n = 50) were new to Facebook, joining the 

site less than a year ago. 
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Facebook Activities 

 In terms of activities on Facebook, most respondents reported engaging in a 

majority of activities occasionally. There were only two activities for which the bulk of 

respondents reported performing on a daily basis: reading one’s own wall posts (M = 

3.81, SD = 1.38) and reading and responding to news feeds (M = 3.56, SD = 1.54). 

Among these activities, just over 40% of responses for reading my own wall posts were 

also allocated to weekly or occasionally, and a quarter of respondents reported reading 

and responding to news feeds occasionally. There were a few activities where 

engagement frequency was dispersed among daily, weekly or occasionally. These 

activities included reading private messages (M = 3.26, SD = 1.32), sending private 

messages (M = 2.99, SD = 1.23) and looking at photos (M = 3.54, SD = 1.25).  

Several activities were reported by a majority of participants as being performed 

occasionally, including updating or editing one’s profile (M = 2.23, SD = .80), adding or 

removing friends (M = 2.69, SD = 1.03), responding to or reviewing events or invitations 

(M = 2.31, SD = 1.11), reviewing other people’s profiles (M = 3.11, SD = 1.32), posting 

photos (M = 2.47, SD = .98), commenting on photos (M = 2.82, SD = 1.20), tagging or 

untagging photos (M = 2.13, SD = 1.04), looking at video links (M = 2.48, SD = 1.24), 

looking at groups (M = 2.05, SD = 1.02), getting information from others (M = 2.50, SD = 

1.30), reading or posting on others’ walls (M = 3.29, SD = 1.38), and updating current 

status or news feed (M = 3.14, SD = 1.40). Of these activities, there were some that 

showed a slightly more diverse distribution among respondents. There were five 

activities where the majority of participants reported engaging occasionally, although a 

large number of responses also indicated these activities were performed daily or 
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weekly. These activities included looking at others’ profiles, reading posts on others’ 

walls, posting on others’ walls, commenting on photos, and updating current status or 

news feed. There was one activity, posting photos, for which almost a fourth of 

participants also reported engaging monthly. Also, four activities with the majority of 

responses indicated as engaged occasionally also had a large number of responses for 

never engaging. These activities were responding to or reviewing events or invitations, 

looking at groups, tagging or untagging photos, and getting information from others.  

There were three activities where frequency of engagement was almost evenly 

dispersed among occasionally and never. These activities include interacting with the 

live chat function (M = 2.09, SD = 1.19), browsing company or organization pages (M = 

1.85, SD = .97) and adding or removing groups (M = 1.69, SD = .82).  

Finally, activities where the majority of respondents reported never engaging 

included creating groups (M = 1.25, SD = .58), creating events and invitations (M = 

1.39, SD = .701), interacting with applications, quizzes or games (M = 1.83, SD = 1.32), 

interacting with company or organization pages (M = 1.64, SD = .83), interacting with 

groups (M = 1.71, SD = .90), posting links to videos (M = 1.87, SD = 1.07), and posting 

links to other websites (M = 1.99, SD = 1.18). It is important to note that among all 

activities where the bulk of respondents reported never engaging, a large number of 

respondents also reported performing those tasks occasionally. The Facebook activity 

with the least amount of reported engagement was creating groups, with almost 80% of 

participants indicating they never create groups. A full disclosure of the Facebook 

activities measured and reported engagement is listed in Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Frequency of Engagement with Facebook Activities 
 

Facebook Activities %  
Daily 

% 
Weekly 

% 
Monthly 

% 
Occasionally 

%  
Never 

Reading my own wall posts 47.1 20.0 5.4 21.1 6.3 
Reading/responding to news feeds 45.1 14.9 2.9 25.1 12.0 
Looking at photos 29.1 30.0 8.3 30.9 1.7 
Reading private messages from 
others 20.6 32.0 9.1 29.1 9.1 

Sending private messages 11.4 31.4 11.4 36.6 9.1 
Updating or editing profile 1.4 7.7 14.3 65.7 10.9 
Adding or removing friends 6.6 18.3 17.1 54.0 4.0 
Resending to/reviewing events or 
invitations 4.3 15.1 10.3 48.0 22.3 

Looking at/reading other peoples' 
profiles 23.1 19.1 7.1 46.6 4.0 

Posting photos 2.6 14.3 24.3 45.4 13.4 
Looking at video links 8.3 18.0 8.6 43.7 21.4 
Looking at groups 2.9 8.6 12.3 43.7 32.6 
Commenting on photos 10.3 24.3 12.6 43.1 9.7 
Tagging or untagging photos 2.6 10.6 14.3 42.6 30.0 
Getting information from others 11.7 13.4 11.1 40.3 23.4 
Reading posts on others' walls 27.7 22.6 7.7 34.6 7.4 
Posting on others' walls 23.4 27.1 8.9 33.7 6.9 
Updating current status or news 
feeds 23.1 24.3 8.0 32.9 11.7 

Interacting with the live chat 
function 5.1 12.3 7.4 36.3 38.9 

Browsing company or organization 
pages 2.0 6.6 8.6 40.3 42.6 

Adding or removing groups 0.9 3.4 7.1 41.1 47.4 
Creating groups 0.6 0.9 1.4 17.4 79.7 
Creating events and sending 
invitations 0.6 1.4 4.9 22.9 70.3 

Interacting with applications, 
quizzes or games 11.7 2.0 3.4 23.7 59.1 

Interacting with company or 
organization pages 0.9 3.4 7.7 34.6 53.4 

Interacting with groups 0.9 6.6 6.0 36.0 50.6 
Posting videos or links to videos 2.6 9.4 7.7 33.1 47.1 
Posting links to other websites 4.0 11.7 9.7 28.3 46.3 

(n = 350) 
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Gratifications Obtained from Facebook 

In analyzing gratifications obtained from Facebook by members 35 years of age 

and older, an exploratory factor analysis of the 10 motive scales included in the survey 

was conducted using principle axis factoring and Promax rotation. Principal axis 

factoring is recommended for gratification studies as it accounts for only the common 

variance in the variable scales, as opposed to principle component factoring which also 

includes unique and error variance. Therefore, principle axis analysis is most 

appropriate for this study as it is focused on concentration of the measures (Dobos & 

Dimmick, 1988). Promax rotation is most appropriate for this study over Varimax 

rotation, which assumes each factor as independent, which is not the case in this study 

(Dimmick, 2010). After the initial exploratory factor analysis was conducted an additional 

analysis was limited to five factors based on the number of low loadings and small 

variance obtained beyond five factors. Factors loadings were analyzed from the pattern 

matrix and considered acceptable at .40 or higher, with a minimum eigenvalue of 1.0 

and at least three variables defining each factor.  

Ten motive scales were utilized to measure gratifications obtained from 

Facebook on the questionnaire: Relationship maintenance (α = .850), passing time (α = 

.795), virtual community (α = .727), entertainment (α = .833), coolness (α = .651), 

companionship (α = .815), information seeking (α = .837), escape (α = .901), habit (α = 

.860) and self expression (α = .746). However, factor analysis reduced the scales into 

five factors.  Factor analysis yielded five factors accounting for 60.31% of the total 

variance: interpersonal habitual entertainment, virtual companionship escape, 

information seeking, self expression and passing time. The interpersonal habitual 
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entertainment factor consisted of the greatest number of variables (13) and accounted 

for 37.54% of variance. The highest loading variables were: using Facebook is 

enjoyable, I just like to use Facebook, it allows me to communicate with my friends, 

visiting Facebook is a habit and it allows me to stay in touch with friends. Gratification 

measurement scales from the survey represented in this factor were relationship 

maintenance (5 of 6 items), habit, entertainment (3 of 4 items) and coolness (2 of 3 

items). Virtual companionship escape was the factor with the second highest number of 

variables (12) and accounted for 9.65% of variance. All items from the virtual 

community, companionship and escape motive scales were represented in this factor, 

as well as one item from the coolness gratification measurement. Top loading variables 

for this factor were: I use Facebook so I won’t be alone, it makes me forget my 

problems, it allows me to find companionship, it lets me escape my worries and it allows 

me to develop romantic relationships. 

The remaining three factors were composed of items specific to the motive 

scales used in the survey. The information seeking factor contained five variables, 

representing all items included in the motive scale, and accounted for 5.73% of the 

variance. The self expression factor included all five variables used for the motive scale 

and accounted for 3.91% of variance. The last factor, passing time, consisted of all 

three items included in the motive scale and accounted for 3.45% of variance. A list of 

all five factors and eigenvalues can be seen in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Factor Loadings of Facebook Motives ("Please indicate how much you agree with each statement:") 
 
  1 2 3 4 5 

Factor 1: 
Interpersonal 
Habitual 
Entertainment 

Using Facebook is enjoyable .893 -.001 .004 -.126 -.007 
I just like to use Facebook .891 .013 -.006 -.242 .157 
It allows me to communicate with my friends .816 -.099 -.031 .081 -.042 
Visiting Facebook is a habit  .786 .155 -.171 .045 .104 
It allows me to stay in touch with friends .784 -.194 .043 .132 -.029 
It is entertaining .750 .033 .144 -.192 .152 
Visiting Facebook is like second nature to me .743 .186 -.166 .080 -.006 
It is one of the routine things I do when I am online .733 .067 -.150 -.009 .174 
It helps me to get in touch with friends .723 -.192 .151 .107 -.045 
It allows me to have fun .673 .064 .128 -.042 .090 
I use it to send messages to friends .647 -.079 .201 -.028 -.046 
It is cool .645 .173 .022 -.138 -.063 
I post messages on my friends' walls .644 -.066 .057 -.027 .140 

Factor 2: 
Virtual 
Companionship 
Escape 

I use Facebook so I won’t be alone -.109 .889 .046 -.019 -.098 
It makes me forget my problems -.077 .792 .117 -.058 .137 
It allows me to find companionship .062 .720 -.043 .137 -.056 
It lets me escape my worries -.079 .713 .076 -.029 .260 
It allows me to develop romantic relationships .135 .687 -.135 .165 -.350 
I use Facebook when I have no one to talk to or be 
with -.045 .666 .013 .027 .288 

(table continues) 
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Table 6 (continued). 

  1 2 3 4 5 

Factor 2 (cont.) 

It enables me to find more interesting people than in 
real life -.060 .660 .347 -.188 -.085 

It helps me to feel less lonely .147 .617 -.142 .316 -.039 
I use it to get away from what I'm doing -.131 .528 .062 .017 .509 
It makes me cool among my peers .034 .521 .013 .246 .002 
I use it to forget about work or other things -.075 .504 -.023 .141 .422 
It enables me to meet new friends .211 .490 .379 -.296 -.347 

Factor 3: 
Information 
Seeking 

It is a place to look for information -.023 -.055 .794 .140 .086 
It enables me to get information for free -.002 .161 .760 .019 -.047 
It is easy to get information from Facebook .087 -.079 .600 .192 .160 
Facebook is a new way to do research .090 .076 .548 .271 -.133 
It allows me to explore what is out there .112 .130 .514 .083 .202 

Factor 4: Self 
Expression 

People can use Facebook to judge me -.327 .163 .142 .723 .096 
It portrays an image of me to others -.096 .126 .117 .654 .121 
Facebook gives me information about people .328 -.214 .081 .538 .106 
Facebook gives others information about me .356 -.010 .113 .455 -.168 
It is part of my self-image .231 .395 -.103 .451 -.128 

Factor 5: 
Passing Time 

I visit Facebook when I have nothing better to do .101 -.166 .109 .056 .761 
I use it to pass time when I am bored .292 .088 -.099 .013 .609 
I use it to occupy my time .276 .273 -.114 .026 .473 

 Cronbach's Alpha 0.94 0.91 0.84 0.70 0.80 
 Eigenvalue 9.73 7.79 3.22 2.82 1.84 
 % of total variance explained 37.54 9.65 5.73 3.91 3.48 

Note. 1 = strongly agree and 5 = strongly disagree.
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There were two items included in the original 10 motive scales that did not load 

to any of the factors. These items include “to see other people’s pictures” from the 

entertainment motive scale and “it enables me to get through to someone who is hard to 

reach” from the relationship maintenance motive scale. All other motive scale items 

loaded as one of the five factors.  

Inter-factor correlations are low between all factors. The highest correlation was 

between interpersonal habitual entertainment and virtual companionship escape 

(0.512), which remains within the low range. All other inter-factor correlations indicated 

very low correlations between each factor. Table 7 provides the full inter-factor 

correlation matrix.  

Table 7 
 
Inter-factor Correlation Matrix 
 

Component Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 

Factor 1: Interpersonal habitual entertainment 0.450 0.381 0.512 0.361 

Factor 2: Virtual companionship escape  0.386 0.330 0.431 

Factor 3: Information Seeking   0.227 0.137 

Factor 4: Self Expression    0.239 

Factor 5: Passing Time     

Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement using a 5-point 

Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) with each statement. The 

strongest gratification factor was interpersonal habitual entertainment (M = 4.14, SD = 

.71), which consisted of four of the original motive scales (relationship maintenance, 

entertainment, habit and coolness).  Passing time (M = 3.88, SD = .59) and self 
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expression (M = 3.52, SD = .62) were also significant motives for using Facebook 

among members 35 and older. These factors remained consistent with the original 

motive scales. The two factors found to be less salient reasons for using Facebook 

were information seeking (M = 3.43, SD = .54), which was also consistent with the 

original motive scale, and virtual companionship escape (M = 3.33, SD = .52), which 

was comprised of three original motive scales (virtual community, companionship and 

escape). Means for each factor are reported in Table 8. 

Table 8 

Gratification Factor Means 
 

Factor Mean Std. Dev. 

Interpersonal habitual entertainment 4.14 0.71 

Passing time 3.88 0.59 

Self Expression 3.52 0.62 

Information seeking 3.44 0.54 

Virtual companionship escape 3.33 0.52 

 

Due to the explorative nature of this study in examining an older audience on 

Facebook, two open-ended questions were also included in the questionnaire to gather 

additional qualitative responses regarding possible motivations or influences for this 

audiences’ use of Facebook. The two questions included in the questionnaire were: 

“Please indicate the number one reason you use Facebook” and “What was the most 

influential factor in your decision to join Facebook?” Responses to each question were 

categorized into general groups of similar answers for a comprehensive analysis.  



38 

The first open-ended question asked participants to indicate the number one 

reason they use Facebook. This question yielded 19 response groups. The largest 

number of responses indicated that members use Facebook to connect with people. 

The largest response group was to connect with friends, family and coworkers; to see 

what people I know are up to; and to see what people post (46.2%, n = 147). Other 

response groups, to connect with people I don’t see often or that live far away (14.8%, n 

= 47) and to reconnect with old friends or classmates (11%, n = 35) were also reported 

by a large percentage of the sample.  

Remaining individual response groups accounted for less than 5% of answers 

each, including to view or share photos (4.7%, n = 15), to stay in touch with or keep an 

eye on my kids (4.1%, n = 13), I was encouraged by friends or family (4.1%, n = 13), it’s 

entertaining or just for fun (2.5%, n = 8), to gather information or research (2.2%, n = 7), 

it seemed necessary or because so many people I know are on it (1.9%, n = 6), for 

business or job purposes (1.6%, n = 5), boredom or just for something to do (1.6%, n = 

5), to play games (1.6%, n = 5), curiosity (1.3%, n = 4), I have a profile, but don't use 

Facebook (0.6%, n = 2), It is easy to use (0.3%, n = 1), politics (0.3%, n = 1), to tell 

people about my blog (0.3%, n = 1), to keep up with the music scene (0.3%, n = 1), to 

show off my art (0.3%, n = 1). A list of the response groups and frequencies for the first 

open-ended question can be found in Table 9. There were 32 cases of missing values 

for the first open-ended question.  
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Table 9 

Open-Ended Response Groups: Please Indicate the Number One Reason You Use 
Facebook 
 

Response Freq % Total 
It's a way to connect with friends, family and coworkers; See what 
people I know are up to; See what people post 147 46.2% 

To connect with people I don't see often or that live far away 47 14.8% 
To reconnect with old friends/classmates 35 11.0% 
To view/share pictures 15 4.7% 
To stay in touch with/keep an eye on my kids 13 4.1% 
I was encouraged by friends or family 13 4.1% 
It's entertaining; Just for fun 8 2.5% 
To gather information/Research 7 2.2% 
It seemed necessary; Because so many people I know are on it 6 1.9% 
For business/job purposes 6 1.9% 
Boredom; Just for something to do 5 1.6% 
To play games 5 1.6% 
Curiosity 4 1.3% 
I have a profile, but don't use Facebook 2 0.6% 
It is easy to use 1 0.3% 
Politics 1 0.3% 
To tell people about my blog 1 0.3% 
To keep up with the music scene 1 0.3% 
to show off my art 1 0.3% 
 Total 318 100.0% 

 

The second open-ended question asked, “what was the most influential factor in 

your decision to join Facebook?” This question yielded 22 groups of responses. The 

largest number of responses indicated participants were influenced by other people who 

had become members of the site or the ability to stay in touch with friends and family. 

The three response groups with the greatest number of responses were everyone was 

doing it or because so many people I know were on it (18.2%, n = 54), to stay in touch 

with friends and family or to read what others post (15.2%, n = 45), and I was 
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encouraged or pressured by friends or family (14.9%, n = 44).  Other response groups 

with a significant number of answers included to reconnect with old friends or 

classmates (8.4%, n = 25), for business or job purposes (8.1%, n = 24), to stay in touch 

with or keep an eye on my kids (6.8%, n = 20), and to connect with people I don’t see 

often or that live far way (5.7%, n = 17).   

Remaining individual response groups accounted for less than 5% of answers 

each, including to view or share pictures (4.1%, n = 12), to keep up with a specific 

offline group or organization (3.7%, n = 11), curiosity (2.7%, n = 8), someone else 

created my profile (2%, n = 6), don’t remember (2%, n = 6), easy to use (1.7%, n = 5), 

it’s better than Myspace (1.7%, n = 5), just thought it would be fun (1%, n = 3), found it 

interesting (.07%, n = 2), to exchange news and information (.07%, n = 2), politics 

(.07%, n = 2), privacy options (.07%, n = 2), its free (.03%, n = 1), I have a profile, but 

don’t use Facebook (.03%, n = 1), and to play games (.03%, n = 1). A list of the 

response groups and frequencies for the second open-ended question can be found in 

Table 10. There were 54 cases of missing values for the second open-ended question.  

Table 10 

Open-Ended Response Groups: What was the Most Influential Factor in Your Decision 
to Join Facebook? 
 

Response Freq % Total 
Everyone was doing it; Because so many people I know were on it 54 18.2% 
To stay in touch with friends and family; Read what others post 45 15.2% 
I was encouraged/pressured by friends or family 44 14.9% 
To reconnect with old friends/classmates 25 8.4% 
For business/job purposes 24 8.1% 
To stay in touch with/keep an eye on my kids 20 6.8% 
To connect with people I don't see often or that live far away 17 5.7% 

(table continues) 
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Table 10 (continued). 

Response Freq % Total 
To view/share pictures 12 4.1% 
To keep up with a specific offline group or organization 11 3.7% 
Curiosity 8 2.7% 
Someone else created my profile 6 2.0% 
Don't remember 6 2.0% 
Easy to use 5 1.7% 
It is better than MySpace 5 1.7% 
Just thought it would be fun 3 1.0% 
Found it interesting 2 0.7% 
To exchange news and information 2 0.7% 
Politics 2 0.7% 
Privacy options 2 0.7% 
It is free 1 0.3% 
I have a profile, but don't use Facebook 1 0.3% 
To play games 1 0.3% 
  Total    296 100.0% 

The next chapter concludes the study and provides analysis and discussion of 

the survey results as they compare to findings from previous studies conducted among 

younger Facebook audiences. Although findings of this study reveal many similarities 

for motives and uses of Facebook among members who are 35 and older and younger 

audiences previously examined, some unique characteristics are also established 

among this sample of older Facebook members. A summary of the contributions and 

limitations of this study are also provided, along with suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

The survey instrument used in this study sought to answer three research 

questions, as stated in Chapter I, investigating uses and motivations of Facebook 

among members 35 years of age and older.   

The first research question explored the amount of time spent on Facebook by 

members 35 and older. Results indicated that an average of almost 5 hours was spent 

on Facebook each day among this audience. When compared to previous studies that 

examined time spent on Facebook by younger adults and students, time spent reported 

in this study of older audiences is much higher. Prior findings reported for time spent on 

Facebook by younger adults and students has ranged from 10 minutes to 2.5 hours 

(Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 2007; Pempek, Yermolayeva & Calvert, 2009; Raacke & 

Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Sheldon, 2008).  To some extent, this finding could be an 

indication of the overall increase in presence and consumption of social networking 

sites across all audiences, as well as a reflection of the difficulties experienced with this 

question on the survey instrument as discussed in chapter III. However, these findings 

are a clear indication that this older audience is spending similar amounts of time, if not 

more, compared to younger audiences on Facebook. 

In addition, the majority (63%) of participants in this study reported accessing the 

site daily, with 37% accessing the site 3 or more times a day. This is consistent with 

earlier findings among younger adults and students that indicated total time being 

dispersed throughout the day and not taking place in one session (Pempek, 

Yermolayeva & Calvert, 2009; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Sheldon, 2008). 
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However, 36% of respondents in this study also reported accessing the site on a weekly 

basis, suggesting that frequency of access on the site is diverse among this older 

audience on Facebook.  

This could be due to the fact that many Facebook members within this older 

demographic are new to the site, with over half of the sample joining the site only 1-2 

years ago and over a quarter having an account for 3-4 years. Previous studies have 

found that longevity of Facebook membership may result in varied amounts of time 

spent on the site. Lampe, Ellison and Steinfield (2007) conducted two identical surveys 

a semester apart and found that while the same number of users in the second survey 

reported spending less than 30 minutes per day on the site, a fewer number of users 

reported spending more than an hour a day on Facebook. Also, the age demographic of 

35 years and older is much broader compared with a sample of college age students 

and a much more diverse set of characteristics is represented. 

The second research question examined the most frequent activities engaged on 

Facebook by this audience. Many activities reported by participants of this study were 

very similar to earlier findings reported among younger audiences, including reading 

and responding to wall posts, news feeds and invitations, updating the profile, looking at 

and reading other peoples' profiles and looking at photos (Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 

2007; Pempek, Yermolayeva & Calvert, 2009; Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter, & 

Espinoza, 2008). In general, Facebook members 35 and older tend to use the site most 

often for communication with people in their network, which is also reflected in previous 

findings reported for younger audiences (Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 2007; Pempek, 
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Yermolayeva & Calvert, 2009; Ray, 2007; Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter, & 

Espinoza, 2008; Urista, Dong & Day, 2009).  

However, one finding unique to this study is the more frequent reported use of 

private messages than indicated in earlier studies of younger audiences. Pempek, 

Yermolayeva and Calvert (2009) found that respondents from their sample of 

undergraduate students preferred interacting with friends in a public wall space over 

private exchanges. This could be due to inexperience of this older audience on 

Facebook as this segment tends to be newer to the online social media environment 

and may be more familiar with email, as suggested by Westlake (2008) in discussing 

differences of generational perspectives on technology. Boyd (2010) also argues that 

teens are more equipped to navigate social networking sites since they have grown up 

with the Internet and are inherently familiar with the social rules that accompany online 

networks. Older adults may find communication within online networks discomforting 

since they are more aware of the differences from traditional publics and forms of 

communications (Boyd, 2010). This finding may also be linked to an increased 

awareness of privacy concerns on the Internet. A series of updated privacy settings 

have been released for Facebook over the last few years, as well as pending 

government regulations for Internet consumer data mining and advertising targeting 

(Valentino-Devries & Steel, 2011). 

Lastly, in regards to frequent activities, Facebook members within this older 

audience reported more frequent engagement in activities of surveillance rather than 

participation. For example, a large percentage of respondents reported reading wall 

posts and looking at pictures on a daily or weekly basis, while only updating their own 



45 

status or news feed or posting pictures themselves occasionally. Furthermore, many 

participants reported occasionally accepting event invitations or looking at, adding or 

removing groups, but the majority reported that they never create event invitations or 

interact with groups. This is reinforced by the open-ended question that asked 

participants to indicate the number one reason they use Facebook, with the largest 

response group indicating that participants use the site most to connect with people, 

see what people are up to and see what people post. Pempek, Yermolayeva & Calvert 

(2009) also reported a high frequency of “online lurking” among undergraduate students 

and Ray (2007) identified surveillance as a motive for social networking sites among 

college students. However, Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter, & Espinoza (2008) found 

higher propensity for activities that indicated participation, such as posting on others’ 

walls and sending invitations among younger audiences. 

Older audiences have been found to demonstrate more passive media 

consumption online as is associated with traditional forms of media, such as broadcast 

television or radio. A collaborative research project conducted by PHD and MRI 

research firms highlighted some key generational differences in consumption of new 

media platforms. The research focused on three age categories, including Generation 

Y, representing ages 18-29, Generation X, as ages 30-44 and Baby Boomers, referring 

to ages 45-60. Authors of the study noted that adoption of new media platforms is 

different from embracing the technology. The study found Generation Y to be more 

passionate about emergent media, while older consumers were more reluctant 

adopters. This hesitant attitude is reflected in the results of the open-ended questions of 
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this study as many respondents reported peer pressure or the large number of people 

who were on Facebook as being the most influential reason for them joining the site.  

PHD and MRI found that use of new media platforms among the Baby Boomer 

group was indicated as more of an extension of traditional media behaviors, while 

Generation X respondents were more likely to adopt new media behaviors. Members of 

both Generation X and Baby Boomer groups indicated a perception of media production 

as an area for “specialists,” while Generation Y participants felt constrained by 

traditional media creators. In addition, although Baby Boomer groups reported 

consuming user generated content, they were more likely to be passive users. Members 

of this group reported viewing, but not creating content (White, Vogel, Baim, Galin & 

Murnane, 2007). Similar findings are reflected in a study commissioned by Motorola, 

which found that a vast majority of Millennials (71%) were interested in customizable 

applications for their televisions, compared to 56% of Generation X and 46% of Baby 

Boomers. These findings reinforce the idea that younger generations are more likely to 

engage with media, while older audience tend toward more passive consumption.  

Media consumption habits begin formation early in life and the media with which 

an audience grows up can have an effect on the way they perceive media as they age. 

Older generations’ familiarity with traditional, one-to-many media formats that foster 

more passive consumption may extend to their behaviors on social networking sites. 

While many participants of the PHD and MRI study said they had modified their media 

habits in some way, most participants admitted that their parents’ media habits had an 

impact on their media consumption. Therefore, members of older generational groups 

had more traditional media habits passed down to them. Respondents of the Baby 
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Boomer group reported parents reading more newspapers, while TV was indicated as a 

major medium among Generation X and Generation Y parents. Only members of 

Generation Y reported Internet usage as a media consumption habit passed on to them 

from their parents. 

The final research question explored gratifications obtained from Facebook by 

members 35 and older. Five gratification factors were identified as motives for using 

Facebook among participants, although only three factors were determined as salient. 

The strongest gratification factor for Facebook use indicated in this study was 

interpersonal habitual entertainment, which is a combination of relationship 

maintenance, entertainment and habit motive scales. This suggests that participants 

view the site as an entertaining way to communicate with people they know. Kim and 

Haridakis (2009) also identified a motive factor that combined entertainment and habit 

for uses and gratifications of the Internet, composed of items that reflected both habitual 

use and using the Internet to be entertained. The interpersonal habitual entertainment 

gratification factor consists of similar items found to be central motives for social 

networking sites among younger audiences in previous studies, including relationship 

formation and reinforcement, relationship maintenance, convenient communication, 

social utility, entertainment and habit. Social gratifications, such as connecting with new 

and old friends, keeping up with friends and family and a convenient way of 

interpersonal communication, are the dominant overarching gratifications found for 

Facebook use across all audiences. However, entertainment is also indicated as a 

strong motivation for using social networking sites (Lin, 2005;Ray, 2007; Raacke & 

Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Sheldon, 2008; Urista, Dong & Day, 2009). 
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The other two significant gratification factors identified in this study were self 

expression and passing time. Earlier studies of younger Facebook audiences also 

identified similar motives to passing time (Ray, 2007; Sheldon, 2008). Self-expression is 

an effective gratification factor established in this study that is not as consistent in prior 

studies. Raacke and Bonds-Raacke (2008) found that students reported items of self 

expression as less common than other items, while the findings of Lampe, Ellison and 

Steinfield (2007) suggested that students utilized Facebook profiles as an accurate 

representation of themselves online. Neither of these motives are as widely represented 

in previous studies of younger social networking site audiences. Further research could 

establish whether self expression is more salient among older audiences and if passing 

time emerges as a substantial motive for using social networking sites.  

Responses to the exploratory open-ended questions also revealed some 

additional unique possible motives to be considered in future research. When asked 

about the main reason for Facebook use or the most influential factor for joining the site, 

some participants indicated peer pressure, children, and business or job implications as 

being factors for their Facebook use. Further investigation into these elements might 

yield new information. 

 Connecting with old friends or classmates was also a theme introduced through 

the open-ended questions included in the survey. Although, this is also a familiar trend 

introduced in prior studies of college students. Prior studies among undergraduate 

students have revealed that many participants used social networking sites to reconnect 

with old acquaintances, grade school and high school classmates (Pempek, 

Yermolayeva & Calvert, 2009; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). 
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Contributions of the Study 

Online social networking sites are increasingly present as a medium of 

consumption across diverse audiences, acting as a changing force for interpersonal 

communication and media interaction. As social networking sites continue to grow as an 

essential means of communication, it is important to understand how and why each 

demographic segment is using these sites. Facebook is the most popular social 

networking site in the U.S. Current Facebook audience data indicates that older adults 

represent a substantial portion of the site’s members, as well as the largest growth 

segment. Therefore, it is important to understand the motivations for this segment 

rapidly joining Facebook, as well as how this audience uses Facebook. Older age 

demographics are a fairly new segment to the online social networking landscape that 

has not been investigated in previous studies. This study represents the first large-scale 

study to explore older audiences’ use of social networking sites in the U.S. The findings 

of this study seek to provide a baseline of knowledge for this audience on Facebook.  

Practical Implications 

This study has several implications for consideration among marketing, 

advertising and business industries. According to the U.S. Census Bureau as of 2009 

projections, 52% of the population is 35 years of age or older. This represents a critical 

audience for marketers, not only by sheer size but for buying power as well. The baby 

Baby Boomer generation, born between 1946 and 1964, spent $3.8 trillion in 2007 and 

are projected to spend as much as $4.6 trillion by 2015 (Baby Boomer Buying Power, 

2008; Whitney, 2008). Older audiences represent the largest number of homeowners 

with families and make up a bulk of both household and high-end purchases. According 
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to Nielsen, this audience accounted for nearly $230 billion in sales of consumer 

packaged goods and represented 55% of total sales in the category in 2008. Nielsen 

tracked purchases of over 6,500 brands and found that baby Baby Boomers were 

responsible for 50% of purchases for 72% of those brands (Baby Boomer Buying 

Power, 2008).  

As advertising budgets continue to shift from traditional media to the Internet, 

social networking sites are a platform that are increasingly included in marketing plans 

and strategies (eMarketer, 2007). Results of this study indicate that adults 35 and older 

are active consumers of Facebook content, spending an average of almost five hours 

per day on the site and the majority of the sample reporting access to the site on a daily 

basis. From these baseline findings regarding this audience, it is clear that this audience 

allocates a substantial amount of time to the site.  Even with the increase of media 

multitasking and convergence, a shift in attention from other media to social networking 

sites is evident. Facebook represents a major opportunity for reaching this demographic 

segment as it is the social networking site with the greatest representation of this 

audience in the U.S.   

As businesses and marketers seek to take advantage of Facebook as a valid 

strategy for reaching people who are 35 and older, creativity and strategic tactics are 

crucial. A majority of participants in this study reported never interacting with company 

or organization pages, while only 40% said they occasionally browse organization or 

company pages. Industry studies also show that click-through rates for display ads on 

Facebook are very low (Baker, 2009). According to these findings, hosting a company 

page or purchasing advertising space on Facebook is not a sufficient strategy for 
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utilizing the site to make consumer connections. Businesses and marketers will need to 

consider audience insights, such as the findings offered in this study, to develop 

innovative solutions for engaging audiences on Facebook.  

Findings presented in this study indicate that Facebook may be a more 

appropriate platform for building brand awareness and loyalty through applications or 

strategies that help facilitate communication with one’s network or provide 

entertainment, as these were established as the strongest gratification factors among 

members who are 35 and older, as well as younger audiences. Strategies might also be 

implemented to drive traffic to a company or organization website. Opportunities may 

also exist for utilizing members’ friend networks to garner social brand influence and 

reference. Consumers are much more receptive to brand information expressed by 

members of their social network over brand pages as friends are perceived to have 

similar opinions and values (Husman, 2010). Several digital technology companies, 

including Facebook, have begun to investigate how the friend networks on social 

networking sites might be exploited by marketers and advertisers (Baker, 2009). 

Theoretical Implications 

In addition to the business and marketing implications of this study, the growth of 

social networking sites among all audiences, including those who are 35 years and 

older has an impact on the fundamental characteristics of interpersonal communication, 

development of community, collection of social norms and formation of social identity. 

As discussed in regard to uses and gratifications theory, it suggests that people select 

media based on their needs which are influenced by social and psychological factors. 

Studying media outlets from this perspective provides insight not only about motivations 
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and influences of the media, but what social and psychological functions they serve 

(Katz, Haas & Gurevitch, 1973). Boyd (2010) refers to social networking sites as 

“networked publics” and compares them to traditional publics, suggesting that as a 

result of their unique properties, networked publics will influence the roles people play in 

society and blur the boundaries between public and private. Online social networks 

connect diverse facets of each individual’s social world and some audiences may be 

“invisible” or unintended, allowing people to connect for social, cultural and civic 

purposes beyond their close friends and family (Boyd, 2010). 

Online social networking sites have evolved interpersonal communication by 

providing members with a comprehensive and convenient way to communicate, 

allowing constant and immediate interaction with family, friends, and others (Sheldon, 

2008; Urista, Dong & Day, 2009). As indicated in this study and many studies of 

younger adults, social networking sites are not viewed as beneficial for meeting new 

people, but rather for shaping, fostering and adding visibility to existing relationships 

(Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Haythornthwaite, 2005; Ray, 2007; Subrahmanyam, Reich, 

Waechter, & Espinoza, 2008; Urista, Dong & Day, 2009). Urista, Dong & Day (2009) 

found communication efficiency to be a key aspect of social networking sites, providing 

a quick way to disseminate or collect information among friends.  

In advancing interpersonal communication, social networking sites offer a new 

way of achieving a sense of belonging and community and, therefore, providing a new 

way of gathering social cues. Sarason (1974) defines the concept of sense of 

community as “the sense that one was part of a readily available mutually supportive 

network of relationships” (p. 1). McMillan and Chavis (1986) introduced four core 
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elements of sense of community as membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of 

needs, and shared emotional connection. Previous studies have explored perceptions 

of a sense of community in online environments and found that members often 

experience a virtual sense of community (Blanchard & Markus, 2004; Jones, 1997; 

Rotman, Golbeck & Preece, 2009). Further studies have established that Facebook 

allows users to feel connected to the community by increasing their knowledge of other 

members (Putnam, 2002; Urista, Dong & Day, 2009; Valenzuela, Park & Kee, 2009).  

Individuals are often shaped by the communities they belong to, including the 

expected behaviors, morals and ethics. Online social networks present similar 

characteristics to a traditional communies and encourage the creation of community by 

facilitating more efficient means of communication between members (Donath & Boyd, 

2004; Hoffman, 2008).  

One’s attitudes, behaviors and perceptions are significantly influenced by the 

social groups to which one belongs. Research presented in the area of group 

communication, indicates that online social networks can function as groups that 

facilitate development of social norms, both descriptive and injective, and have a direct 

impact on people’s behavior and judgment (Severin & Tankard, 2001). Social 

networking sites have expanded the number and diversity of people that are accessible 

in a social group. Sherif’s (1936) experiments suggest that people depended on groups 

for guidance in uncertain situations, such as politics, religion or morality, whether the 

group is actually present or not. Sherif argues that even casual groups, or people who 

may not have actually interacted face-to-face, can have a strong influence on its 
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members. This argument suggests that an individual’s Facebook network can have 

substantial influence on the beliefs and attitudes formed in these areas. 

 Another concept of social influence is the social identification model, which 

implies that individuals use groups to form an internal identity. This model also suggests 

that groups do not necessarily need to consist of face-to-face relationships, but of 

people that the individual admires or identifies with. The model stresses the importance 

of social group categories to which people assign themselves as they are related to 

one’s social and personal identity (Severin & Tankard, 2001; Turner, 1982). Price 

(1988) suggests that the social identification model facilitates understanding of public 

opinion formation from the perspectives provided by media. In many ways, these types 

of groups can be formed via online social networking sites. This argument suggests 

Facebook could play an influential role in personal and social identification development 

and; therefore, alter opinion formation.  

 The concept of social identity formation within online social networks is reflected 

in the self expression gratification factor established for Facebook among members 35 

and older in this study. Concern about social network profile representation, online 

image and others’ reactions to that image has been established as inherent to online 

social networking sites among younger audiences as well (Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 

2007; Ray, 2007). 

Limitations 

There were some limitations presented in conducting this study. As noted in 

previous studies that focused only on Facebook, one of many social networking sites 

available, investigation of members 35 years of age and older within other social 
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networking sites may produce different results. In addition, at the time this study took 

place many Facebook members within this age group were new to Facebook, so results 

may change as these members use Facebook for a longer period of time. 

A convenience sample beginning with the researcher’s own network and 

extending to participant’s networks was used to gather the sample for this study. 

Although an adequate sample size was collected, random sampling of a larger number 

of participants would provide external validity. Additionally, the sample collected for this 

study skewed heavily toward females and Caucasians, with the largest percentage 

representing the 35-44 age group. As the sample was collected using the convenience 

method, it is not representative of the U.S. adult population. 

Measurements for this study relied heavily on descriptive statistics, which 

contributes to the low validity of the study. Descriptive statistics are useful in explaining 

characteristics of the sample collected, although utilizing only descriptive statistics for 

measurement increases the chance for different results from a replication of the study. 

 Some complications were experienced in constructing and analyzing results 

from the survey questionnaire. As stated in chapter III, the open-ended question used to 

gather information about how much time was spent on Facebook proved problematic. 

Due to the apparent confusion among participants in answering this question, some 

survey responses had to be eliminated from the results during analysis. A revised 

version of the open-ended question or use of closed-end options may yield more 

accurate results. 

Although the motive measurement scales were replicated from several studies, 

these motives are not completely comprehensive. Motive scales utilized for this study 
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were adapted from previous studies investigating motives of social media use among 

younger audiences. More authentic information may be discovered with the 

development of motive scales specific to older audiences. Some potential unique 

motives were identified through the open-ended questions explored in this study, such 

as peer pressure, children, and business or job implications. Findings from this study 

coupled with more in-depth insights of a focus group could yield additional unique 

motives to be explored against the 35 and older Facebook audience.  

Also, the coolness motive scale utilized in the survey instrument, adapted from 

Sheldon (2008), had a reliability (α = .651) which is below the generally accepted level. 

This measurement scale consisted of only three items. Due to the small number of 

items, none of the items were removed in attempt to increase reliability for the results of 

this study. This lack of reliability was further illustrated during factor analysis as items 

from the coolness measurement were distributed among two different factors. Further 

pretesting of this measurement scale might have avoided this problem. 

Lastly, when using a self-reported measurement there is usually a concern about 

response bias and inaccurate estimates. Self-reported measures are often criticized for 

the possibility of being influenced by social acceptability and researcher bias. Specific to 

uses and gratifications, there is often concern regarding the extent to which 

respondents are conscious of their motives for media usage (Palmgreen, 1984; 

Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter & Espinoza, 2008). This study attempted to minimize 

problems of memory by holding the survey online and encouraging respondents to 

access their Facebook accounts as a reference. Respondent anonymity was also 

emphasized in recruitment of respondents for the study.  
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Future Research Suggestions 

This study provides an inaugural investigation of Facebook members 35 years of 

age or older. Future studies conducted using a randomly selected sample and a larger 

number of participants are encouraged. Exploration of additional motives or activities for 

Facebook use among this audience could reveal new findings. A few possible unique 

gratifications were identified in response to the open-ended questions utilized in the 

questionnaire of this study, including peer pressure, children, and business or job 

influences. In addition, more analysis of nuances among this broad age demographic 

should be investigated. Future research exploring relationships and differences among 

gender, usage groups or age brackets as related to Facebook gratifications and usage 

would benefit the literature. 

The age demographic of 35 and older was targeted specifically for this study 

since this group represents the fastest growing audience on Facebook. However, a 

significant gap remains between the numerous studies that have investigated college 

students and young adults and the older adult audience examined in this study. Future 

research will need to asses Facebook usage among post-college members who are 

younger than 35 years old. 
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APPENDIX 

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE
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